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PROLOGUE 

December 8th 

His office was a tent. Even though they had moved south, the air was cold and a light snow fell. The sounds of gunfire rocketed in the distance, and with each blast, a dead chill went through Joe Slagel.

He warmed his hands over the pot belly stove and poured the last contents of the coffee into his cup.

It wasn’t going to be long, not at all. Those who remained were secure and underground in Mexico. There was no other alternative.

Joe went back to his desk. His body ached, head hurt, and he had smoked his last cigarette. He, too, would be leaving and joining the others, but did it make a difference?  Would anything he had done made a difference? Swallowing a hard reality, eyes watering, he peered down to the fresh notice on his desk. The simple letter sent by field messenger that Robbie had been killed in action.

The static hiss of the radio brought him from his stare of the tragic news.

“Joe, come in,” the male voice said.

Joe picked up the radio. “Yeah, Dan.”

“It’s a shell. Everything that remained, that we could, we moved to the cryo tunnels. We did as much as we could with just the eight of us. Over.”

“I understand. Hopefully … hopefully when this is all said and done, we can go back and rebuild.”

“Hopefully. We got them in scope, Joe, about thirty miles out. Close.”

“Then you know what you need to do, get out of there.”

“Roger that, Joe. Good luck.”

“Same. Out.” Joe put down the radio. He removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes. He needed a minute before he got in the jeep and left. Just a minute to himself.

He felt the cold air enter before the voice called out to him.

“Joe.”

Joe looked up. “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be with the others?”

“Not me, Joe.” He stepped closer. “You know who I am, don’t you.”

Joe stared for a few seconds, long and hard. “You.”

“Again.” He nodded. “Joe, I thought … I thought it would work.”

“I did, too.”

“But truth be known, Joe. You made some bad decisions. You didn’t think they’d be bad, but they were.”

“I made human decisions,” Joe said. “Human.”

“And you and I both know you’d do it again if you had the chance to do it over.”

“I based it on what I saw. Anyone would have.”

He shook his head. “Not anyone.”

Joe closed his eyes briefly. “Why are you here, again? At this point …”

“It’s not over, Joe. Not completely. I think you know what needs to be done. None of this had to happen.”

“What are you saying?” Joe asked.

“It’s time, Joe, to make a decision.” He paused. “The ultimate decision.”

On that, Joe peered up with a heavy sigh.

 
   





  
 



CHAPTER ONE
Eight Months Earlier …

 

BEGINNINGS MONTANA

 

March 26th

 

Feeling the impact of a bullet was nothing compared to the impact of the news Frank Slagel received. It was as if he lost all neurological control for a second. His hands fell, he dropped the video camera, and his body seemed to absorb in to the chair.

He never would have imagined that one of the first things he’d face as leader would be the evidence presented to him.

As a son, he wanted nothing more than to see the man or woman who was responsible for his father’s death, caught. See them pay for what they did. But as a leader, the facts were important, and was what he witnessed fact?

It didn’t make sense.

When he mustered his wits about him and lost the shock, Frank lifted the camera, placed it on his desk, and stood.

“Fuck,” he blurted out in frustration, then said the word less harsh. “Fuck.” A deep breath and Frank sat back down in the chair, running his hand across the bridge of his nose and down his goatee.

John Matoose, reached for the camera, and Frank’s hand came down stopping him. “Don’t take it.”

“I  ... I wasn’t going to,” John said. “I was just rewinding.”

Frank nodded.

Robbie, who was in the office, walked to the door. “I’ll go pull him in.”

“Wait,” Frank called out. “Get back here.”

“What?” Robbie asked shocked. “What am I waiting for?”

“Excuse me, Frank,” John said. “I  ... I’d like to know that, too.”

“This isn’t right. It doesn’t feel right.”

Robbie looked at John, then to Frank. “Darrell woke up. Darrell said….”

“I know what he said,” Frank replied.

“He was there, Frank. Right there when Dad died. He saw who was in the office.”

John added. “And the video tape, Frank. It shows …”

“I know what it shows.”

Robbie huffed. “I know he is your friend, Frank but you can’t refute the evidence.”

“What evidence?” Frank asked hard.

“You’re fuckin’ nuts,” Robbie waved out his hands. “Why are you denying this?”

“Why are you so quick to assume?”

“Assume?” Robbie asked with a laugh. “He was in the office. Darrell saw him, the tape shows him leaving.”

“And that gives us what?” Frank asked hard.

John answered “It gives us enough to bring him in, Frank. Get him out of the community circulation.”

“But it doesn't give us a motive,” Frank said. “What reason would Dean have to kill Dad? What reason?”

Robbie and John didn’t answer.

Robbie tossed his hand up. “I don’t know. To stop your wedding.”

“Fucking bullshit and you know it. Dean doesn’t have a reason. That’s why I don’t buy it,” Frank said with a shake of his head. “Not at all. It doesn’t make sense to me.”

“I give up!” Robbie barked. “I give up. This was our father, Frank. Our father. What the fuck. You have visual evidence and testimony.”

Frank stood. “Of what!”

John tried to intervene, holding out his hands. “Frank. Robbie. If we can calm down. I understand where you’re coming from, Robbie. I do. I’m with you. But getting angry right now isn’t going to get us anywhere. Frank…” John faced Frank. “Tell me why you don’t think this is evidence enough to bring him in.”

“First, we have Darrell saying what? What did Darrell say?” Frank asked.

Robbie, irritated, huffed out, “I asked if anyone was in the room with Dad. He said yes. Dean.”

Frank nodded. “And we have Dean on video coming out of the office.”

Robbie threw out his hand. “You’re only making my case here, Frank. Yes. Dean was in the office right before Dad was killed. Right before the explosion.”

Frank nodded. “And that proves Dean planted the device? We have no evidence that Dean brought in the explosive. We have no evidence that it wasn’t there when Dad arrived. We don’t know. If we had a motive, we’d have enough to go on. But we don’t.”

Robbie asked. “Are you saying this because you really want more evidence or because you don’t want to believe Dean did it?”

“I don’t believe Dean did it. I don’t feel it. Dean loved our father, Robbie, come on. It doesn’t make sense. And you and I both know, Dean is the fucking pawn over and over in set ups.”

John watched. Robbie nodded, and it made sense to John as well. “What do you want us to do?” John asked. “What do you need?”

Robbie in defeat, nodded as well. “What do you need?”

Frank looked at his watch. “Meet back here in an hour and a half. Both of you. We’ll have a meeting. In the meantime, Robbie, did you pull any prints off the remains of the C-4 container.”

“Not yet,” Robbie replied.

“Then get on that. If there’s a Dean print, I’ll get him myself,” Frank said.

“I’ll get on that now, Frank.” Robbie said.

“John, I want you on Darrell, twenty-four seven if you have to be, I want you there when he groans to try to get an answer. I’ll contact Ryder about having you here.”

“Right away, Frank.” John stood and walked to the door.

Frank watched them both getting ready to leave. “And, the lid is on this. No one knows anything about hits. The video or what Darrell said. Not until we get more. Clear?” When he saw he had both of their understanding, Frank said. “I don’t need a leak and a lynch mob hanging Dean in the center of Beginnings. You know that’s what will happen.”

John nodded and was the first to leave.

Then Robbie began his exit. He stopped at the door. “I’m sorry, Frank I got so pissed.”

“No,” Frank shook his head “I understand little brother, I do. I want the killer found. But I want it to be the killer.”

“And are you willing to accept it if it is Dean?”

“Absolutely,” Frank said.

Robbie gave a single nod. “See ya in a little bit.”

Frank prepared to sit back down, but just as he did, the door reopened and Robbie poked his head in.

“Oh, hey,” Robbie snapped his finger. “Before I forget. Andrea is talking to Dad’s ghost.”

“Thanks Robbie. We can use that as well,” Frank said. “He might have the answers.”

Robbie grinned. “You’re funny.” And closed the door.

“That’s if Dad will talk,” Frank mumbled to himself, then paused. His eyes widened almost in revelation, then he shook his head. “What the fuck am I saying?” After a grumble over his own temporary dive back into an old Frank mode, Frank regained his composure, and picked up the phone.

 

<><><><>

 

Hal would never admit it. Never. In fact, if asked, he’d flat out deny it. But if truth be known, there’s was something obscurely enjoyable about the audio version of Frank’s book.

Frank’s Day Out, was Beginnings number one best seller. Then again, it was really the only new book out. That would change soon.

The odd little children’s novel was enjoyed by both grownups and kids. Hal was a bit shocked when he read it to discover that the children’s book had the word ‘fuck’ in it. It didn’t surprise him that Frank used the word 'fuck’ but it surprised Hal that Jenny allowed it in a book that kids would read. After all, she was in charge of the education system.

But Jenny said, it was a reality based book, and the kids had to face reality.

Hal did enjoy the book, it made him chuckle. But it was nothing compared to the audio version. He listened to that in the truck on his way back to Bowman. It probably wouldn’t have been as funny if Frank read it, but hearing Ben from Fabric’s rendition and imitation of Frank, had Hal in stitches.

He actually contemplated going to see Ben’s live performance at Hoi-Hoi on the Range.

Pulling into New Bowman following his meeting with Frank, Hal was pleased to see things running normally. They seemed to slow down after his father died. People had no ambition whatsoever to do anything.

But they were back on the horse both literally and proverbially.

Elliot Ryder was walking down the street toward the main office building when Hal pulled to the curb.

Elliott stopped, waved, and waited for Hal to disembark from the truck.

“Captain,” he extended a hand. “You’re back early.”

“It was brief. For some reasons, the meetings aren’t the same without my father,” Hal said.

“Well, as I had said, the chemistry and combination of Frank and Mr. Slagel made for drawn out meetings. Have you initiated my plan?”

“The plan to irritate Frank into being Frank?”

“Yes.”

“No. Not yet. I’m working on it.”

“How did the meeting go?”

“Very well. I am the Vice President now.”

Elliot smiled and shook Hal’s hand. “Congratulations.”

Hal responded first with a ‘hmm’, “That remains to be seen.” He grinned and stopped when his phone rang. “Captain Slagel,” he answered. “Yes, Frank.” Hal looked at his watch. “I just returned. Really? Then absolutely. We’ll be there.” He hung up.

“Everything OK?”

“I don’t know,” Hal said, staring at the phone. “Frank needs us in Beginnings in an hour and a half.”

“Both of us?”

“Both.”

“Did he say why?” Elliott asked.

“Only that it had to do with my father’s killer.”

“Captain, it must be big to call you back right way.”

“My thoughts exactly.” Hal tapped the phone to his hand.

“I’m free now. Do you want to head there early?”

After a moment of thought, Hal agreed. After checking in with Sgt. Manis and letting him know they’d both be gone, without further hesitation, Hal and Elliott left for Beginnings.

 

<><><><>

 

Lars Rayburn had to wonder how the wiry, annoying, arrogant, little scientist got anything done in the clinic when he was never around. He seldom if ever saw him, and was always being told he was in the other lab.

Not that Lars minded that. The less of Dean he saw the better.

He stopped at the clinic for two reasons, to check on Darrell and to post a bulletin regarding the next woman’s meeting at his wellness center. While there, he pulled Darrell’s chart. He flipped through the pages. “What the heck?”

“Something wrong?” Melissa asked.

“Where are the results from his recent blood work?” Lars questioned.

“They didn’t come in yet?”

“Not yet?”

Melissa shook her head.

“We drew the blood yesterday morning.”

“I know.”

“Does it usually take this long?”

“Well, it depends,” Melissa said.

“On?”

“What Dean and Ellen are working on and if it is an emergency. Obviously, Darrell doesn’t have a disease, and Dean and Ellen are working on a secret project, so they’ll get to it.”

“Andrea allows this?”

Melissa chuckled. “She fights a losing battle. Usually Jason comes in and does it., But Jason hasn’t worked since Joe’s passing.”

Lars nodded. “Well this is unacceptable. I am going to tell this to Andrea. This has nothing to do with you dear, I don’t want you thinking I am blaming you.”

“Thank you Lars.”

Lars handed her the chart and headed to the lab. He’d do the blood work himself. It wasn’t as if he was asking for a simple blood count. Lars wanted an analysis of Darrell’s blood. Mainly because Darrell wasn’t responding, and the head scan didn’t show any damage. So there was a sense of emergency. Why? Was there something else going on with Darrell? Perhaps he was consuming some sort of substance. Lars didn’t know, but analyzing the blood was a first step to finding out.

He ran the blood through the program. When the first result came back, Lars greeted them with a perplexed, ‘hmm’. 

“Substance unknown?” he read.

Thinking surely Dean would have put every known substance into the computer; Lars did a breakdown of the substance.

It didn’t take long for the further breakdown to come through. Lars didn’t recognize it. Then again, he was still new to Beginnings.

“Knock. Knock.” Andrea called out pleasantly.

“Oh, what a delight.” Lars said and stood, taking the paper from the printer.

“Melissa said you were dismayed.”

“Ah, yes,” Lars exhaled. “Your resident brilliant boy takes too long to do his work. He should work before he plays.”

“I agree, I’ll speak to him again.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Andrea …” Lars handed her the print out. “Do you recognize this breakdown? This substance was found in Darrell’s blood. The computer doesn’t know it.”

Andrea read it. “No. But that doesn’t mean anything.”

“What do you mean?”

“Dean has lots of stuff he doesn’t put into the computer. He may have been giving Darrell something on the side.”

“Like a drug?”

Andrea nodded.

“For what purpose?”

Andrea shrugged. “Dean experiments. He is constantly trying new things. Vitamins, energy drugs, antibiotics. In fact, if memory serves me right, Darrell did have a throat infection two weeks ago.”

Lars looked at the readout. “Would Dean know by looking?”

“He should.”

Lars nodded. “Good. I’m going to go find out if he knows what this is?”

“What’s going on?”

“I’m just curious as to why our security man is so out of it. His scan shows no damage.”

“You’re right, I was wondering that myself. Good thinking doctor.”

“Thank you.” Lars folded the paper with a smile. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go find Dean.”

“Oh.”

“Oh?” Lars stopped walking. “Why ‘Oh’?”

“I’m not so sure he wants you there.”

“I don’t care. I need some answers.” Lars walked to the door.

“Oh, Lars, before you go. I have a question.”

“Sure. Shoot.”

“The woman’s meeting tonight? This one is the “getting In touch with your estrogen’ right?”

“Right.”

“Should no males be there?”

“It would be best to leave all males at home as they wouldn’t understand,” Lars said.

“Good. Thank you. He’s not gonna like it, but I’ll break it to him.”

“Who?” Lars asked.

“Joe.”

His mouth parted to speak, to respond, but Lars didn’t. He smiled, said, ‘good luck’ and left the lab. He was on a mission to find Dean.

 

<><><><>

 

“How’s it going?” Danny Hoi asked.

Danny’s entrance into the communications room took Jimmy away from his daydream break. He was staring at his bookmark, a picture of Jenny Matoose. He ran his thumb over her face, smiled peacefully and set the picture down.

“Man,” Danny said and looked at the picture. “You got it bad.”

“For Jenny.” Jimmy sighed out. “Yeah. But what can I do? She belongs to John.”

“Understand, Brother.”

Jimmy nodded. “So, what brings you here?”

“Checking on you,” Danny said. “I was in the middle of a surprise for Frank and thought I’d come down.”

“Surprise for Frank?” Jimmy asked.

“Yep. When we were in his office, I was thinking how crowded it is.”

“But you’re having an office built for us, right?”

“Right. But until then, wait until he steps out of his office.” Danny winked. “I got him a little trailer.”

“Sweet.” Jimmy nodded.

“So how’s it going with this?” Danny pointed to the satellite link up manuscript.

“Good. Good. I hit page fifty.”

Danny winced. “It doesn’t read right.”

“Actually, militarily, it reads fine. This things when working, when linked will change that whole board.” Jimmy said. “We will be able you do a random scan of air and sea, or punch in coordinates.”

“So if an invasion is coming, we’ll see it.”

“See it and identify the threat,” Jimmy said.

“That explained all that in the first fifty pages?” Danny asked. “I must have really missed it.”

Jimmy chuckled. “No, I skipped ahead. But I’m working on it.”

“How long do you think this will take?”

“Not long. Once I figure out what to do. How to hook it up and retrieve the information. It’s all a matter of learning to work it.”

“How long?”

“Weeks. Months. But then again, it depends how obsessive I get. If I feel close I won’t stop.”

“Cool.”

At that moment, the communications phone rang. Jimmy answered it, “Communications, Jimmy Slagel speaking. Oh, hey Frank.”

Danny tapped him on the shoulder, mouthed the words, “I’ll catch you later’ and turned.

“Yeah, he’s here. Hold on.” Jimmy extended the phone. “Danny. For you. Frank.”

Danny looked oddly. “Why didn’t he call my …” He glanced down. “Shit. I left it at the trailer. Thanks.” He took the phone. “Hey, Frank, sorry I left my phone somewhere. What’s up?”

“Hey, Danny, that’s OK,” Frank said. “The Dean SUT tracker, I’m having trouble with the history.”

“What kind of problem?” Danny asked.

“I can’t get it to go back any further than twenty-four hours.”

“That’s because it resets,” Danny said.

“Fuck. I need it to go back further”

“It can.”

“But you just said …”

“Well it works like a cell phone Frank. You know how our cells send a signal here, and we are able to log calls. It keeps a log.”

“Of where he’s been?” Frank asked.

“Yep. I haven’t pulled it up. You’ve been on it.”

“I’ve been lax,” Frank said.

“Is there a problem?”

“Could be. How far back can you go?”

“I have that to reset every month, but it creates a backup log.”

“Can you pull for me?” Frank asked.

“Sure, Frank. When do you need the info?”

“In an hour,” Frank said.

“I can do that. Any date you have in mind or just a history.”

“Actually a date.”

Danny grabbed a pencil. “Go on. What is it?”

“March twenty-first.”

Danny paused in writing it down. “Frank, that’s ….”

“I know.”

Danny sighed. “I get you.”

“Danny, lid’s on this one. OK? For now?”

“You got it. I’ll go get that info.”

“Meet me here in an hour. Thanks.”

Danny pulled the phone from his ear when he heard the line disconnect. He placed the phone on the base.

“Everything OK?” Jimmy asked.

“Um … yeah.” Danny forced a smile. “Everything is fine. He just needs something from me.” After a clearing of the throat Danny headed back to the door. “Good luck with that Jimmy.”

Jimmy gave a thumbs up.

Danny left. He knew what Frank wanted. He wanted to know where Dean was on the day Joe died. The implications of that request made Danny’s head spin. Frank had to have a good reason to ask. But it didn’t make sense to Danny, not at all. For as much as he didn’t like Dean, to him there was no question. Danny wasn’t psychic, and he didn’t have the tracking history on Dean, he couldn’t say for certain where Dean was, but Danny would swear he could bet where Dean wasn’t. He wasn’t near Joe when Joe was killed. Dean wouldn’t have been. At least those were Danny’s thoughts.







  
 



CHAPTER TWO
“I brought lunch,” Ellen announced as she entered the cryo lab, closing the door with her foot. “Oh, Dean.” She winced. “What’s smells?”

“Rabbit fur,” Dean said. “I was practicing laser surgery and the fur just burned.”

“You should have shaved the bunny,” she stated, setting down the plate on the counter. “Hungry.”

“Actually I am.” Dean walked to the sink and washed up. “What did you get?”

“Bakery now has sandwiches. I got us each a mad meat sandwich.”

Dean paused in drying his hand. “Mad meat?”

Ellen nodded. “I sampled it. It’s really good. It’s the left over meats that kind of blend together like a ham salad.”

“Mad meat?”

“Don’t be so closed minded Dean, try it.” She uncovered the sandwiches.

Dean took a sniff. “Smells good.”

“See.”

He pulled forward stool. “I’ll try them.”

“So how are our embryos?”

“Good. Good. Our pup-bryos are fine. But we have a problem …” Dean took a bite of his sandwich. “This is really good, El.”

“See I told you. I didn’t think Gemma would serve anything bad. What’s our problem?”

“We really have to implant them in the next five days.”

“I thought we were gonna create a womb.”

Dean shrugged. “We are. But I’d really rather have a mother.”

“Like a human mother?”

Dean laughed. “No. Animal. I mean we can implant four to six embryos in her.”

“What kind of animal can we use?”

Dean shook his head. “I don’t know. What are our options?”

“Rabbit?”

“No linked enough.”

“Horse?” Ellen suggested.

“Nah. What we need is a close family member of the dog. Like a wolf or coyote.”

“This is Montana, Dean, there are coyotes here.”

“Yeah, but how are we gonna get one?” Dean asked.

Ellen smiled. She swallowed her bite of food and stood up. “I got an idea.”

“What are you doing?”

She picked up the phone. “Calling Frank.”

“Frank is going to get us a coyote?”

“If anyone can, he can.” She dialed. “Hey… oh, sorry. OK, real fast. Dean and I need a coyote in the cryo lab within the next five days. Can you get us one?” She paused. “Thanks.”

Dean watched her hang up. “That was fast. What did he say?”

“He said he’d try.”

“He’s pretty busy now, El,” Dean said.

“Yeah, I know, he just told me that.”

“He is the president. You’re gonna have to start thinking of ways to occupy your time.”

“I have. I do. You.” She flashed a smile. “Oh. Shit. I have to let Fifi out.”

“El, this is ridiculous. She’s a stuffed dog.”

“Getting into practice.” She lowered the stuffed dog to the floor and grabbed the leash. “I’ll just put her in the tunnel. I’ll be right back.”

Dean laughed.

Not for long.

No sooner did Ellen open the cryo lab door, she blurted out, “Oh, Lars, what’s up?”

Thinking, ‘fuck’, Dean wiped off his hands, and covered his sandwich in case he lost his appetite. “Lars.” Dean said, then cleared his throat.

“Dean. Sorry to disturb your … your …” Lars looked down to Fifi. “Is that Buzz’s Aunt’s dog?”

“Yes, Buzz gave her to me,” Ellen replied.

“Why?” Lars asked.

“She’s cute.” Ellen shrugged and walked out.

“What can I do for you, Lars?” Dean asked.

“I ran those blood tests on Darrell,” Lars said. “The ones you were supposed to get to.”

“They’re routine.”

“Actually, no, I wanted his blood analyzed,” Lars said. “He’s my patient and I’m baffled at why he can’t seem to stay conscious. In any event, I ran the tests. There was a substance in the blood the computer didn’t recognize.”

Dean seemed perplexed. “Really? That’s odd.”

“That’s what I thought.” Lars handed Dean the tests. “Can you identify it?”

Dean took the results. At first he presented an air of arrogance, as if Lars, perhaps didn’t know what he was looking at. But all that changed. “Whoa.”

“Whoa? Is that a scientific term?” Lars asked.

Dean rolled his eyes. “I don’t recognize this at all.”

“It’s not one of your mixtures that you forgot about?”

“No, this isn’t even vaguely familiar. Actually this looks synthetic.”

“That’s what I thought.”

“Do you still have the blood?” Dean asked.

“The remaining, yes.”

“If you want, I can bring it down here, El and I can break it down and do some testing, see if this substance has anything about it.”

“If I bring it here, will you share the results?”

“Um … sure.”

Lars took a long look at Dean. “Why don’t I believe that?”

“Lars, please, I’ll share the results.”

Another look and Lars nodded. “Fine. It’s labeled and in the fridge.”

“Ok.” Dean shrugged. “I’ll get to it.”

“When?”

“When I’m done eating?” Dean asked.

“How can you eat in this smell?”

“Used to it.”

Lars winced, shook his head and walked to the door. “I still do not like you.”

“Yeah, well, the feeling is mutual.”

“Twit.”

“Asshole.”

“Have a good day,” Lars said.

“You, too.”

As Lars walked out, Ellen walked in. “Fifi feels better. What did Lars want?”

“Check this out.” Dean handed her the test results. “Darrell’s blood. Lars did a break down to analyze because he can’t figure out why Darrell is still unconscious. He wants me to see if I know what it is. I offered to do testing to see what and if the substance does anything and tell him about it,”

Ellen looked. “I don’t recognize this. It’s synthetic.”

“Exactly.” Dean nodded.

“How would he get something in his blood that’s synthetic that we don’t recognize?”

“Lars.” Dean said.

“OK. So why would Lars have you look at it and test it if he made it?”

“Why else? To rub it in that he has a drug we don’t. One he invented.”

“Dean!” Ellen said brightly. “That is so smart of you. Good thinking.”

“Yeah.”

“He’s a fucker.”

“Yeah.”

“So are you going to isolate the substance in the blood and see what it does?” Ellen asked.

“Oh, you better believe it.”

“Are you gonna tell him what we find?”

“Nope. I’ll let Frank know. If Lars is giving people drugs, unapproved, or unknown to Beginnings. Drugs that make people sleep …” Dean winked.

“Oh, he’ll be in trouble.”

Dean smiled. “You better believe it.”

 

<><><><>

 

Elliott laughed. Elliott laughed hard. It was a good thing he wasn’t driving the truck or else he would have lost control.

“I could listen to that over and over again,” Elliott said.

“Just something about Ben from Fabrics doing the Frank voice.” Hal sighed and ejected the audio book from the player.

“How did you get that?”

“Ben gave it me as a condolence present,” Hal replied. “It worked.”

“I don’t think our laughter is the desire effect Mr. From Fabrics wanted.”

“Who cares?” Hal released another sigh. “So, what do you think of my ideas?”

“Good. Good,” Elliott said “I have some to.”

“This will be fun; it’ll give me a focus.”

“You know, Captain, it truly does show how much you love your brother. In a sick and demented way, but it shows love.”

Hal nodded. “I knew when I spoke to Robbie and he called Frank an asshole. I knew something had to be done.”

“For Robbie to speak like that of Frank. It takes a lot. But do you think Frank wants to revert?”

“I think my brother feels he has to be in serious mode. He may be in that mode because of circumstances. That’s why we’re stepping in. As I told my brother, the people of Beginnings elected him for him. Hard headed, and dumb as an ox at times, but when needed, and where it is important, my brother pulls through. I want my brother back.”

“You miss fighting with him.”

Hal agreed. “You can say that.”

“I don’t think you’ll get a chance to at this meeting,” Elliott said.

“No. Neither do I. I don’t feel I’ll get a good Frank fight until he starts slipping back.”

“I’m not understanding the meeting.”

“What do you mean?” Hal asked. “He said it has to do with my father’s killer.”

“I was under the impression, Captain, that the killer was the clone.”

“We believe so, yes.”

“And the clone is supposed to be someone in Beginnings?” Elliott asked.

“That’s what we were told.”

“But the general populous doesn’t know that there’s a clone running around.”

“No, they do not.”

“OK, forgive me. But if they don’t know of a clone, and there is evidence or witness of your father’s killer. How do we convince the public that the actual Beginnings resident didn’t perform the murder?”

“We find the clone.” Hal said. “Problem is, we just don’t know who got cloned. We have an idea. Down to just a couple.”

“Then again it is possible …” Elliott paused. “Nah, never mind.”

“What? Don’t do that. What?”

“It’s confusing.”

“I’m not an imbecile, try me.”

“Ok.” Elliott exhaled. “What if the cloned Beginnings resident actually knows he or she is cloned and knows of the clone and uses that to his or her advantage so he or she could kill Joe and when they get caught they say it wasn’t them, it was their clone, and they produce the clone.”

Hal glanced over at him. “That’s retarded.”

“I would label it more confusing than anything else.”

“I wouldn’t.” Hal shook his head.

“I thought it was good.” Elliott replied, saw the glare that Hal gave him, and shrugged.  “Maybe not.”

 

<><><><>

 

He stood before the mirror in the little back bathroom of the trailer by the quantum lab. He had just finished giving himself a haircut. Seeing his Beginnings counterpart, his genetic source, reminded him that even though the hair was slightly different, he couldn’t take a chance of being noticed.

It was hard enough being called his counterparts name. He preferred Roy. That was the name he gave himself when he was thirteen.

He wasn’t all that fond of Beginnings. He didn’t mind visiting, he did that often, but now he was stuck. The last time trip did something to the HG Wells, and he couldn’t get back. He needed time to work on it; unfortunately, he couldn’t do that without being spotted.

That was the last thing he wanted.

If Beginnings thought his counterpart was smart, they wouldn’t believe him.

Roy was an experiment.

A frozen embryo, labeled, and uncovered. A clone. The scientific community knowing of the genetic model used for Roy, experimented on Roy even when he was in utero.

The fake womb where he was in utero was filled twenty-four seven with audio versions of textbooks. Pumped into the amniotic fluid.

He didn’t have a normal child hood. He never saw another child at all until he escaped. At that point he had heard of them, but never saw one.

He spoke every language imaginable by the time he was nine. He mastered math and science before being a teenager, and by the time he was twenty, he was doing experiments for the government, solving problems that their ‘known’ top minds couldn't touch.

But he was freak. A mutant. A clone. And was left alone. His only exposure to family and life were hundred year old sitcoms, old Roy Rogers sagas, Charlton Heston movies, and old Hoi Broadcasting shows.

Growing up and even as an adult, his free time was spent reading and watching shows. He didn’t sleep much. Didn’t have the need for it. Nothing really exhausted him.

He envisioned himself many times with a wife and children and living in Society. But when it came down to it, Roy missed his seclusion and his own world.

He didn’t want to stay in Beginnings, so therefore he remained hid. He was tired of the hiding. The trailer was musty, cold, and didn’t smell good. The food he received was when he went into Bowman or into center town. How many times had Gemma said to him, “Wow you must be hungry? You’re back.”

But the trailer was his only source of seclusion, and safe hiding.

Watching his Beginnings counterpart afforded him the opportunity to pose as him when he need something. But admittedly, Roy got nervous. There wasn’t enough text book knowledge about his genetic model, so Roy risked being ‘outed’ every time someone talked to him.

There were few close calls. Especially with Danny Hoi.

Henry was none the wiser, even though Roy totally screwed up.

The trailer remained his best bet. So he spent multitudes of time there. No one went there. If they did, it was brief.

All he wanted was to fix the HG Wells and leave.

Hopefully, that wouldn’t take too long.

 

<><><><>

“Oh, yeah,” Frank graveled his voice with a pleased nod as he stepped into the temporary trailer set up just outside where they were going to construct the new offices. It was empty all but for a long meeting table in chairs. That was when he first saw it. He used the time before his meeting to bring in his computer and desk.

He was pretty happy with it and no one would be cramped.

When Danny showed up and said he had a surprise, Frank thought it had to do with the information he asked for with the SUT tracker. But Danny said he was on his way to do that. But wanted to share.

He gave Frank the keys.

John Matoose was working on a way to show everyone at the meeting a video, and Robbie said he, too had information to share at the meeting.

Something was missing. Frank made a call, “Hey, Trish, you feel like playing secretary for a little bit?”

“What did you need me to do, Frank, I have appointments.”

“I’m having a really important meeting and I was thinking coffee. I can come in town and get it if …”

“No. No problem. I can use the break.”

After thanking Trish, Frank went back to gearing up for the meeting. There was one snag. Danny found a glitch in the SUT tracker program and was having a hard time pulling up the history. He promised Frank he would work on it and bring the data as soon as he had it.

Frank wanted that information going into the meeting, but just getting it would help.

He really needed to know where Dean was when the office exploded.

 

Hal grinned. “Do you remember when my brother walked around with that card from Dean? The one that said, temporarily mentally disabled?”

Elliott chuckled. “I actually do.”

“I think my brother is suffering from temporarily mentally proper.”

“Captain?” Elliott asked.

“He’s coming back, slowly but surely, and when I implement my plan my brother will be my brother.”

“How do you think that will affect him being a leader?”

“Not at all,” Hal shook his head. “My brother, when it comes to the good of this community, will be perfect. But he needs to be the hardheaded, dense Frank this community loves and hates, or I don’t think he’ll be as effective.”

“I have to agree. So, tell me, what makes you so sure it’s temporary.”

“This.” Hal ripped the note from Frank’s office door, and read it. “Turn to your right and walk twenty feet.” Hal smiled. “Not only did my brother spell the word trailer wrong, he gave directions to it.” Hal pointed to the easy to spot metal mobile.

Elliott laughed.

“Let’s go see my brother.” Hal walked with Elliott to the trailer office.

They knocked.

Frank opened the door.

Hal held up the note. “You give good directions.”

“Did you take my note down, Hal?” Frank asked.

“It appears so, yes.”

“Fuck.” Frank took it and walked out of the trailer, he returned in a few seconds.

“Where were you?” Hal asked.

“Putting my note back. The others won’t know where to go.”

“Did you think maybe radioing them?”

Frank paused. “Yes. But …” he cleared his throat. “I was busy. So what do you think?”

“About?” Hal asked.

“My fucking temporary office,” Frank said. “Ryder. What do you think?”

“I like it,” Elliott responded.

Hand on hip, Frank nodded. “It’s almost like it’s a room for a board. But then, that’s sort of what we are. Instead of a cabinet, we can call ourselves that.”

“Board?” Hal asked.

“Yes.” Frank answered.

“Board of Beginnings?” questioned Hal.

“Huh?”

“Board of Beginnings?”

“No.”

“No?” Hal tilted his head. “Not board of Beginnings.”

“Why are you asking me that?” Frank snapped.

Hal huffed. “Because you said it first.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Yes, you did,” Hal was insistent. “Elliott didn’t he?”

“I believe you did, Frank.”

“I said I was bored?”

Hal exhaled. “Not bored as in bored. Board as in board.”

Frank stared.

“Frank?”

“Fuck, Hal.” Frank growled, walked by Hal, and out the door.

Hal tossed out his hands. “Where did he go now?”

Elliot shrugged.

Frank opened the door and walked in. His whole demeanor had changed; he stood a bit taller, and cleared his throat before speaking. “I believe we had some miscommunication. I’m sorry for that. I don’t think calling us the board would work. People may get confused.”

The corner of Hal’s mouth raised in a smile. “They may.”

“Yeah, so.” Frank cleared his throat again “We’re the cabinet.”

“Absolutely.”

“Have a seat, Trish will be bringing coffee and Robbie and John Matoose will be here soon.” Frank took his seat at the head of the table.

Hal paused while pulling out his chair. “Why are one of my men coming here?”

“Because your man is working in Beginnings again.” Frank said.

Elliott interjected. “I wasn’t aware Captain; perhaps wires got crossed when I granted him leave to come back here for a week.”

Hal looked at Frank. “He’s only here for a week.”

Frank shook his head. “Not for now. I have him on something.”

Snippy, Hal said. “You can’t just take my man.”

“Yes, I can.”

“No, you can’t.”

“I can.”

“You gave him up,” Hal argued.

“I need him back.”

“You can’t just take him.”

“I can,” Frank said.

“Says who.”

Frank fluttered his lips. “Says me. I’m the fucking president.”

After a slight clearing of his throat to chase away the chuckle, Elliot whispered. “He has a point.”

Hal turned sharp to Elliot, “I don’t need you to encourage this.”

Frank held up his hand. “Can I just have him for another week or two? How’s that? I’m asking. I have him on something. And besides, he found out some very valuable information.”

“Can I ask what it is?”

There was a knock on the door.

“You’re about to find out,” Frank said, then aimed his voice. “Come in.”

John Matoose, arms full, slipped in the door. “I’m not late am I?” he asked. “Hey, Frank good thing you left that note I wouldn’t have known where to find you guys.”

After giving a smug look to Hal, Frank showed John where to set up his equipment. It as a matter of just waiting for Robbie—and hopefully Danny—and they could start.

 

Another call from Danny, stating he was going to be a bit longer, prompted Frank to begin. John was all set up, and they began with that.

“Why is Uncle Frank running so fast?” Billy’s voice played over the tape.

Jenny replied, “Why is Uncle Frank running …?”

Boom.

Not a man in the room didn’t jolt.

John stopped the tape.

Hal ran his hand over his mouth with a heavy breath. “I can’t believe that tape was found.”

“Neither can I,” said John. “Just today.”

Elliott pointed, slowly. “Someone came out of the office. Who was it?”

Frank nodded to John.

John played the tape, stopped it, rewound, and froze it.

Hal rose from his seat. “Dean?”

Frank stood and turned on the lights. “Looks that way.”

Hal asked, “Where does SUT tracking have him at that time?”

“I’m waiting for word from Danny. He should be here soon,” Frank said.

Robbie added. “I got the name from Darrell. He woke to tell me that Dean was there. Didn’t say much more, just that.”

“I’ve been on Darrell,” John said. “Check this out. There’s nothing physically wrong with him. I haven’t confirmed, but Melissa said Lars found something in his blood. Like he was drugged or being drugged.”

Robbie continued, “Which makes sense to me. If Dean doesn’t want him to wake up. Dean would be drugging him.”

Hal shook his head. “Then why wouldn’t Dean just kill him. Surely a man with his medical intelligence could do so easily. Doesn’t make sense.”

“That’s true,” Robbie said. “Check this out. We all know the explosive used was C-4. It was placed in a thermos mug, and was triggered by a timer. Because we all know the way C-4 works, we all know I was able to gather a lot of the pieces from the explosive device. This afternoon I was able to pull fingerprints from the mug, handle, and buttons on the timer. So we match up the print, we find our killer, because our killer would have set that timer.”

“How many prints?” Frank asked.

“Just one set, same set. I’m running matches as soon as I get back.”

Frank nodded. “And you have a print on the timer?”

“The most important print,” Robbie said. “Someone else could have handled that mug; no one else was touching that timer.”

“Excellent.”

Hal raised his hand slightly. “May I say something? As much as I am not a Dean fan, this doesn’t make sense to me. What is his motive?”

“It’s weak, but I can establish one,” Robbie said.

“What is it?” Hal asked.

Robbie replied. “Both Henry and Richie will testify that Dean left the townhouse angry at Joe. That he was on his way to see Joe, and even said he was killing Joe.”

Hal shook his head “Still, it doesn’t make sense. I keep going back to the fact that every wrong doing in this community has somehow, at some point, been linked to Dean. He’s been a pawn. He’s been the fall guy. The victim of bad luck. But he’s always been innocent.”

“But this time,” Frank added. “He could have been the victim of good timing. He may have stopped to see Dad, left, and then boom.”

“Bullshit,” Robbie snapped. “No. He wasn’t that far away when the explosion happen. Dean gave the fuckin sob story he was sleeping. He said he didn’t know. If he was all that innocent, and that close to the crime, why didn’t he say anything?”

Elliott whispered in a self-mutter, “That’s because it’s not Dean.”

Everyone looked at him.

“Ryder?” Frank asked. “What did you say?”

Elliott cleared his throat. “I may be wrong. I don’t know. But that’s not Dean.”

“What are you talking about?” Robbie questioned. “It’s fuckin Dean, look at him.”

Elliott nodded. “I am. It looks like him. Built like him. Absolutely. But … are we forgetting gentlemen that messages and circumstances have to lead us to the conclusion that Joe’s killer was not from Beginnings. Look at this man.” Elliott walked to the screen. “His hair. It’s longer.”

“So.” Robbie said.

“I can’t believe none of you thought of this,” Elliott said. “Dean got a haircut the day before the wedding. The day before this video. He got his hair cut. I was there. I was next in line. If this was taken after the haircut, then why is his hair still longer?”

Frank asked. “The clone?”

Elliott nodded. “We’ve been wondering who the clone was.”

“Hold on,” John spoke up. “There’s a clone in Beginnings?”

Frank spoke fast. “Nutshell. Fort said he was from the future. Said he was chasing a clone of someone from Beginnings. The info we got was the clone could be responsible for my father’s death.”

“No.” Robbie argued. “The clone is not Dean. Dad asked for a list of names of people Dean had cloned. Dean’s name wasn’t on that list.”

Hal added, “But if I recall, Dad was suspicious about that. Why wouldn’t Dean clone himself? Dad asked for a list of names of the clones he created and destroyed.”

Robbie plopped down in the chair. “What the fuck? A Dean clone?”

Frank fluttered his lips. “How do you think I feel about that? Two of them.”

Robbie projected defeat. “How the hell are we supposed to pin a murder on a clone if it looks like Dean did it and we can’t find the clone.”

“Wait. Wait.” Hal interjected. “We can’t assume this. Elliott may be wrong. This could be Dean. We may be barking up the wrong tree. We just need proof. Once we have proof, we can come up with a plan of action on what to do. To get the clone. We just need proof.”

At that moment following a single knock, Danny entered. “Hey Frank. Sorry.”

Frank smiled. “Yes. Just the man we needed to see.”

“Cool.” Danny grinned. “I worked out the bug and got that info for you.”

“What do you have?”

Danny looked around the faces. “They all know what info I was getting?”

“Yes,” Frank replied. “And this is perfect timing. Where was Dean at the time of my father’s death?”

“I can’t say what he was doing,” Danny said. “He wasn’t moving. Between the hours of roughly eleven AM and way past the time Joe died … Dean was in the clinic. A back room. I suppose sleeping just like he said.”

“And there’s no way he could have made it appear that way?” Frank asked. “And gone somewhere else?”

“Nope.” Danny said. “This tracker is programmed to his chip. Each chip has a special number. Unless he performed brain surgery and walked blind. No. He was at the clinic.”

All reactions were the same. Stunned. Robbie widened his eyes with an exhale. Hal was shocked. John was in awe. Elliott held a gloating look.

Frank smiled and nodded. “Thank you Danny.”

“What am I missing?” Danny asked.

“Nothing.” Frank looked at Hal. “Proof enough?”

“Proof enough,” Hal said. “Now we need a plan.”

 

<><><><>

 

The smaller plane was in perfect condition, but George Hadley just wanted to give it the once over … again.

He closed the hatch to the right engine, and wiped his hands on a towel. The final check.

“All set,” George said to a maintenance man standing by.

“Shall I get her fueled now?”

George nodded. “Refuel her, yes. Full tank. I’ll be back.”

He had things to do first. Stewart Lang had just returned to Quantico. George hadn’t had a chance to see him, but needed to make time. While speaking to Stewart he made arrangements to get in contact if he was needed. He didn’t know how long he was going to be gone, but he wanted daily check ins.

The new Sgt. Major seemed to be working out nicely as a temporary replacement for Bertha Callahan who was recovering. What George needed was for Bertha to recover and recover quickly. But he didn’t know the time frame he had, so he left instructions for the Sergeant Major to begin implementing a countryside alert. Deploy all troops as soon as possible to various locations.

Troops, equipment and artillery.

Stewart had asked if they should mobilize the troops now. George didn’t think so. The impending Great War he was told about had no details. He didn’t want to move his troops to the worst spots or most vulnerable spots.

Not until he knew more. He would soon. Hopefully.

He left Stewart for his next stop, telling Lang to prep notification to send to his destination.

He would leave in the morning or afternoon. Notification could be sent out then.

On to Callahan. She was making progress. The chip program of Danny Hoi’s worked like a charm and she was responding and talking. Seeing and hearing. The doctors said she would be back on her feet in no time.

She even recognized George and asked about things. He didn’t tell her much. He wanted her to get strong and well.

She had lost the baby she was carrying. Fortunately, she was too consumed with dealing with her recovery.

“We’ll try again,” she said.

George winced. Winced at the vision of six foot something Callahan in her masculine build glory fornicating with three foot, teenage, height deficient, Tigger Manis. It wasn’t right. It just wasn’t right. But she felt she was falling in love with the eighteen year old boy.

To each his own.

Manis was the last stop George had to make for the night.

Not Tigger but Mike. The little man’s towering father who was the chief of Police of Lodi. Mike, a prisoner of Quantico when he came on a mission to kill George and in the process shot Robbie and Callahan.

“Are they treating you well?” George asked.

Mike spit on the floor and stood from his bunk. “Oh, yeah, they let me out of my box twice a day to walk.”

“You have food, water, clothes; you’re clean and not beaten. Don’t be so disgruntled.”

“Why the fuck do you care how they are treating me?” Mike asked hard.

“Actually, I really don’t.” George said, standing, hands in pockets. “I wanted you dead. You came to kill me. You trespassed, shot my best man. Shot Robbie. You should be dead.”

“They why aren’t I?”

“Beginnings doesn’t want you dead.”

Mike vocally scoffed. “Like you give a fuck about Beginnings.”

“I do now, always did. But I have to now.”

“Are you expecting me to ask you why?”

George shook his head. “Nope. If I wasn’t such a bleeding heart I’d have a bullet in your head.”

“Yeah, and I wasn’t so careless, you’d have a bullet in yours.”

George snickered. “You had a bad plan, Manis.”

“Bad?” Mike ridiculed “I don’t think so. You lead this mess. If you aren’t around, this mess wouldn’t be on such a vindictive mission.”

“Our mission is the same as Beginnings now.”

“Right.” Mike sat down.

“Fine. Believe what you want.”

“I don’t believe for a second that Beginnings wants you alive.”

“Beginnings wants me alive, Mike and they need me alive. I’m not gonna tell you why. Not yet. You don’t deserve to know. But I’ll tell you this. You’re no good to us in a jail cell, and you’re no good to us dead.”

“Us as in the Society?”

“No, us as in the Society and Beginnings.”

Mike laughed.

George shook his head and turned. “I’m not gonna waste my breath anymore on you. It’s frustrating. You don’t know anything, so right now you can’t comment in an educated manner. I’ll fill you in when I get back, and then you can make the choice. You can stay here and rot, or you can walk away on the same path we’re all on.” He walked to the cell door and signaled the guard.

“Where are you going that’s gonna make that big of a difference on what you do with me?”

George paused before leaving. “Beginnings.”

 

<><><><>

 

Elliott’s eyes widened. “No.”

Hal grinned and finished his drink. “Yes.”

“Captain, this obsession of yours.”

“Obsession, Elliott?” Hal tilted his head. “I prefer calling it a mission.” He leaned further in the bar at the Social Hall.

“But this …”

“Is all part of the plan.” Hal raised his eyebrows a few times.

“I just …” Elliott shuddered. “I feel so weird doing this.”

“And I don’t?”

“Well, you have been there before.”

Hal scoffed. “That was when Frank was Frank. Now … sadly, I miss my annoying, dense, hard headed short bus brother.”

Elliott laughed.

“Let’s top this off with one more.” Hal poured a drink for Elliott and himself. “Then let’s hit this phase.”

Against what he wanted to do, and not very convincing, Elliott mumbled a ‘fine’ and took his shot.

 

The back room of the old shoe repair store was larger than the front, but Lars needed that. It was where he held his seminars and group meetings. He didn’t need chairs for the class. The women all sat on the floor, Indian style.

Lars paced, walked around them, while their eyes were closed, palms up.

“That’s correct, breathe deeply,” Lars spoke almost hypnotically. “We need to clear our minds of all the centuries of brain washing. Centuries of being told that producing estrogen is a no-no. That those of you who do, are condemned to carry a demon inside. Menopause is not a bad word, it is an awakening …”

“Amen,” Andrea whispered out.

“The fallopian tubes are a roadway to womanhood,” Lars said. “Blocked or unblocked, the fallopian tubes are a symbol. The eggs, the hormones you generate, are not a curse, but a blessing. Men who have condemned you are envious of you. Estrogen is empowering. Progesterone is enabling. You as women have the uterus. It is the super dome. The birth canal, the golden highway …”

 

Hal caught Elliott slipping away, as they stood in the hall just outside the room. He reached out, grabbed Elliott by the shirt and yanked him back. “Not so fast,” Hal whispered.

“Captain,” Elliott gasped. “The super dome, golden highway, Progesterone is enabling. Oh my God.”

‘This is perfect Elliott. Share perfection. Come on.”

“No,”

“Elliott.”

“No, unless it’s a direct order, I’m leaving.”

Hal smiled. “I order you.”

“Fuck.”

Hal grinned.

 

With a depression of his finger, Lars pressed the music player and soft relaxing music piped through the room. He paced and spoke, “Envision your ovaries. Imagine their tentacles waving Saying hello Saying …” he paused. He saw Hal and Elliot in the back room. “Gentlemen.”

A unison ‘huh’ flowed through the room.

Andrea turned around. “Hal, I know you strive to be a part., but this is an ovary class, not a testicle class.”

“And I await it,” Hal said walking through the room toward the front.

“Can I help you gentlemen?” Lars asked. “This really is a women’s class.”

“And we won’t interrupt your travels to the superdome via the golden highway.” Hal grinned. “I won’t hold up too much of your time.”

‘What is it?” Lars asked.

“I need a way to speak to the women,” Hal stood before them. “What better way.” He smiled. “Ladies, I have a favor to ask of you.”

<><><><>

 

Peace.

Frank had every intention of going home after a long day. Go home and spend time with Ellen, but when he found out she was at a body parts class, he let her be and hung out a little longer.

But instead of going to the Social Hall, Frank went somewhere else.

Sector thirty-two.

The Killer Baby region.

It was a long day, one that ended with Danny giving up on why they had another meeting. Danny did his job. He confirmed to Frank that Dean was nowhere near his father’s murder. And the Dean looking person was actually the clone.

News of the clone remained a secret between Hal, Elliott, Robbie, Frank and John Matoose. No one, absolutely no one else, no matter who they were was to find out about the clone.

Frank sent each man home to come up with a solution.

Then he himself took a detour to the Killer Baby section.

There was something soothing about the Killer Baby region.

It made Frank think of the old days. The days where he was chasing SUTS, savages and saving people. Back in the days when he didn’t have to have his thinking cap on too tightly. Until, of course, military action was needed.

Frank missed being that Frank. Playing with the killer babies, teaching them Journey songs.

But he knew those days were long gone. He had a new job, newer responsibility, and a new outlook.

He watched and listened to the killer babies. How soothing the sounds of the gnarling flesh. He even believed he thought he saw two of them having sex. But since they were toddlers, and since they were asexual, it couldn’t have been.

Frank did wonder if two asexual beings having sex made them homosexual. He’d have to ask Dean that. If it wasn’t weird enough, homosexual killer babies in Beginnings topped that.

Just as he thought of Dean he heard it, and it snapped in his mind. The odd request from Dean and Ellen.

The howling in the distance, not far from the edge of the Killer Baby region made Frank smile.

He told Ellen and Dean that he would see what he could do. Although he enjoyed hunting, he knew he didn’t have the time to play mighty hunter with a coyote. But how convenient was it? A coyote was there. Not far away. It gave Frank a sense of fulfillment over something he missed. The hunt. The chase.

Even though he didn’t really have much on him, Frank took the challenge and downed the gate to the Killer Baby sector.

He didn’t need much. It was a coyote. He was Frank. How hard could it be?

With those thoughts, Frank went in pursuit.

 
   





  
 



CHAPTER THREE
March 27th

 

There was something amazingly enriching and inspiring to Jimmy about the music of the old band, The Four Seasons. The upbeat, perky horns, and nasal vocals, along with the chord progression fueled Jimmy.

He longed for the days when he was a musician in high school. He played the triangle for Opus 17.

He was making progress on the manual. Read. Test. Fail. Succeed. He was certain; in the long run he’d have it down pat.

But one thing made him nervous. It was just after eight and he hadn’t heard from Jenny yet. She usually called him before she started teaching, but no call.

He scheduled a call from her in his mid-morning break.

But she was about a half an hour past due.

Just about on the next page, Jimmy’s phone rang.

“Communications,” Jimmy answered.

“Jimmy.”

With a smile, he kicked back. “Just the voice I wanted to hear. I expected to hear from you earlier. Is everything OK?”

“No,” Jenny replied.

Jimmy snapped forward. “What’s wrong?”

Jenny sighed. “We have a problem.”

“We as in you and me? You’re not pregnant are you?”

“No. no. Not us. Beginnings.”

“Have you gone to Frank?” Jimmy asked. “Because I’m just a worker bee here.”

Another long sigh from Jenny rang out. “This, that response is why I love you. You are so Slagel in one aspect, but so you in another. You would never hear your brothers say that.”

Jimmy didn’t know how to react to that one, so he just moved on. “So what’s up?”

“I don’t want to give details over the phone. But Trish … Trish is hysterical. Everyone that was at the library heard her scream and … she’s recovering now at the clinic. I spoke to her and told her not to mention a word to anyone until she spoke to you. So can you head over there?”

Jimmy looked at his watch. “Mark should be here any second. I’m on it.”

“Thanks, pumpkin.”

Jimmy snickered. “You’re welcome Shortcake.” Still grinning he hung up the phone.

“Shortcake?” Danny asked.

Jimmy jolted and spun around. “What?”

“Oh, that’s fuckin funny. You’re calling someone Shortcake.” Danny laughed. “Who’s the chick?”

“It wasn’t a chick,” Jimmy cleared his throat. “It was … it was my brother.”

“Yeah right,” Danny laughed.

“I’m serious.”

“Which one?”

“Which one what?”

“Which brother? You have three,” Danny said.

“Frank.”

Danny laughed harder. “Now I know you’re lying.”

“Danny,” Jimmy said seriously. “Do I joke around like my brothers? Have you ever seen me pull someone’s leg just to be an asshole?”

Danny tilted his head. “No. No I haven’t. But Frank … Shortcake?”

“If you must know, it was a nick name my father gave Frank when he was younger; because he was … he was short.”

“No way.”

“And he had red hair for a while.”

“Like the odd redheaded step child.”

Jimmy pointed. “Exactly.”

“So why haven’t I heard you call him that before? Why haven’t I heard him called that before?”

“Well, for starters, how often do you see me talk to Frank?”

“True.” Danny nodded. “I don’t see you talk too many of your brothers. They forget about you. I mean... I mean … you know what I mean.”

“Oh, sure.” Jimmy waved out his hand with a wink. “But, I’ve been trying to make him feel comforted by calling him that more often since my father died.”

“Totally understand. And Frank doesn’t mind?”

“Nope. Not at all.”

“Wow.” Danny folded his arms. “Frank’s nickname is Shortcake.”

“Yep.” Jimmy widened his eyes and turned back to his book. “I hate to be rude, but I have to read some more before Mark gets here. I have to go topside when he does. There’s a problem I have to deal with.”

“Oh, sure, no problem I only came down to do a systems check.” Danny moved across the room. ‘So what’s the problem?”

Jimmy flipped a page in the book. “It’s Trish.”

“That’s why you were talking to Shortcake, huh?”

“Yep.” Jimmy nodded. “Wants me to handle it.”

Danny whistled. “Glad it’s you and not me. Thought I’d get the call from Frank to handle Trish.”

“I don’t know what’s going on, all I know is I was asked to go speak to her.”

“I don’t know either, but I know they carried her from the history office. Rumor has it she saw a ghost.”

“Really?”

“That’s what I heard.” Danny shrugged.

A buzz of the door brought in Mark. “Hey guys.”

Jimmy put a book mark in his book. “Hey Mark, glad you’re here. I have to run topside to check on Trish.”

Mark, like Danny, whistled. “Glad it’s you. Not me.”

Curiosity piqued, Danny asked. “Do you know what’s going on, Mark?”

Mark shook his head. “Haven’t a clue. I heard they carried her out, she was white. Pasty, barely breathing. Near heart attack. They’re saying she saw Joe’s ghost.”

“Joe’s?” Danny asked.

“Joe’s.” Mark nodded. “That's what I heard.”

Jimmy stood and walked to the door. “Guess it’s time to find out.”

Danny called out. “Will you let us know?”

“Absolutely.” Jimmy said and walked out.

Waiting a moment until he was gone, Danny sat on the counter. “Did you see her?”

Mark shook his head. “Clinic room is cordoned off. And I’m security.”

“Who’s on the door?”

“Belford.”

Danny swished his mouth from side to side. “She had to see something. For that reaction. Wow. So, hey …” He gave an up motion of his chin. “Did you know Frank’s nickname was Shortcake?”
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“You’re looking awfully pleasant this morning,” Elliott told Hal as they walked down the streets of Bowman.

“I am pleasant Elliott. The glow of accomplishment is there,” Hal said.

“Then I hate to be the bearer of bad news.”

Hal stopped walking. “What’s wrong?”

“I just got word from Beginnings. They called to see if Anthony could go fill in at History for Trish.”

“Did something happen?” Hal asked.

“I’m afraid so,” Elliott replied. “They are saying Trish had a heart attack.”

“Good God,” gasped Hal, as he continued to walk “She’s so young.”

“I know,” Elliott replied. “They found her in the history unconscious, that’s the reports I’m getting. They’re saying that your father’s ghost spooked her.”

It caused Hal to pause in his stride once more. “My father’s ghost.”

Elliott shrugged. “That’s what they’re saying.”

“My step mother walks around speaking to his ghost.”

“You don’t think there’s some substance to his ghost being around do you.”

Hal looked at Elliott. “Don’t be absurd I think there may be more substance that hysteria is contagious.”

“That makes sense.”

“Well, fill me in on her progress.”

“I will. I hear Jimmy is on his way to check on her.”

“Good. Good.” Hal nodded.

“You still look happy.”

“I can’t help it, Elliott. I can’t. It’s pretty exciting. If all goes as planned.” Hal looked at his watch. “My little scheme to get Frank back should be starting now.”
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‘Oh this is fucked up,’ was the thought that Frank had when he got the note.

‘Trish had a heart attack’ said the message, ‘she is in critical condition and may not make it’

So young. Frank couldn’t believe it. He made a note to stop in and see how she was doing as soon as he finished reviewing his notes from morning rounds.

Before he did so, he picked up the phone and called Ellen. “Hey, babe, how’s it going?”

“Good. How about with you?”

“Missing you. I’m sorry you were sleeping when I got in last night.”

“That’s fine, the Killer Baby region is important to you. I know.”

“Are you at the cryo lab yet?” Frank asked.

“Stopping by Dean’s, and I’m on my way.”

“I left a surprise for you.”

“Really?” Ellen’s voice perked. “What?”

“You’ll see. There’s a note.”

“Excellent, I’ll see it when I get there.”

He conversed a bit more with her, feeling badly that his new job and responsibilities had taken him away even more than when he just ran security. But he knew Ellen would understand.

After hanging up the phone he looked at his desk calendar and to the meeting set at one.

One o’clock they were to come up with a reasonable solution as to what to do with Dean and the clone. A plan to follow. Frank had his own, but before initiating, wanted to run it by everyone.

Morning round out of the way, Frank prepared to hit the later ones when a knock came at the door.

“Come in.” he instructed.

Jenny poked her head in the trailer. “Busy?”

“A little, what’s up?”

“It’s just meeting day,” she said.

“With?” Frank asked.

“Me.”

“About?”

“Things,” Jenny said and walked in. “Joe met with me once a week.”

“I’m not my father. I didn’t know about it.”

“Now you do.” She said perky. “May I sit down?”

“Actually. No I’m on my way …”

“Thanks.” Jenny sat. “This won’t take long.”

Frank grumbled. “Go on.  What is this on?”

“Women’s issues.”

“Stop.” He held up his hand. “Explain women’s issues. Like voting.”

“Huh?”

“Women’s voting or rights.”

“No.”

“Then what the fuck kind of women’s issues are you wanting to discuss.”

“Frank,” Jenny snipped. “Your father …”

“I’m not my father.”

“But your father as leader took us seriously. Don’t you want to be that type of leader?”

“If my father took time out of his day for fucking inane issues. No.”

“These aren’t inane issues.”

Another grumble and Frank waved her on. “Go ahead.”

“First.” Jenny pulled out her note book. “Ben from Fabrics is refusing to come up with a new fall color for us women.”

Frank cocked an eyebrow. “For what?”

“For fall.”

“Yeah, but why do you need a new color.”

“We can’t wear summer colors, Frank.”

“Why not?” He asked.

“It’s not summer. We …”

“Stop.”

“What?” she asked.

“No inane issues. That’s an inane issue.”

“Fine. This one is not.”

“Go ahead,” Frank said. 

“Some of the women are not registering or updating their menstrual cycles.”

“Who the fuck cares?”

Jenny gasped. “Frank. If they don’t register or update their menstrual cycle how can they get the first day off.”

“First day of what?”

“Their periods.”

Frank winced. “I’m lost. Is there a new scientific thing Dean invented?”

“What?” Jenny was confused.

“A scientific method or drug I don’t know about?”

“What … what are you talking about Frank?”

He huffed. “You said if they don’t register or update, they can’t get their first day of their periods off.”

“Yes.”

“Well, then there has to be some sort of new medical thing.”

“No.”

“Then how are they getting their first day off.”

“Joe initiated that.”

“Whoa.” Frank sat back. “He had the secret thing?”

“Huh?”

“But to be honest, wouldn’t the second day be the first.”

Jenny blinked. “I don’t know what you mean?”

“All well and fine to get the first day of the period off, but when the second day came, that would be their first day, so really you aren’t saving them anything.”

“Frank I …”

“Although I don’t know how Dean or my dad was able to make a women get the first day off of their period.”

Jenny opened her mouth, stopped and held up her hand. “No. No they don’t get off their period. They don’t work on their first day.”

“Of?”

“Their periods.”

“Wait. Are you telling me the women in this community get a day off of work, every month, because they’re on their period?”

“Yes.” Jenny nodded. “The first day.”

“Who did that?”

“Your father?”

“Oh, that’s gonna stop.”

“What!” Jenny blasted.

“That’s fuckin stupid. You guys have had your periods forever. You can’t work because of this? This isn’t fuckin swimming class. First order of business. Women work when they get their periods.”

“You can’t do that, Frank.” Jenny argued. “That rule has been in effect for ever.”

“By my father,” Frank said. “And as you repeated. I’m not my father. New rules. Thanks Jenny for bringing that to my attention.”

Jenny huffed and gasped, then stood up. “I’m telling.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know. But I am. You won’t get away with this.” Angry, she stormed from the trailer office.

Frank laughed. “Oh, yeah, I love my wife.” He picked up the phone and dialed. “Oh, hey, El. I didn’t believe it when you called, but thanks for the heads up. I think Hal’s little plan started with Jenny.” With a wider grin, and a mind prepared, Frank hung up the phone and started his day.
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Robbie longed for the old days or at least the old days of new technology. He was fortunate enough to have the program that ran a match on a print, unfortunately it wasn’t automatic. He had to scan the prints he found from the explosive, and then find the best print of the batch. Once he had that, he pulled it up and registered it with the program.

In the old world he just had to press ‘find’ and the computer would search the database of prints, but now, Robbie had to pull up someone’s print and see if it was a match.

Print scanned, best print found, Robbie saw no need to piss around with finding a match. He immediately pulled up Dean’s prints and requested the computer to confirm a match. After all, if the clone set the explosive then the print would be the same.

It took a few minutes scanning the match.

Robbie was confident, waiting, and ready to print the results.

It binged and Robbie, who had been reading a report, looked forward.

“What?” He spoke out loud. “This isn’t right,” He ran the scan again. Again, a few minutes later, same results.

“What the fuck?” he spoke out loud, and picked up the phone. “Hey Hal. Ryder with you? Because I want to speak to him. Please?” Robbie huffed. “No, it’s my business... fine. Would a clone have the same prints as the person he was cloned from?”

Hal replied, “That’s why they call it a clone. It’s the same down to the prints.”

“For sure?”

“Theoretically yes.”

“That’s what I thought,” Robbie said. “Thanks.”

“Robbie what’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I’ll call you back. There has to be a mistake.” He hung up and stared at the screen. “A mistake” he mumbled. “There has to be.” He said, looking at the print from the explosive on the left, and Dean’s print on the right, along with the results that read ‘not a match’. Exhaling, and believing an error, Robbie ran the scan again.
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Jimmy felt defeated. It didn’t take him long to get topside and to the clinic, but by the time he reached the stairs he knew it was a lost cause.

“Trish is gone,” Andrea simply told him. “I’m sorry. You’ve missed her.”

“I didn’t get a chance to talk to her.”

“Not many did,” Andrea said. “Sad. Such a state she was in.”

“Did you confirm what caused it?” Jimmy asked.

“No, I didn’t get a chance to speak to her at all. She came in and before I knew it she was gone. I barely got everyone calmed down. They were calling Hal to get a replacement to work for her in History.”

“Oh, my God. People can be so insensitive.”

“I know. Sweet Jesus, the woman wasn’t here that long. Barely a few minutes in the clinic,” Andrea said.

“And there was nothing you could do?”

“Nope.” Andrea shook her head. “She had to go fast.”

Jimmy exhaled. “Thanks.”

“No problems, sweetheart.” Andrea smiled and kissed his check.

Jimmy turned, stopped, and snapped his finger. “Before I forget. Did … did anyone say to you about her seeing Dad’s ghost?”

Andrea chuckled. “Your father’s ghost. That’s absurd.”

“Really?” Jimmy asked, unbelieving Andrea would say that. After all, Robbie said she was seeing Joe’s ghost as well.

“Really.” Andrea tsked and waved out her hand. “Joe’s been with me all day.”

“Ah,” Jimmy nodded, winked and turned back around. He widened his eyes and walked from the clinic. As he stepped outside, he saw Jenny.

She looked relieved to see him. “Jimmy.”

“Jenny.” He reached out to her and stopped. “God, I want to hold you.”

“Me, too.” She sighed. “Did you speak to Trish?”

“Oh my God, you don’t know. She died.”

Jenny screamed. “Oh my God. Trish is dead?”

Jimmy nodded. “Yeah, weird.”

Jenny burst into tears. “How  ... how did this happen? When?”

Jimmy shook his head. “I don’t know when. It was fast. She went fast.” He sighed out. “Unbelievable.”

“She seemed fine when I left her. Just fine. This town can’t take any more tragedies.” She sobbed again. “And she never got to talk to you.”

“No. I’m sorry. I came up from communications as soon as you called about her heart attack.”

Jenny’s eyes opened. “Her heart attack. I never said she had a heart attack.”

“OK, you didn’t. Danny did. Or Mark. One of the two. They took her from history when she had the attack.”

“Huh?” Jenny tilted her head. “I took her from history when she screamed. Because of what she knew. I didn’t want her to tell anyone but a Slagel. When did she have a heart attack?”

“I thought at History.”

Jenny tilted her head. “Maybe I’m still suffering from repercussions of talking to Frank. Did Andrea say she had a heart attack?”

“No, she said she was …she was gone.”

“Gone. She didn’t say die?”

Jimmy shook his head. 

“Jimmy, the people in this community spread rumors. Trish didn’t have a heart attack. Unless she had one in the last fifteen minutes. I bet when Andrea said she was gone, she meant she went back to History.”

“God, do I feel stupid.”

“No, don’t.” She laid her hand on his cheek. “It’s Beginnings. Let’s go see Trish and wait until you hear what she has to say.”

“Is it big?”

“I think so.” Jenny led the way. “And I think you’re the one that has to tell Frank.”
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They wanted to stop by the clinic first, but there was so much pandemonium, Ellen and Dean turned on their heels and headed to the cryo lab. They couldn’t understand what all the commotion was about Trish. She seemed fine when they passed her on the way from the living section, yet everyone was concerned that she was ill.

Such was the life in Beginnings.

They discussed the kids and made their way to their lab. Both of them anxious to get working on the blood work of Darrell.

Lights on.

“I’ll boot up,” Dean said.

“Thanks,” Ellen replied. “What do you need me to pull?”

“Um, just the blood we took from the lab last night.”

“It doesn’t need spinning, does it?” Ellen asked, and then stopped. “Whoa. Hey. A note from Frank.”

“What’s it say?”

She lifted the sheet. “Ellen and Dean,” she read. “I left you a surprise in the fridge.”

“A surprise in the fridge?” Dean turned from the computer.

“Isn’t that nice of him? He brought us lunch.”

“Actually, yeah, we should eat some now. I’m hungry.”

“Me, too.” Ellen, upbeat, walked to the fridge. The second she opened it, she screamed and slammed it shut.

“What? What?” Dean asked and rushed to the fridge.

“In … in …” Ellen pointed. “Frank.”

“Frank?” Dean cocked an eyebrow and opened the fridge. He immediately shut it. “Well.”

“Were we not clear?”

“Maybe not.”

Buzz.

They both looked at the cryo door when it opened. Frank walked in. He grinned. “Did you get it?”

Sarcastically, Dean replied. “Oh, you mean the lunch in the fridge?”

“Is that what you wanted it for?” Frank asked. “I don’t think you can eat them. You may be able to. Why would you want to?”

“So that was you?” Ellen asked.

“Was me what?”

“Was you who put that in the fridge?”

Pleased, Frank clapped his hands together. “It wasn’t easy. I thought it would be. But, once I had it in my scope.” He winked. “You asked, I delivered.”

Dean nodded and smiled. “Yes, you did, Frank. Great job. But … Unfortunately, we needed a live coyote.”

“Live as in not dead?”

Dean gave a nod. “Yep. That’s what I mean.”

“Fuck.” Frank blurted. “Dean, you said you wanted a fucking coyote. I got you one. You should have been more specific.”

“Frank?” Ellen asked. “Why would you assume we wanted it dead?”

“Uh, El?” he pointed to the rabbit in the jar.

“Oh.” Ellen tapped her finger to her mouth.

“So you guys can’t use it?” Frank asked.

Dean waved out his hand. “Oh, I’m sure we can find a use for its body. So it won’t go to waste. But … we really need a coyote that is alive.”

“Ok, no problem, I can do that. I just need to figure out how to do it. It’ll be fun catching a wild coyote.”

Dean smiled. “I’m sure you’ll have a blast.”

“I love being the mighty fuckin hunter. Remember the bear.”

“You’re the man, Frank,” Dean said.

“I am.” Frank drew up a thinking look. “OK, I’ll get on it. Can I ask why?”

“Absolutely,” Dean nodded. “We need its uterus.”

“The uterus?” Frank asked. “You can’t use the uterus on the coyote in the fridge?

Dean shook his head. “No, it has to be attached to a walking, breathing coyote. Yeah, we need a live coyote with a functioning uterus.”

“Live coyote with a functioning uterus.” Frank gave a thumbs up. “I’ll put that in my agenda.” He leaned down and kissed Ellen. “I got to get back. I’ll call you. And thanks for the tips last night.”

“Any time.” She said.

Frank walked to the door and stopped. “Oh hey Dean. Don’t tell Hal or Robbie about the coyote. They’ll try to one up me and get it. This is my hunt.”

“And it’s our secret,” Dean said.

“Thanks.” Just as Frank opened the door he was faced with Jimmy.

“Hey, I was just about to buzz,” Jimmy said.

“And I was leaving, all yours.” Frank held out his hand.

“Actually, Frank, I came to see you,” said Jimmy.

“What’s up?”

Jimmy looked around Frank’s body to see if Dean and Ellen were occupied and lifted a sheet of paper to Frank. “You have a situation.”
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What would the Fonz do?

To say he was frazzled would be an understatement. It was one chain of events after another. Roy, the clone, or Roy Replica, as he preferred to be called, was actually contemplating moving to that new place he heard them speak of called Creedville. Eavesdropping allowed him to know they walked around in cloaks all day.

He wasn’t quite sure what a cloak was, or how he would get to Creedville. He could be his genetic counterpart, but it was risky.

Each day that passed. Each day when he had to go out and seek food, was a risk.

Admittedly, it wasn’t as difficult as when his counterpart was away. That was tricky.

He had to go out only at night, and only when the guard watch was minimal.

He kept asking himself what would the Fonz do? After the triple close calls of the morning, he just wanted to get his time machine working again. And he couldn’t even do that.

The current, barbaric time machine wasn’t secure and it was a possibility he’d be zapped away forever.

He was stuck.

Too many multiple trips in one time period, combined with what he guessed was the automatic shutdown he added as his own safeguard, backfired on him.

There was something he had to do and had forgotten about. Secure his own future. He had to. If by chance his presence was discovered, a simple destruction of his embryonic clone would cause what he believed to be an instantaneous, visual ripple for everyone.

That was theoretic, but a very plausible theory.

Had Roy never been born, the HG Wells wouldn’t have been invented, and so much, much more than people in Beginnings realized, would ripple before their eyes.

It was quite possible that time would collide.

A disastrous paradox.

The results and possibilities were mind boggling and endless.

So he had to secure his future. That was easy enough. He knew for certain Dean hadn’t destroyed all the clones and never does. So he switched his own with another.  Moved his embryonic clone to another section of the freezer and noted who he was. Funny, he laughed; because that’s the story he was told.

His clone was discovered in a protected space.

But doing that meant he had to go out in public. Before sun up. Only a few were out at that time.

It was the most human to human interaction he had.

Any time trip interaction, Roy planned out. Planned out what he had to say. Wrote it down, rehearsed it. He didn’t have that option in Beginnings.

It was improvisation at its best.

Roy didn’t know how to improvise.

His interaction skills were nil.

He found out in his twenties that a ‘mother’ wasn’t a computer but a real live person.

He never knew his mother.

He knew his father. Or rather genetic partner. Not personally, not much, but from text books. Everyone in Beginnings made the textbooks, they were the new history.

He drew upon the only interactive knowledge he had and that was gained from watching old shows that were given to him on disks.

The first person he ran into was Josephine. Roy wanted to run. Run fast.

He recalled his first run in with her. He had snuck into the Social Hall, and she was sleeping behind the bar.

“Who’s there?” she asked in her drunken crass way, popping up from behind the bar.

“Me,” Roy answered.

“Ah, you, huh? Out looking for a little action?”

Roy didn’t know how to answer that, he wasn’t sure what she meant by action, so he nodded.

“Ya came to the right place,” She winked and then she walked to him, doing something that took Roy by surprise. She reached for his penis, cupping it in her hands though his jeans. “Like that?”

Of course he liked his male anatomy. It provided him with the chance to relive the bladder pressure.

“Do you know what this thing can do?”

“Yes. Yes, I do.” Roy asked.

“You know, this bad boy can do a lot of work when it’s … standing at attention.”

Roy blinked. “Attention?”

Josephine raised a bony finger upwards.

Roy understood, “Yes, I suppose.”

“Know how that happens?” she winked.

Roy smiled. “Yes. It starts with the brain. A message from the brain causes the relaxation of the corpora cavernosa muscles. This allows blood to flow in and fill the open spaces. The blood then creates a pressure in the corpora cavernosa, making the penis expand. The tunica albuginea trap the blood in the corpora cavernosa, this is how the erection is sustained. But as I said, it begins with the brain.  A thought, usually, fantasy; mainly an arousing visual can start the process.”

“An arousing visual, huh?” At that moment she ripped open her blouse exposing her breasts. “How’s that for arousing?”

Roy ran.

That night he ran.

He had later learned through rumors that the wicked old woman was telling people he had used his erection on her.

The thought of that disturbed him.

And there he was face to face with her again in the early morning hours of Beginnings.

She raised her hand high, stumbling drunk, and yelled out, “Wanna fool around.”

Games or no games, he wasn’t going to fall for her Tom Foolery.

So he spun on his heels and took a different route. The Fonz wouldn’t allow himself to be in that position. Roy felt like the Fonz with her and the effect he seemed to have on Josephine.

But no sooner did he turn, there stood Dan from Security.

“You are out and about early,” Dan said.

“Running?”

“Running?” Roy asked.

“Getting in shape?”

“Actually, my body is in top physical shape for its age and weight. Should I begin running, I could burn off more calories than needed; therefore I wouldn’t sustain the desired weight needed to make my body healthy.”

“Oh, yeah?” Dan asked. “Wow. OK. See ya.”

He left.

Roy was relieved.

Just as he made it to the tunnel area he saw Henry.

Immediately he wondered if anyone slept in Beginnings.

But he couldn’t remember his name. Was it Henry? Danny. Roy made the mistake, he thought he was cordial to just nod an acknowledgement when passing someone.  Keeping his head slightly down, hands in his pockets, he merely gave a nod, and a, ‘hey’.

“So, are you being a dick or what?” Henry asked, stopping in the tunnel.

Roy turned around. “Why would I change my name?”

“I’m not talking about your name. I’m talking about your attitude.”

“I’m sorry. Did I do something wrong?”

“No, you never do anything wrong.”

“Thank you.”

Henry shook his head. “Man.”

“Yes.” Roy smiled. “Man.” He pointed to Henry. “See ya, Danny.” He turned back around.

“Henry,” Henry corrected. “My name is Henry.”

“I’m  ... I’m sorry. In this light you look alike.”

Henry gasped. “That was like the worst racist remark you ever made. Next time you need a favor, don’t come to me.”

“I won’t.”

Whatever was said, or however he took it, Henry stormed off.

Roy finished his mission, but not without a bad case of nerves. He returned to the trailer before dawn, and huddled in a corner. Taking solace in being alone

Solace. Isolation. Seclusion. That was Roy’s way of life, and the way he preferred to live. He just wanted to get back to the future.

If he couldn’t get back, there was always Wisconsin. He dreamed of going to Wisconsin. A place he firmly believed was untouched by plague or war. At least in his mind, anyplace was less stressful than Beginnings.
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The horse brushed by Elliott so closely, he nearly spun on his heels losing his balance. Was he not paying attention? Walking in his own world?

“Sorry, Sgt. Ryder,” the young soldier yelled out as he continued his ride down the main street.

Elliott watched. The horse moves side by side, to the left, right.

He had to be new. Once and a while, a new rider would lose control. Such as the private, he had begun to scream for help.

The Captain saw it. He knew what was happening. In fact, Hal stood at the corral fence, holding it open, laughing.

“You released him?” Elliott asked.

“Yes, it was funny.”

“He could get hurt.”

“He could,” Hal shrugged. “Net time he’ll learn to listen to instruction and poke his sword into the horse. Accident or no accident. What brings you here, Elliott? Other than to question my authority on riders. No pun intended.”

“No pun taken. I just received a phone call from your brother.”

Hal patted his chest, then pockets. “Shit. My phone.”

Elliot held it up. “I took the call.”

“See,” Hal grinned this is what makes you a good right hand man.”

“My ability to be a secretary.”

“Yes.”

“Hmm.”

“Hmm?” Hal asked. “Did you just Hmm me?”

“I believe I did. Your brother needs you in Beginnings stat.”

“Is there a family emergency?” Hal asked.

“No, he said it’s for a meeting.”

“Another meeting? Is this the same one we’re having tomorrow?”

“No, I asked. This one’s not about the clone. It’s about something else. He wouldn’t tell me anymore.”

“Good Fucking God, Elliott.”

Elliott stumbled back. “Good  ... fucking God. Did you just add the ‘F’ word to you stock phrase.”

“Yes, yes, I did.” Hal snatched the phone from Elliott’s hand. “And you would too, with a brother like Frank. Him and these stupid meetings. Good …” He dialed. “Fucking God.”
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“Hal!” Frank blasted in the phone. “I don’t care. No, let me repeat that. I really don’t fucking care. It’s ten fuckin miles from there to here.” He grunted. “Take a fuckin horse, or drive. Be here in one hour. Fine! Send Sgt. Ryder. But you’ll be sorry you missed it.” Frank hung up. “Fuckin asshole.”

A single knock on the trailer door, and Robbie poked his head in. “Hey, Frank.”

“Hey, Robbie.”

“You were calling? I can’t get a signal in the lab for some reason.”

“I did call. Yeah, I just wanted to have a meeting in an hour.”

“You’re getting pretty good with these meetings.”

“I fucking hate them. I wish everything would happen at once so I can have one meeting.”

“And this can’t wait until tomorrow.”

Frank cocked his eyebrows and shook his head. “So … no signal. Did you talk to Danny about that?”

“Yeah, he said a too small space with the computers may be interfering. I needed to speak to you about something anyhow.”

“Come in.”

Robbie did.

“What’s up?”

“We have a problem.”

“Fuck.”

“What?”

“Another one?”

“Sort of. I have a problem.” Robbie pulled up a chair. “I was running a fingerprint match. I figured why waste time on searching.”

“Run Dean’s.”

“Exactly.” Robbie held out his hand. “I did.”

“And?”

“No match.” Robbie handed him a sheet of paper. “I ran it four times Frank. Dean’s prints do not match the prints on the explosive or timer.”

Frank raised his eyes. “Would the clone have different prints?”

“No. Same.” Robbie said.

“This doesn’t make sense.”

“Not at all. The clone was there. Seconds before the explosion. I thought for sure he set the device.”

“Obviously he didn’t.” Frank ran his hand over his goatee. “You know what this means don’t you?”

Robbie nodded. “The clone may have dropped it off. But he wasn’t the one who built and set it. I thought we had it. I was certain.”

“Someone else was in on killing, Dad.” Frank exhaled. “But who?”

“I have to start running prints. Everyone’s. Where do I start? Who do I start with?”

“I don’t know, little brother, I don’t know,” Frank said defeated. “Who would want to kill, Dad? You have your work cut out.”

 

<><><><>

 

His trip was delayed by three hours. As long as he was flying in during daylight hours, George didn’t mind the delay.

Besides, the reason wasn’t a bad reason. Bertha was up and really motivated. The doctors were impressed at her quick recovery and felt it was going to be even less time until she was back on her feet.

More so than Bertha on her feet, George was glad she was in her right mind. She remembered everything and her brain was what he wanted most. She knew what she was doing.

Along with Bertha, even though he was a defector, Tim Doyle was a brilliant man and George looked forward to working with him again. He was confident that with the warning on the impending war, things were going to be quite different than the future depicted.

He was over Ohio when the radio call came from Stewart. “Gotcha, Stew, where am I to land, did they say? I know there isn’t anywhere specific in Beginnings.”

“Sir, they didn’t say.”

“Repeat.”

“They didn’t say. We haven’t heard back from them.” George looked at his watch. “We sent the fax six hours ago.”

“Yes, sir, I know. They haven’t responded.”

“Did they get the fax?”

“I phoned and spoke to a …. Trish.”

“And?”

“She screamed and hung up.”

“Christ.” George exhaled. “Do we know where Robbie lands and takes off from?”

“I believe it’s New Bowman, Sir. But, I can’t find that on a map.”

“Probably a town renamed. Well, I’ll be in radio range soon. So keep me posted.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Out.” George lowered his mouth piece. He obviously wasn’t making a surprise visit. If Trish got the fax, chances were they knew. But how long did it take to get to them from the flighty history worker.

George relaxed. He was confident that when he flew over Beginnings he would spot the town. There weren’t many around and he had a good idea which one as New Bowman.

More than likely that was where they had set up the landing strips for Robbie.

He glanced out the window and to the world below. It wasn’t going to be long before he arrived. There were actually a lot of things he looked forward to. A lot of people he liked in Beginnings. Not to mention, Margaret was there. How would she react? Would she welcome him? Hate him?

A lot had occurred and changes had to be made between the interactions of both sides.

The thought of going to Beginnings actually gave him a twitch of nervous excitement. He couldn’t shake it, nor could George shake the happy unexplained feeling he had of going home.

 

<><><><>

 

“Well, just send a few men out,” Hal spoke with irritation on the phone as he walked across the main way of Beginnings toward the clinic. “How far out did he go?” He huffed. “We don’t know. I know I opened the gate, but I thought he would stop. OK. OK. He couldn’t have gone too far, the horse will eventually tire. Get some men out as a search party and see what you can do. Right now I’m heading into the clinic.” A pause. “Because my brother Frank is retarded and wants me to meet him here and walk with him to the boring room as he put it.” At the steps, Hal stopped again and smiled. “Slowly but surely, it may mean my stroke, but my brother is coming back. Talk to you soon.” 

Shutting off his phone, Hal hooked it on his belt and walked into the clinic. A short ways up, by the clinic lab door, he saw Ellen. He was going to wave, but the way she was slightly hunched over, leaning toward the door, told Hal she didn’t want to be announced.

Her eavesdropping antics were obvious when she turned around with a finger to her mouth in a shush manner.

Hal gave her a curious look and mouthed the words, “What's going on?”

Ellen waved him down, and when Hal didn’t hunch far enough, she grabbed his ear to bring him closer. He released a silent ‘ow’.

“Andrea is in there talking to Joe.” Ellen snickered.

One eyebrow raised and Hal, sneakily peeked in. Andrea moved about the lab.

Ellen pointed to her own ear conveying she wanted Hal to listen.

“I wish you would be verbal,” Andrea said. “I do not understand why. OK. Try this again. You were in History today.” A pause. “I’ll take that as a no. That’s the rumor. I don’t want to doubt my sanity by thinking you’re with me and having someone else say you’re with them.” She exhaled loudly. “I have rounds and since you’re not talking. I figure you have your reasons.”

Both Hal and Ellen backed up when she neared the door.

“Oh,” Andrea said, and then smiled. “I see why. Hello you two.” Turning she walked down the hall.

En route, Frank walked the other way toward her.

“Hello, Frank.”

“Andrea,” Frank said in passing. “Dad.”

Ellen snickered and walked into the lab, hand covering her mouth.

Hal followed. “Ellen, stop.”

“Sorry. It’s funny. She has conversations with Joe’s ghost or at least she thinks she does.”

Hal rolled his eyes. “And you,” he said as Frank walked in.

“What?” Frank asked.

“You encourage.”

“Absolutely, I am a very supportive person,” Frank said. “What am I encouraging?”

Frustrated, Hal grumbled. “Andrea and her seeing Dad.”

“How did I do that?”

“You said hi to our father.”

“Hal, who am I to say what she sees and doesn’t see. What if she sees him?”

“Frank …”

“No, hear me out. You never know. And if it is her imagination, who are we to say she’s fucking nuts? If she’s happy, let her be.” Frank shrugged.

“Fine. Point taken. But I won’t say hello.”

“And if it is his ghost, you’re rude.”

Hal held out his hands. “Then I’m rude.”

“Fuck, add pissy to that to.”

“Are you ready?” Hal asked. “Can we try, if there’s time to add our other meeting to this?”

“If there’s time,” Frank said. “I still have a ton of shit to do.”

“Frank?” Ellen asked. “Another meeting?”

Hal replied disgruntled. “Yes.”

After a stern look to Hal, Frank turned to Ellen. “Yeah, babe, I’m sorry. This meeting is important. You’ll find out why later. And I have a ton of things to do afterwards, depending on the results.”

“So, I should take it I won’t see you again?” She asked.

“I’ll try.” Frank said, and then took notice of the sulk. “What?”

“Well, I talked to you earlier. You said we could go to the Hoi-Hoi on the Range tonight. They’re having line dancing and two stepping.”

Hal snickered.

Frank winced. “I don’t know if I can go. You can go, though.”

“I don’t want to go by myself. Eat by myself, dance by myself.”

“Good God, Ellen,” Hal said. “It’s line dancing. That means everyone is there.”

“Yeah, but I’ll have to sit on the sidelines and watch the two step.”

Hal glanced at Frank. “Sounds like a wonderful time, Frank.”

Frank snapped his finger. ‘You’re right. El, Hal wants to do it. He’ll meet you there.”

“I’ll do …”

Ellen cut Hal off. “Really? Oh, wow, great. Thanks, Hal.” She leaned up and kissed him on the cheek.

“Fine.” Hal said defeated. “Can we do this meeting now, Frank?”

Frank looked at his watch. “Yeah.”

At that moment Danny Hoi poked his head in the door. “Oh, hey, Shortcake, all done. It’s installed. Now we don’t need a guard. Only those with a code can get in Darrell’s room.”

“Thanks,” Frank said.

Danny left as fast as he stopped by.

Curiously, Hal faced Frank. “Was it my imagination or did he just call you Shortcake?”

“Yep. Been doing that all day. His pet name or something for me.” A dart of a kiss to Ellen and Frank walked to the door. “I don’t know what it is about my effect on the men in this community. Man…” He rubbed his chest. “I make them want to be gay so they can have me. What can I say?” After an exhale, he walked out.

Ellen bit her lip to hold back her laugh.

Hal shook his head. “He’s is so not right.” He gave Ellen a kiss to her cheek. “See you tonight.” Then Hal followed Frank.

 

<><><><>

 

What were they thinking?

In the clothing warehouse, items were often packed up and set aside. Items not used. At least that was what Roy figured. The box was marked useless.

He took the clothing; if he was going to be in Beginnings any longer he needed a change of clothes.

It was in the box he found the worn, brown, leather jacket.

His first thought was that he couldn’t believe it was marked useless.

Roy loved that jacket. So much so, he put it on, stood in front of the mirror, gave a double thumbs up, and say, “Hey”.

He grinned.

He stood admiring himself, even doing his hair in the Fonz style. He looked good.

After a prolonged fashion pause, Roy returned to his notes. He wanted to work on them before sundown so he could get all the light. Notes on the HG Wells. A simple dome like contraption that was no longer viable.

Caught up, Roy barely heard when the front door to the trailer, opened. Quickly he gathered his items and prepared to escape into his hiding spot. Until he head the call of his name.

He could relax. It was his one and only friend in Beginnings. The one and only person that knew he was there. That he was a genetic recreation.

He stood from his seat on the floor and went to the living room where he knew his friend was waiting, and possibly bearing food.

 

<><><><>

 

Frank made them wait. Not too long, but long enough for him to walk around the table where Hal, Robbie, Henry and Danny were seated. He held the sheet of paper Jimmy had given to them earlier.

“Beginnings doesn’t have a clue, or the people of Beginnings don’t have a clue yet about the impending war. We’re going to have to tell them we suspect something, because … our once arch enemy, and soon to be ally, is  ...” Frank dropped the paper on the table “On his way to Beginnings.”

Unison, ‘what’s’ erupted, and everyone grabbed for the sheet.

“Notification,” Frank said. “I called Lang and told him we got the fax. He’s traveling alone. Robbie, I need you to man the radio controls for when he arrives. He is flying in and will need coordinates.”

Robbie nodded. “Got it.”

“No.” Henry argued. “No, I hate him now. He can’t come here.”

Hal spoke, “How are you going to explain this one to the community?”

“I have to call a community meeting. A quick one. Hal, you’ll have to be in Bowman for when he arrives.”

Hal nodded.

“If possible be on the landing strip.”

Hal nodded.

“Secure him a place to stay.”

Another nod from Hal.

“In New Bowman,” Frank said.

“What!” Hal blasted. “I don’t want him, Frank.”

“Tough. You have to have him.”

“Says who?”

“Me. I’m the fucking president.”

“And I don’t want to hear that bullshit.” Hal quipped. “He can’t stay in New Bowman. I have to inform my own men. We have to send Henry, the ambassador to Jordan and Creedville to explain this.” Hal sighed. “He should stay here, in Beginnings. He’s more contained.”

Henry gasped. “We don’t want him here either, Hal.”

“Gentleman he can’t be the enemy anymore. We have a common cause. Maybe this is the thing that will bring this country back together.”

“Under whose rule?” Hal asked. “You think George is gonna give up his leadership.”

“I don’t fucking care.” Frank said.

Hal grumbled. “This feels weird.”

Robbie added. “Tell me about it.”

Henry whined. “This sucks.”

“Weird as it is,” Frank said. “Awkward as it is. He’s coming.”

“Can I ask why?” Hal questioned.

Frank replied. “As he stated in his letter. To mend fences, build better relations, and a unity with Beginnings in preparation for possible war. It says a lot about his intentions, because he’s coming alone. No right hand man. No soldiers. Alone.”

Danny, who had remained silent, spoke up. “Can I say something?”

Everyone nodded.

Danny stood. “Let’s talk about the community as a whole with George. OK? Provinces and all. Creedville, well, they aren’t going to have a problem because Creedville doesn’t really know about him. Jordan, AKA, Texas Town, them either. Doyle’s camp, yeah, they may. But they are all soldiers and they will, too understand. Hal, your men listen to you and have fought against the Society and against the oppression they delivered. Frank, you and Robbie. You guys were personally affected by this. But that’s the originals. Most people in his town really are clueless about what goes on with the Society. They know the Society as the enemy. They know what we tell them. We have been at war with the Society, correct?” Danny waited for an agreement. “We battled, we’ve fought. Hal argued, George won’t give up leadership. Am I the only one in this room, right now, that sees this as a victory? Our Victory. The victory of the Western Alliance and Beginnings. The provinces will not have a reason to reject this. The provinces will accept and welcome this. Am I the only one who sees it?”

“No,” Frank said. “I see it, too.”

Hal raised his palms up. “Then you must be reading his mind. Inform me where he was going.”

“I’m not reading his mind,” Frank said. “I see it. You should, too. And I think if presented this way, so will everyone else. The Society is coming to us to resolve, to repair. They’re coming to us in peace. War’s over. That war is finally over. In a sense … we’ve won.”

 

<><><><>

 

The meeting ended with the resolution that George would indeed stay in Beginnings. The house next to Henry was semi vacant, and George, who oddly, traveled alone, would stay with Dan.

After Danny had left, Frank, Hal and Robbie sought out John Matoose. With George and the immediate town meeting, time was limited. They couldn’t wait until the next day to discuss what was going to be done with the clone. There wouldn’t be a chance.

So they met to discuss it. 

They were to each come up with an idea on what to do. Ironically, they all came up with a similar idea.

It didn’t take long, not long at all to set a plan in motion. They knew what had to be done.

It was just a matter of how and when to implement it.

For that, it rested with Frank.

 
   





  
 



CHAPTER FOUR
In the old world, before the plague, before the country divided, the single unit nation had people for different aspects. Different jobs that they carried.

Although Beginnings people all had their jobs, as did the other provinces, Frank had to delegate responsibilities for government.

Hal was without a doubt, second in charge. Vice President. As far as the Secretary of Defense, Frank took that honor.  Or at least headed it. They’d run like the old Beginnings’ council, only slightly. Aside from joint decisions and problem solving, Elliott Ryder would be the sort of Secretary of State. Meeting with other leaders. Henry—the liaison—was the go between with the provinces. Elliott could and would be the go between with all. Second to him was Danny Hoi.

But Frank was going to utilize Danny in another way. The best way possible. Danny had a way with people. Like Elliott he spoke concisely, without favoring a side, impartial, and factual, passionate when needed. He was creative and funny, and not a person in Beginnings didn’t like him.

Danny took on a lot of jobs, but that was his choice.

And when Frank gave him one more, Danny thanked him and told him he would proudly do it.

He would have to work closely with Elliott. Having their own meetings if needed.  But Danny, would be, the speaker. The Person that explained things, perhaps public relations.

They didn’t have much time.

Tim Doyle, who was aware of the pending war, was informed about Hadley. Danny and Frank brainstormed before the town information gathering, getting together facts on what would be said.

They would explain the new structure of the way things would be run,

Danny would talk of the war, and what facts he had, and then he would talk about George.

There was one point everyone agreed upon, that one person should be in charge of handling George, and since Elliott Ryder was the Secretary of State of sorts, he would be the one.

“Elliott, you agreed,” Hal told him as they walked to their own town meeting.

“No I did not. I agreed to be Secretary of State. A prestigious position. If history serves me right, leader to leader.”

“It’s a new history,” Hal laid his hand on Elliott’s back as he reached for the door to the hall. “And possibly a new best friend for you.”

Elliot grumbled.

 

<><><><>

 

“Got everything?” Frank spoke softly to Danny.

Danny nodded and arranged his cards. “I have two prepared statements. I set up a microphone over there. No raising hands, they have to get in line.”

“Who is working the PA?” Frank asked.

“Jimmy.”

Frank nodded. He looked around. The meeting was being held in the center of Beginnings. The podium set up on the steps of the clinic, the question answer microphone, on the bottom of the steps to Danny’s left. “It should go well,” Frank encouraged then looked at his watch. “Hopefully, fast, too. We have an hour and a half before George arrives.”

“Housing secure?”

“Henry’s on that now, then he’s heading off to make sure all is well with the news breaking in other towns.”

“Looks like everyone’s starting to come.”

“Give them five minutes,” Frank said. “Anyone not here, will have to get caught up through the Beginnings gossip channels.”

“It may not be the same info we deliver here. I thought of that,” Danny said, pointing to a camera. “We’re filming it all.”

From behind the camera Denny waved.

Frank smiled. “That’s why you’re the man.”

“I am.”

Frank’s eyes widened, almost offensively. “That’s my line.”

“I know.” Danny grinned.

 

About three feet from the clinic doors, just inside the hall, Ellen stood with Dean watching the happenings with Frank and Danny.

Ellen leaned toward Dean. “Isn’t it ironic, Martin Luther King was a minority and so is Danny.”

Dean laughed. “Martin Luther King? What made you think of that?”

She shrugged. “This is like a political rally.”

“True. It is. However, I don’t think anyone is going to shoot Danny,” Dean said.

“Do you suppose they thought anyone was going to shoot King?”

Dean shrugged. “Possibly. Anyone in the public eye.”

“Danny’s in the public eye.”

“Yeah, but it’s Danny.”

“Wasn’t Martin Luther King shot while he was standing on the steps of some hospital?”

“I think it was a courthouse,” Dean said. 

“No.” Ellen tapped her lips. “It was a library.”

“Are you sure?” Dean asked.

“I think.” Ellen nodded. “He was giving a speech.”

“Was it the ‘I had a Dream’ one?”

“I think so. Not sure.” Ellen said, “History Repeats. A minority on the steps, giving a speech. What do you think?”

Lars' voice interjected from behind. “I think Joe would be totally aggravated at you two. Brilliant scientific minds and ignorant to History. Martin Luther King was shot standing on a balcony at a motel.”

“Oh.” Ellen said. “Yeah, that’s right.” She reached over and playfully smacked Dean. “Man, you should know that.”

“I did. I forgot.”

“Figures.”

Lars sighed. “Can you even hear anything being said out there?”

Ellen shook her head. “Nope. They even tested the PA, nothing. Sound proof.”

“And you’re staying here?” Lars asked.

Dean nodded. “We’ll find out eventually. A quiet clinic is better than a town meeting.”

“And what if it’s important news?” Lars asked.

Dean shrugged. “It’s Beginnings, how important can it be. Come on, El, we have tests to run.” He took hold of her arm and led her down the clinic hall.

“Well,” Lars said to himself softly. “I’m not telling them anything, and I’ll make sure no one else does either.” He gave a scolding look backwards as Dean disappeared into the lab, and with a whisper as he opened the door, he said. “Arrogant snip.”

 

<><><><>

 

Jenny knew. She did. Well informed about what the town announcement was, she wasn’t as anxious as everyone else, and was able to look around. After thanking Jimmy for a heads up, and a naughty whisper in his ear, she decided she was going to go enjoy the peace of the classroom while everyone else heard the speech.

Until she saw Jason.

How long had it been since she saw Jason? It took Jenny aback for a moment because she had to think. Days, weeks? He hadn’t been working. Hadn’t been in Bowman hearing cases—there were none.

It dawned on her that Jason hadn’t been seen or heard from since Joe had died.

He looked worn, tired, and drawn out. Was he missing his friend so much that he turned into hibernation?

She watched him.

He walked eyes shifting, barely making contact with anyone. His hair was a mess, tossed and grayer.

He looked genuinely sad.

Jenny made her way to him, placing on her brightest smile. “Jason, my goodness, where have you been.”

He cleared his throat. “Jenny.” And forced a return smile. “How are you?”

“I’m good. You?”

“Dealing.”

“Jason … where have you been? Have you been ill?”

He shook his head. “Working. Working in my lab. Andrea knows. I’m working on something with the time machine.”

“I heard Frank outlawed it.”

Jason said, “Hmm.”

“Are you OK?”

“Actually, Jenny, no I’m not.”

“I’m sorry. Can I help?”

“No. Unfortunately, no one can. I lost my best friend and I just can’t seem to shake it.”

“I understand.”

Jason exhaled. “I have no reason to come out in public. Not yet. It’s too painful. Everything is Joe. Everything reminds me of Joe.”

“But Joe is still here, Jason,” Jenny said. “Hal, Jimmy, Robbie, Frank. They’re all part of Joe. His wife. You can still feel him; know him, by being around them.”

“I know. I’m just not ready yet, that’s all.”

“I understand. I’m glad you came out for the meeting.”

“Actually, I didn’t know there was a meeting. I came to town for distribution and some bread and tomatoes.”

“You should stay, Jason. this is big news.”

“Do you know what it is?” he asked.

“Actually, yes, I do. I found it out before anyone and told Jimmy. Jimmy told Frank and you know how it goes.”

Jason nodded.

“So you’ll stick around.”

“I don’t feel like being around anyone. I feel compelled to work in my lab. Now that Lars has arrived, there’s breathing room for me to work on my work.”

“I don’t feel like staying either. If you’d like, how about we grab a cup of coffee at the bakery, hang out and I’ll tell you what it’s about.”

Jason stared at her for a second. “I’d … I’d like that.”

“And I’d like to see you out and about more. Jason, Joe wouldn’t want this.”

“I know.”

“Let’s work on what Joe would want.”

Jason nodded.

“Shall we?” She held out her arm.

Jason gave a polite smile and instead, held out his arm. Jenny looped her arm through and they left the square.

 

<><><><>

 

The last Richie Martin knew, Fort was stuck in Containment forever. In fact, when he left his shift at Containment the day before, there was no word on Fort getting out. Bob Smith had just arrived in Containment, and Fort and he were getting buddy-buddy.

But there he was, standing outside of Containment, back of the line, waiting for the town meeting to begin.

Fort.

He didn’t get much sleep; Dean was making a ruckus before dawn had even broken. It was impossible for Richie to live with him and he was regretting ever being assigned housing with Dean.

He wondered if Jess and Robbie had room.

Spotting Jess standing by the bakery gave Richie the chance to find out two things.

Find out about Fort and about rooming.

“What’s up” Richie asked Jess upon arriving at him.

“Oh, hey Rich.” Jess shook his hand. “I didn’t expect you here. You were at Containment pretty late.”

“Yeah, well, try living with Dean.”

“Impossible.”

“It’s like living with your mom and trying to sleep in on a Saturday.”

“He wasn’t running the vacuum was he?” Jess asked.

“Try his mouth. I swore there were two of him. One minute he’s there, the next he isn’t, then he’s there. Christ.”

Jess snickered.

“Hey, so what’s going on with Fort?”

Jess looked over his shoulder. “I released him about an hour ago. Frank is getting him housing.”

“We released him.”

Jess shrugged. “The need for information is no longer there. According to Frank, that according to Jason, they both have a different recollection of time, the future, and Beginnings, so it isn’t going to do us any good. We found out shit, so that automatically changes things.”

“I said that to them. They didn’t listen.”

“We’re not doctors of time.”

“Speaking of doctors, does my sister know he’s released?”

“Not yet.” Jess said hesitantly. “I tried to call her. She didn’t answer. I got her voice mail.”

“You left a message?”

“Yep. No reply yet.”

Richie cringed. “This isn’t going to bode well.”

“I know. She hates him.”

“Now he’s free.” Richie nodded seriously, paused then smiled. “Wow. Great idea.”

“What?” Jess asked with a crocked smile.

“Nothing. Just … an idea I had. Talk to you later.” Richie gave a swat to Jess’ arm, and turned, calling out. “Hey Fort. Wanna visit the clinic?”

 

<><><><>

 

Frustrated was an understatement.

Robbie was near out of his mind. He didn’t know how Jimmy did it. Locking himself in one room, trying to solve a puzzle. Robbie was head of Security and had other things on his plate. Even though Frank told him to stick to this one thing.

Match the fingerprints.

He looked at the time and even though he didn’t have to be at the town meeting, he needed a break. So he left the tiny computer lab and walked toward town.

Rounding the bend from between the buildings he passed the bakery, and in there he saw Jason.

He tapped on the widow and waved, then opened the door, popping his head inside. “Jason, can I see you for a second?”

“Sure.” Jason stood, excusing himself from Jenny and walked outside with Robbie. “What’s going on?”

“Hey, question, just a fast one. I’m reading this book called, The Shroud.”

“Good book.”

“Yeah,” Robbie smiled. “Anyhow, is a clone the exact match to the person that was cloned? Or will here be differences?”

Jason exhaled. “A clone is an exact replica of the genetic marker it is created from and theoretically from the time he or she was cloned. For example, if you were cloned right now your clone would be missing an arm. The mapping of the moment is captured. But the clone would look like you, sound like you, be identical to you down to the fingerprints.”

Robbie nodded. “Thanks.”

“You’re asking because the clone of Jesus in that book is seven feet tall, right?”

Robbie paused for a second. “Yeah, actually, that’s exactly why I’m asking.”

“To be honest I couldn’t figure that out myself. My only reasoning is the author was infatuated with height. Don’t drive yourself insane over it.”

“Thanks.” Robbie grinned. “That helps.”

But it didn’t. It aided his frustration. He was hoping that Jason would give him something he didn’t know. But he didn’t.

He left the bakery and spotted Frank.

He needed to vent.

“Hey ya’,” her sloppy, drunken voice called out. With a hiccup. “Hot stuff.”

Robbie chuckled. “Hey Josephine. Been drinking?”

“Absolutely.” She nodded. “It’s a town fucking meeting. When did we not drink at them?’

“Rarely.”

“And Frankie is running it.”

“True.”

“That’s worth at least a bottle.”

Robbie laughed. “True.”

‘Wanna join me and sneak in the social.” She winked, swayed, and winked again.

“I might just do that.”

“Wanna have sex.”

“Um …. Not today. But thanks.”

She tried to give a thumbs up, but couldn’t. “Maybe I’ll ask that brother of yours. Nah, never mind. He’s giving it to Jenny. A ha!”

Robbie smiled. ‘What?”

“Dean.” She nodded. “He’s always free to pull out that penis.”

“Yeah, I heard that.”

“Showed you, too?”

“Several times.”

“Fucking huge.”

Robbie laughed. “That’s what I heard.”

Josephine tapped her fingers to her mouth. “I think I’ll find him.”

“You do that. Good luck.” Robbie walked by her and over to Frank. “Hey, big brother.”

“Hey, little brother. I’m surprised you’re here.”

“Yeah, me, too,” Robbie said. “Actually, I wasn’t planning on coming. I already know what it’s about.”

“Yeah, well, we better get moving or else George is going to be here before we tell them.”

“That would be fucking funny. Where’s El?”

Frank shrugged. “I don’t know. All I know is Lars said her and Dean aren’t coming, aren’t concerned and begged me not to tell them what it’s about.”

“Are you?”

Frank grinned. “Fuck no. They can’t come? Too bad. Let them be surprised.”

“Frank that’ll be fucking funny.”

“I know.”

“You got a second?” Robbie asked.

“Yeah, sure, what’s up?”

Robbie pulled him from ear range of anyone else. “I’m getting frustrated.”

Just as he said that, Josephine walked to him. “I told you I could help you,” she said, “Change of mind?”

“Um, no.”

“Maybe later.” She gave a playful punch to his arm and walked off.

Frank laughed. “She’s in normal form. Drunk.”

“Check this out. She says Dean is showing his penis around.”

“You think it’s the clone?” Frank asked.

“Yep. I just don’t see Dean doing that. Now we have a perverted clone.”

“That’s fucking funny if you think about it.”

Robbie snickered. “Yeah, it is. Anyhow, check this out. No match.”

“Yet?”

“Yet.” Robbie tossed up his hands. “Frank, I don’t know what to do. I’m running each one twice.”

“You went through the obvious.”

“Obvious what? People who’d want to kill Dad? I can’t think of a single person. but I went thought all the obvious. First the list of those who survived the explosion. Elliott, Hal, Dean, Ellen, Jason all of them.”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing,” Robbie said. “Then I started hitting everyone else I know. I’m at about thirty people and still nothing.”

“Fuck.”

“Yeah. If I don’t find a match in Beginnings, you know what this means don’t you?”

“We’ll have to hit the other towns.”

“Fucking six thousand people Frank.”

“I know.”

“They aren’t registered with the fingerprint system.” Robbie closed his eyes. “I do want to print Fort and Bob Smith.”

Frank nodded. “Good idea.”

“I checked with the front tunnel. They said that the day dad died, there were only twenty visitors.”

“Did you get the names?” Frank asked.

“Yep, and the visitor had to set the explosion within an hour that’s all the timer was. But … we still don’t know if the visitor made it, and Dean Clone set it.”

“Wearing gloves.”

“Exactly.”

“So the person may have never stepped foot in Beginnings that day.”

“Exactly.”

“It’s someone in Beginnings Robbie,” Frank said. “I feel it.”

“Really?”

Frank nodded.

Robbie sighed out. “I’ll run everyone then.”

“It’s always the last person you’d check.”

“Isn’t that the truth?”

“You’ll do it,” Frank gave a firm squeeze of Robbie’s arm for assurance.

Robbie’s eyes shifted. “Hey, Frank, Danny’s calling you.”

A quick look to his watch and Frank, nodded to Danny. “It’s time. Wish me luck.”

“Good luck.”

Frank winked and walked to the steps of the clinic.

Robbie stood there. He debated on staying or going. After thinking about it, he opted to stay. After all, they were informing Beginnings that George was on his way and Robbie didn’t want to miss the crowd reaction to that.
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“We have a new format,” Danny said over the microphone. “And a means of doing things, so I hope everyone can adjust. To my left you’ll see a microphone. If you have a question after my statement, please get in line and I will do my best to answer them. Think of this as … a special news bulletin. Let’s face it, Beginnings and its provinces are growing. We’ve designed a more effective means of government to run it, as all of you know. A lot like the old world. One change will be that I’ll be speaking a lot on behalf of news that you need to know. I will try to present it as clear, concise, and factual as possible. So why are we here?” Danny presented a much more relaxed feel as he spoke. “Two reasons. Neither is meant to alarm you. I need all of you to be open. It has been brought to our attention through intelligence …” Danny smiled. “Yes, we have our means of intelligence. That … that a US invasion in not only possible but probable.” He waded through the immediate rush of voices, holding up his hand. “We are working diligently to find out the details of this, and to fend off any attack before it happens upon our soil. By a US attack, I mean as a continent, as a whole. Not the Society, not an internal force, but an external force. It has been said we are the fertile country. That our land feeds the world. Well, if you think about it, the world outside of this country is starving. Where are they going for food? They haven’t contacted us, so therefore any presence they make will be considered hostile. Our intelligence points that it will be a hostile invasion. A lot of you may be thinking, maybe they can’t contact us. Here’s our way of thinking, if they can get here, if they have the means to pull an attack, then they have the means to contact us. Period. This very reliable information. You will be informed when we know more. Right now, we have uncovered a source that will enable us to detect their presence before they get here. Allowing our determination of their cause and our course of action. We wouldn’t have had the means to this information or this very, very valuable communication link, which works like NORAD. We would have it if it wasn’t for the Society giving us the data and the information needed to tap into the resources.”

Another pause. Another group question.

Danny continued, “Which is the second point to today’s meeting. The Society. They have been the enemy. I know. Like the days of the Civil War, North versus South, in this day and age, the civil war of East versus West must, will, and has stopped. We have not only been in constant communication with the Society, but we have embarked on an alliance with them.”

Danny hid his wince at the uproar.

“Listen to me and allow your logic to set in. We are few. Those who are coming are many. We as a country cannot stand, cannot be victorious, if we as a country cannot stand together. Period. So we as a country must mend fences, we must put aside our differences and we must start anew. New sheet of paper, the past … a past which all of us felt, has to be just that. The past. We have to start blank and with unity. The biggest initiator of this new alliance is George. He has shown us that his intentions are with the good of the country, and his resources as a military presence are at our disposal as well. Combined with Beginnings strength, knowledge, and expertise, this country united, will stand stronger than ever. But we need your support. The support starts here, today. George Hadley is on his way … alone, to meet with us and to pull together a defensive and offensive strategy that will keep this country safe, sound, intact, and standing strong in the face of impending confrontation. We must do this. We must be not only a community but a country. And when this is all said and done, when this great challenge we face is met and finished, then with victory, we will no longer be a country of the Eastern Ceceres Society and the Western Alliance, but we will once again be, as a whole, the United States of America.”

Pause.

“Thank you. I’ll take your questions.”

A round of applause bright and hopeful rang out.

Frank, after biting his bottom lip, stepped to the podium and excitedly gave a nudging punch to Danny’s arm. “That was fuckin awesome, Danny. Awesome. Gave me chills. Look.”

Danny smiled. “Thanks. But I can’t take all the credit. Elliott Ryder helped me with that.”

“Fuckin knew it.” Frank smiled and stepped back. He pointed. “Your line forms.”

Danny nodded and returned to the microphone. 

“Good luck,” Frank said.

Danny took a deep breath and faced his growing line of questioners.

Dan from Security was the first to ask his question. “So are you saying we can trust George again?”

“I’m saying we have to trust George. He stands to lose as much as we do.”

Next person, next question. “This war … are we safe here in Beginnings. I like to think we’re safe.”

“I like to think so too. That is why we are taking precautions,” Danny replied. “Next.”

“When is George arriving?”

“Today.”

“If we are forming an alliance with George, and we are going to be one country again. Who’s the president?”

Danny shifted his eyes to Frank, and then answered. “I don’t know about you, but we voted on our president. The Society did not. I would say, Frank. But more so the true leader will emerge.”

Gemma approached the microphone. “Personally, I wasn’t affected by George, but a lot of people were. How should we act toward him?”

Danny replied. “The same way you would any other visitor here. Although I haven’t spoken to George about his visit, from the letter we got, it’s informal, so treat him as such.” He pointed to the next person.

“Where will he be staying?”

“He’ll be staying here in Beginnings. For how long, I don’t know. It seems it’s an extended visit. And he’ll be rooming with Dan from Security.”

“What?” Dan looked up surprised. “That’s my new temporary roommate. I thought it was Fort. People are gonna hate me Danny for having him live with me.”

“No they won’t,” Danny said. ‘You’re fine.” He looked the line was done. “If any of you have any questions, please feel free to email me. I will be addressing questions via email one hour a night, so get the questions in before eight PM, and if that’s all …”

“Wait. Wait.” Dan from Security rushed to the microphone. “I have one more question.”

“Shoot.”

“Should we allow him back in the dart league while he’s here?”

“I don’t …”

“Because he’s good. He’s really good. No one can beat him. Right now things are fair.”

“Then don’t let him,” Danny said.

“But if we don’t it may look like we’re not letting him play because of who he is not because of how he plays.”

Danny replied, “Then tell him it’s because he’s too good.”

“I don’t think he’s gonna believe that. I really torn on what we should do here.”

“Then let him play,” Danny said. “This really isn’t that big of a deal.”

“I beg to differ,” Dan argued. “He comes in peace. He’s been the enemy. We don’t let him play darts he’ll think we’re still treating him like the enemy. But that isn’t the case. So if we let him play then the question is whose team does he play for?”

Frank held up his finger and walked to the microphone. “George started the dart thing here, I say let him play. We have an open spot. He can play on our team.”

Frank’s head cocked back when a loud eruption of moans occurred.

“Great.” Dan said. “Now no one will ever win.”

Frank huffed. “Dan. Fuck. Fine. Give me Kyle, and you can have George.”

“OK, that works thanks.” Dan turned and as he did he gave a taunting, ‘you are so done now’ look to Jess.

Danny smiled and leaned to the microphone. “And following the rule of Joe. That’s it. Have a good day.” He stepped away from the podium.

“The rule of Joe?” Frank asked.

 “Yeah, anytime a community meeting starts to get inane, he leaves. Dart questions were inane.”

Frank laughed. “Excellent job, Danny.”

“Thanks. Part one. Now part two.”

“Which is?”

Danny looked at his watch. “If my calculations are correct. George should be here soon. Are you ready for his arrival?”

Frank shrugged. “I don’t have a choice.”







  
 



CHAPTER FIVE
It was a substance in a jar that Robbie called sperm. It wasn’t really sperm, but it looked like semen. He found it in the back gate region near where the killer babies roam.

Dean hadn’t done much with the substance after initially saying it was a protein. Actually, he forgot about it until Ellen pulled it from the freezer telling him that he had been busy.

After a ‘ha-ha’, Dean worked on that, while Ellen caught up on blood and urine sample. They took advantage of the quiet hospital.

“How about fucking Fort?” Ellen asked. “He’s out. Out, Dean.”

“I know.” He lifted a sheet of paper from the printer. ‘This is unreal. I hope Frank can understand.”

“Oh, me, too.”

“I didn’t tell you my findings.”

“Huh?” Ellen asked. “I’m not talking about your findings, Dean, I’m talking about Fort.”

“Bitch to Frank.”

“I will.”

“He should be here. I called him and asked him to stop by.”

“The meeting finished,” Ellen said. “It’s quiet out there. I wonder what it was about.”

Frank replied as he entered the lab, “If you two would show up.”

“Hey, Frank.” Ellen smiled, and then lost her smile. “What is up with Fort?”

“I don’t know. What’s up with him?”

“You let him out.”

“Yeah, so.”

“Yeah, so, Containment is my baby. Joe promised not to override me.”

Frank nodded. “We wanted him in there to get info. Why do you think he needed to be in there?”

“He’s delusional and maladjusted.”

“To?”

“Society.”

“Ok, so what does him being a magician have to do with anything?”

“I didn’t say he was …” Ellen paused. “Nothing really. I am just fearful he’ll play tricks on people.”

“Well, maybe that’s what this place needs. Anyhow … before I forgot. We’re adding a statue to the park next week. I’d like you guys to be there.”

Slowly, Ellen turned around. “Is it a statue of Joe, hands in his pockets?”

“Yeah, how did you know?”

Ellen looked at Dean.

Dean replied. “We saw it when we went into the future.”

Frank smiled. “That is perfect. The future you two went to was bright, right?” he winked. “We may be on the right path.”

“What are you talking about?” Dean asked.

Frank waved out his hand. “Nothing. What did you want?”

“Check this out.” Dean spun on his stool to face Frank completely. “Remember that substance Robbie found by the gate.”

“The one that looked like sperm.”

“That's the one. I think I have determined what it is,” Dean said. “It’s a protein.”

“You said that before.”

“Yeah, but it is highly consistent with Amniotic fluid.”

Frank blinked. “So it’s like Amniotic lotion.”

Dean chuckled. “Yeah. Exactly. At first I thought something was molting like a snake. Now I don’t think that.”

This caught Ellen by surprise. “You think something gave birth up there.”

“Things. Plural. Three different types of DNA,” Dean replied.

“What?” Ellen asked.

“Want my opinion?” Dean questioned. “Our Killer babies.”

“Toddlers,” Frank corrected.

“Whatever,” Dean said.

“No.” Ellen added. “They can’t.”

“Yeah, Dean,” Frank said. “They can’t.”

“I didn’t think they could either.”

“But they’re babies,” Ellen said.

“Toddlers,” Frank corrected.

“Whatever,” Dean said. “Think about this. They grow super-fast. What if reproductively they grow even faster? We have Marcus yeah, but we don’t know where he stands. He doesn’t have a mate. Fast reproduction would explain Ellen, why in the future there are so many and we are overrun.”

“No,” Frank shook his head. “They can’t. They’re gay.”

Dean’s head cocked and he looked at Frank. “Excuse me?”

“They’re fucking gay, Dean. Two men. Two women, Together.” Frank snickered. “That was good, huh? Anyhow, even I know two of the same sexes can’t have a baby.”

“But they’re gay?” Dean asked.

“Yeah.”

“Where are you getting that from?”

‘You.”

“I never said they were gay, Frank.”

“A-huh did too. You said.”

“No I did not,” Dean snapped.

“Dean, you did. You said they were bisexual.”

“What?” Dean laughed.

Ellen interjected. “Bisexual isn’t gay, it means they go both ways.”

“Like Henry?” Frank asked.

Ellen nodded.

Dean chuckled. “I didn’t say bisexual. I said asexual.”

Frank waved out his hand. “Same difference.”

“No it is not. God!” Dean barked. 

“Doesn’t matter, still gay. If two men have sex they are …” he held out his hand waiting for an answer.

Dean answered. “Gay.”

“Two women having sex. El?” Frank asked.

“Gay.” Ellen nodded.

“Then two asexual having sex would be gay.” Frank nodded.

“I was referring to the fact that I didn’t think they had a sex determination,” Dean said. “They were neither male nor female.”

Frank fluttered his lips. “Even better. Two non-gender … Gay.”

Dean growled in frustration. “Ok. Why would you assume they were having sex?”

“Well, you can’t have babies if you don’t have sex.” Frank pointed to his temple. “And I saw them. I think. Yeah. Pretty sure. The day I got your coyote. I thought I saw two of them having sex.”

“Oh my God.” Dean stumbled back. “Do you know what this means?”

“Yes,” Frank said. “They’re gay.”

“No!” Dean snapped. “It means they could be reproducing.”

“Oh shit,” Ellen said. “Killer babies …”

‘Toddlers.” Frank corrected.

“Can you imagine,” Ellen continued. “Killer Toddlers having babies.”

“Fuck,” Frank blurted. “They have to be some small ass babies. Fuck. Now we have killer off spring. Which could be even more killer than the Killer Toddlers were when they were babies. I haven’t trained them.”

Dean said. “A new civilization.”

“What do we do?” Ellen asked.

“Find out for sure,” Dean replied. “And for that.” He turned to Frank. “Looks like you’re gonna have more than coyotes to look for up there.”

Frank grinned. “Oh, yeah.”
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Robbie arrived in Bowman, just in time for the radio call that George was ready to land. He gave him coordinates and told him what to look for.

They spotted the plane fly overhead.

The signal that Hal and Elliott had to go to the landing strip.

“Frank said the housing is ready for him” Hal said as he drove. “You are to take him to Beginnings. Frank wants to meet with him first to determine exactly why he is here and what the agenda is.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Frank would … no we all would like very much for you not to be far from his side. At least until we make that determination.”

“Understood Captain.”

“Are you nervous?” Hal asked.

“Absolutely, not,” Elliot responded.

Hal stopped the jeep, watching as it landed. “Well, I am. This is an unprecedented day for Beginnings and to be honest, Elliott, I’m not sure how to react.”

Elliott gave Hal a reassuring look, a partial smile and watched as the plane came to a stop.

 

Hal took a deep breath as he watched George step off the plane. George then went to the side and unloaded his bag. Hal and Elliott walked toward him.

The moment George saw them, George saluted Hal.

It took Hal aback, but he returned the Salute. “Mr. Hadley. Captain Hal Slagel.”

“I knew as soon as I saw you.” George smiled and shook his hand. “My God do you look like your father.”

“Thank you.”

“My condolences on your loss. I mean it.” He gave a squeeze to Hal’s hand.

A pause. A nod. “Thank you. May I introduce you to my right hand man? Sgt. Elliott Ryder.”

“Sgt. Ryder.” George shook his hand

“Elliott’s new role is one such as Nolan Howell’s when you were in office.”

Gorge nodded. “Secretary of State.”

“In a way. Yes, sir.” Elliott said.

Hal spoke, “Elliott will be taking you to Beginnings. You’ll be staying there.”

“Good. Good. I was hoping. I’m also hoping to just blend in for a while, like the old days. I’m here to discuss strategy, yes, but I want to take in Beginnings.”

“Absolutely,” Hal said “I know my brother has an early evening meeting planned. I’m not sure what his agenda is as far as taking you to see the other leaders. This was quite the surprise visit. We didn’t have much time to plan.”

“I understand.”

“I have some business to attend to here, and some training to overlook. But I’ll be in Beginnings shortly.”

“I look forward to it.”

“Well,” Hal exhaled. “Elliott, if you’ll drop me in town, then you can take Mr. Hadley to Beginnings.”

“Yes, Captain.” Elliott reached for George’s bag.

George stopped him. “I packed them, I loaded them, I can carry them. Thank you. Sgt. The ride and escort is plenty.”

“As you wish.” Elliott nodded, turned and began to walk with Hal.

George followed. “Oh, Captain. There is one request. I’m not sure if you or your brother can meet.”

“And that is?” Hal asked.

“Above all else. Before anything else …I’d really like to see my wife.”

It was a request they didn’t expect. Hal nodded. “We’ll see what we can do.”

 

<><><><>

Hal bid a pleasant farewell to Elliott and George as they dropped him off in New Bowman just near a training section of the town. But Hal needed to get something from his office and turned around, heading there.

He was surprised as he passed the mess hall and saw his brother Robbie in there. Robbie was alone, sitting at a table eating.

Hal again, two steps back, opened the door to the mess hall and went in. “Robbie.” He called out pleasantly.

“Oh, hey, Hal.” Robbie looked up.

“Not heading back to Beginnings yet?”

“I was,” Robbie replied. “But when I found out they were having Oodles of Dan Noodles I had to stop in.”

Hal chuckled as he sat down. “They always seem to prepare those when there’s something happening in town at night. All the men want to get out quickly.”

“What’s happening in town?” Robbie asked.

“Line dancing.”

Robbie partially smiled, shook his head and dove back into his bowl.

“What has happened to my brothers?” Hal asked.

“What do you mean?”

“You are not the same anymore Robbie. Frank is not the same.”

“Frank’s the president and trying to be something he’s not,” Robbie said.

“And you aren’t?”

Robbie shook his head. “Nope. Just busy. Pissed. I’m head of Security now; I have that to deal with. But then Frank oversees everything I do. Pisses me off. I’m pissed because I have this investigation. My own father’s murder. Pisses me off that I have to do it and pisses me off that I’m not making progress. It also pisses me off that the fingerprints aren’t Dean’s.”

This caused Hal to sit back. “Six times you used a derivative of the word ‘piss’, and when Robbie did this sudden hatred of Dean emerge?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, at the meeting you were very quick to believe he killed our father. You weren’t willing at all to give him the benefit of the doubt.”

“Uh, Hal?” Robbie leaned in toward the table. “He was in the video.”

“Yes, I know.”

“Just pissed me off.”

“Yes, I know. But we have established … it wasn’t Dean. So why are you angry and determined about the prints?”

“Because, Hal, if the clone was in the room, it would make sense that the clone set the explosion. But the prints on the timing device aren’t Dean’s. Which means, the clone never touched the explosive. If he did. He was wearing gloves, and he wasn’t he one who set the timer.”

“Another person involved?”

“Possibly.”

“And this is what’s affecting your mood?”

Robbie nodded. “Yeah. So far prints aren’t matching. I have a clear print on the device and timer and I have to start from scratch to find a match. That and the fact that I’m bitter over Dad.”

“Understandable,” Hal said. “But, Robbie, this isn’t you. Just like it isn’t Frank to not be annoying, it isn’t you to be so serious, and bitter. Can you try, please, to let this go?”

“If I could get some sort of direction. Some help, I would feel better. I don’t want to stop until I solve this Hal. Something is not right. Something is not right about this whole thing.”

“Dad’s death?” Hal asked.

“Yes. I mean we have Dean’s clone at the scene. An explosion. An unknown print on the device and an unknown substance in Darrell, our only witnesses, blood. The whole kill dad thing doesn’t make sense. Why would someone in Beginnings want him dead? I went through all those who knew him. No match. I need something.”

“You need to go back to the start.”

“I know. But what would be the start?” At that moment, Robbie’s phone rang. He lifted it. “Yeah. No shit.” His eyes widened. “Let no one. No one talk to him until I get there. Thanks.” He hung up.

“You’re smiling.”

“I think I may have a start. Or at least a place to start getting answers,” Robbie said and stood.

“What? What’s going on?”

“Darrell is completely, and utterly awaken and coherent.” Robbie grinned. “I’m gonna talk to him.” He slid the bowl of noodles to Hal. “Thanks.” He gave a swat to his back. “Enjoy.”

“Robbie …” Before Hal could say anything further, Robbie was out the door. He murmured to himself, “Keep me posted.” He shrugged and enjoyed the remaining noodles.
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Jam worked. It was better than nothing and Beginnings women did make the best raspberry jam. On fresh soft bread, the sandwich hit the spot.

Roy indulged. His mood wasn’t the best, and he didn’t feel like doing the crossword puzzles his friend brought him.

Jenny needed help in designing hers. And when that Forrest guy made puzzles, they were too obscure. Franks were hard because he didn’t spell things correctly.

Aside from those, the buzz in town over George Hadley’s arrival made Roy nervous. But one thing was certain, in the future he knew, the future he left, and there was no George visiting Beginnings before the war.

Progress was being made.

He only hoped and wished that he could go to the future and see the results. But he couldn’t he was stuck.

George’s visit to Beginnings was all new to him; in fact, everything was changing from the history he knew. But with George in Beginnings, he had to be careful. More people would be out and about.

His friend told him jokingly, then he could go line dancing. Roy didn’t know what that was, but it sounded fun. He enjoyed dancing. He just never had anyone to dance with. He was certain he would do the Twist better than anyone, and once he had a partner for the Jitterbug, he’d be the envy of everyone.

Once in his seclusion a female agent entered his room. He made her dance with him. She told him how wonderful and light on his feet he was.

Dancing. Yes.

But his friend so no. It was too risky. After all, Dean didn’t dance.

Would anyone notice? No one seemed to pay too much attention to Dean. Unless he was in trouble.

Roy could find out if Dean was home. Usually when he was home he stayed there. But since he moved to a new place, and since Richie move in with him. Dean was rarely home.

Then again, Ellen would surely make mention of Dean being at line dances. Especially if she went.

Keeping track of Dean was easy. Where he was and so forth.

When Roy started making his multiple trips back in time, he had to steal the SUT tracker, copy it, and then return it. His way of keeping track of Dean’s whereabouts so they didn’t cross paths.

He even made adjustments to his own version of the tracker, having sound effects and alarms that signified when Dean was close or when Dean left Beginnings.

It was the thought of how much trouble Dean got himself into inadvertently that made Roy think of protecting Dean.

With the knowledge that he was going to be around or there when Joe died, Roy realized there was a chance someone could see him, and seeing him meant someone saw Dean. Dean at the site of a murder wasn’t good.

Especially since Dean had a history of bad coincidental luck.

Roy had to come up with a way to make Beginnings want to track Dean.

At first he thought about making it look as if Dean were going to go to the Society. Then he came up with the idea of committing an inane crime.

So he knocked out Forest and stole his toenails. With Dean working on getting Christopher Columbus to look normal, the strange body part would make sense. Roy thought for sure, Ellen or someone would have found the toenails in the lab.

But they didn’t.

So Roy kept doing inane acts. Becoming the serial mutilator. He actually left so many clues; he got frustrated, that he had to outright set up Dean. He did that by knocking out Henry and Dean and using Henry’s nails to scratch Dean.

There.

That did it.

Roy stopped. He had no reason to perform the mutilations. Admittedly, he did have some fun with it. But from that moment on they tracked him. Just like Roy did.

Thinking about Dean, line dancing, Roy picked up the tracker. Dean was still at the clinic. Still in the lab. He was getting longer and longer in one place.

Just as he was about to set down the tracker, he though once again about the mutilations. With them having stopped, did it bode well for Dean? Evidence was mounted against him. Even though the crimes were silly, they were still crimes.

He wondered if the serial mutilation case was buried, if they even thought about it. With all that happened, Joe’s death, the impending war, the serial mutilations were probably a thing of the past. No longer to be pursued. Dean was in the clear.
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Did Frank do it on purpose? It wasn’t there a few hours earlier. Then again, the trailer slash temporary office was new.

In fact, Henry couldn’t recall ever seeing a sign like it on Frank's office before.  Of course Henry never wore a hat, so if it was there, it was never a bother.

But the sign glared at him. The new sign.

It read:  Out of respect, please remove all headgear before entering.

Henry debated between knocking and inviting Frank outside or removing his baseball cap.

Why? Why was it there?

In the pre plague world days it was customary to remove headgear, especially with the military.

Thinking about it, Henry never recalled seeing anyone indoors, that was in Security or UWA wearing a hat.

Hal removed his bandana. So did Elliott.

Henry reasoned at that moment he was being neurotic. Frank didn’t hang the sign on purpose, he was reminding everyone.

After a deep exhale, he knocked.

“Yeah,” Frank responded.

Henry removed his hat, ran his fingers through his growing hair, and stepped inside. “Hey, Frank.”

Frank was seated at the table, looking over reports. “Did you bring reports from our towns?”

“Yeah, got them right here.” Henry stepped forward.

“Good. This will give me …” Frank looked up.

“What?” Henry asked.

It started. At first Frank’s mouth dropped open, then the corner of his mouth rose.

“What, Frank? What?”

“Oh my God.”

Henry growled.

“Your hair.”

“I knew it. I knew it.” Henry complained.

“What did you know?”

“You hung that sign on the door on purpose so I would have to walk around with my hair like this.”

“No, Henry, I hung it so people would remember to remove their fucking hats. You did. Good job.”

“I think there should be an exception to the rule. I’m training my hair, Frank. It’s wiry.”

“I see that.”

“Bentley said another month.”

“Good. At least when I look at you I don’t see... victim.”

“Ha, ha, ha.” Henry put the reports on the table.

“Verbal?” Frank took them and sifted through.

“Everyone is fine with the news about Hadley. Doyle is strained. But that’s to be expected. But, the news isn’t a big shock. So we’re good.”

“How are you with this?”

“I don’t know.” Henry stood there.

Frank looked up. “Is there something else you wanted?”

“Can we talk?”

“For a minute. I’m trying to get things done before Hadley gets here and Ryder is on his way.”

“I understand this will only take a moment.”

“Go on.”

Henry pulled out a chair and sat down. “I don’t know if you know this but at the Wellness Center, Lars has Thursday night victim night.”

Frank raised his eyes. “Victim night?”

“The few of us attacked by the serial mutilator.”

“It’s over.”

“Yeah, for some reason. They stopped. But …. That doesn’t mean the rest of us aren’t scarred.”

“True.”

“Where do we stand on it?” Henry asked.

“Looks like the attacks stopped happening.”

“Do you think it’s because the mutilator knew he was going to get caught?”

“Possibly,” Frank said.

“Again, I ask, where do we stand on it?”

“What do you mean?”

“Stand.”

“Like what?”

“Like where do you stand on it?”

“Am I against it or for it, what?”

“No.” Henry barked. “Do you have a suspect?”

“Several.”

“Good. Is the investigation ongoing?”

Frank leaned back. “Henry, the mutilations ….”

“Were crimes, Frank? I lost my hair.”

“Yes, I see and it’s growing back nicely.”

“Still crimes. I want whoever did this to me caught and for them to pay for it.”

“It’s low priority, Henry, right now.”

“Only because it wasn’t you who was tattooed or shaved bald.”

Frank snickered. “Henry, like I’d fucking care being bald or tattooed.”

Henry growled and stood up. “Frank, I’m serious. I was a victim. So was Forrest, Josephine, Hap. We want justice. Will you promise me you’ll make sure this doesn’t get swept under the rug?”

Frank nodded. “I’ll get someone on this.”

“Thank you Frank.”

Henry nodded, pulled his cap from his back pocket and walked out.

Frank rubbed his chin. The mutilator attacks to him were low priority, but to others they were not. He also knew if he opened back up there was a chance that Dean would take the fall. Frank couldn’t have that. He knew damn well Dean wasn’t responsible, more than likely, the clone was. What he needed was to throw off whoever he put on the investigation. He needed another mutilator attack with Dean nowhere around.

With that thought, Frank smiled and picked up the phone.

<><><><>

 

It was a sight he never thought he’d see again, at least not peacefully. But there as it was the vision of Beginnings as they pulled through the tunnel.

“I literally, just lost my breath,” George said.

Elliott glanced over George’s way, “I can imagine.”

“This was my home.”

“Yes, sir.”

“It feels good to be back.”

“Yes, sir, I imagine it does.”

“Are you always so goddamn polite?”

Elliott choked out a chuckle. “I try to be. As you will see, all of the UWA soldiers are respectful.”

“Then Hal Slagel must be one of a kind.”

“There’s nobody quite like the Captain.”

“I’d be interested in learning more about the UWA, son.”

“I will make mention of that to the Captain, I am sure he will oblige, as we are opening our gates to you on every front … sir.”

“Do you know who I’m anxious to meet?”

“Who would that be, sir, other than you wife?”

“She’s someone I want to see. Meet. I want to meet …”

“Danny Hoi.” Elliott blurted out.

George looked at him.

“I apologize for cutting you off.”

“No, no. That just amazed me that you guessed that.”

Elliot shrugged as he drove. “If I were new, and I had received the technology of the chip that Danny sent you via email that he reinstituted, I’d want to meet him as well. Of course, we live in a Danny world in New Bowman.”

“What do you mean?” George asked.

“Danny was in charge of putting together our town when we moved Bowman from North Dakota to here. Mr. Slagel put him in charge because Danny is such a go getter. It was Danny’s baby. He had carte blanc. He was in charge of his own resources, which he acquired, and the man power. He designed the new town, rebuilding on what was there, and created what he thought would be the perfect town. Mr. Slagel wanted to keep the originality and integrity of Beginnings, so he balked at a lot of things Danny wanted to do, but allowed him to do so in New Bowman.”

“Really? What kind of things has he done?”

“Danny.” Elliott whistled. “He instituted the Danny Card which earns every worker one Danny Dollar card for every hour they work. All done like a debit. No paper money. But it is used for bonus items. Things that aren’t necessities.”

“Yeah, but Beginnings only runs on basics.”

“Beginnings, yes. Except now, the coffee shop, but that’s another thing. Bowman however, does not. It is the place where shops are set up and things are sold that aren’t necessities. It makes people feel good. Danny set it up that way. Danny Dollars, Danny Bucks is the espresso shop. The move theater is the Dan-O-Plex, the bowling is the Dan-a-Rama. Restaurants are Hoi-Hoi on the Range.”

George laughed. “Holy shit. He named everything after himself.”

“Yes, and let’s not forget the reemergence of Raman noodles.”

“Wait. Let me guess this one. Oodles of Hoi Noodles.”

“Close, Oodles of Dan Noodles,” Elliott said.

“Along with Hoi mail. I really have to meet this guy now.”

“Soon. Very soon.”

George smiled.

They wound their way around into center town, parking in front of the clinic.

“Good lord,” George lifted from the jeep. “Joe Park? What happened to the bakery? Everything looks very small town like. Danny again?”

“No.” Elliott stopped the jeep. “Actually, sort of. Danny is contiguous.” He stepped from the jeep. “I heard that Margaret is in the library. She doesn’t know you want to see her, shall I get her first or will you …”

“I’ll wait here,” George said and stepped from the jeep. “I want to take this in.”

“I’ll be right back.” Elliott nodded and walked away, leaving George standing there alone.

<><><><>

Ellen had just hung up the phone. She locked into a moment of staring with Dean. Just staring as she bit her bottom lip.

“You’re not seriously thinking about doing this, are you?” Dean asked.

“Frank asked.”

“El.” Dean whispered. “He’s asking you to commit a crime.”

“No he is not,” Ellen waved out her hand. “He’s asking me to clear you.”

“Yeah, but El. I’m not established as the mutilator.”

“Your DNA Dean.”

“But that means shit.”

“OK. OK. But at least the attack will give you an alibi. They’re tracking you.”

“So you do this. They track me. I’m nowhere near the site. What about you.”

“You’re my alibi.” She said in a so there manner. “I’m supposed to dress in all black.”

“You’ll get busted.”

“No, I won’t. Frank won’t let me.” Ellen tapped her finger to her lip. “I’m thinking about gluing some feathers on someone. Something minor, not harmful or permanent.”

Dean exhaled. “It’s still a crime, El. No matter how ridiculous, it’s a crime.”

“And your point?”

“You’re not a criminal.”

Ellen chuckled. “Dean, as I recall it wasn’t that long again that I was ousted for shooting Bev Hadley in the head.” She nodded. “I need a latte, you want one.”

“Yes, please.”

Ellen held out her hand.

“What?”

“Danny Dollar card.”

After a grunt, Dean reached in his pocket and pulled it out, handing her his card. “And get me one of those cheese biscuits they make.”

“Oh, that sounds good. I’ll see if I can … steal one.” She snickered as she approached the door. “But in all seriousness, I should do this. It’s a mild crime, for a good cause. I’m a criminal, Dean. I’m actually a murderer. Unintentional as it was. As much as it was an accident, I did it.” She shuddered. “I still have nightmares about that.”

“Really? I’m sorry. You dream about shooting Bev?”

“Not really about shooting Bev as much as I dream about George.” Ellen opened the door. “Same dream. He sees me. Says I killed his daughter and he pulls out a gun, putting it to my head. I call for Frank … too late.”

“Wow.” Dean raised his eyebrows. “Well, at least you know the odds of you running into George are slim to none.”

“Thank God for that.”

“Thank God for that,” Dean reiterated. “Go get out lattes.”

“Be right back.” Ellen walked out the door, and at a quick happy pace moved down the hall. She was thinking about getting a cream cheese muffin to go with her coffee. Hands reaching for the double glass doors, Ellen froze. Her hands retracted as her eyes focused. As soon as she visually confirmed what she saw, or rather who she saw standing on the street outside the clinic, Ellen turned on her heals, and ran as fast as she could back to the lab, screaming, “Dean!” all the way.

 

<><><><>

 

George leaned against the jeep; he stared at his fingernails, thinking of what he’d say to Margaret. Her reaction to him. They were married a long time; surely, she would want to see him.

“Mr. Hadley,” Elliott approached.

George’s heart sunk to his stomach when he lifted his head and saw Elliott alone.

“I can’t find her. She was at the library, but they told me they believe she went to Fabrics.”

“Oh, OK.” George nodded. “What now?”

“I’ve placed a call to Ben from Fabrics. She hasn’t arrived, but he passed on the message to send her to Frank’s office.”

“Then we’ll head there.”

Elliott nodded once, and walked around to the driver’s side of the jeep.

George stepped back inside and hopeful that he’d see Margaret soon, drove off with Elliott.

 

<><><><>

 

“Calm down!” Dean ordered. “God!”

Ellen caught her breath. “Something’s happened, Dean. Something has happened.”

“What do you mean?”

“George.” The word graveled out of her. “He’s here.”

“In Beginnings?”

“Yes.”

“El,” Dean chuckled her name.

“Dean, I saw him. Standing right outside the clinic.”

“Ellen, why would George be in Beginnings?”

She shook her head. “Snuck in maybe. Take over. I don’t know. Kill me.”

Dean laughed. “He isn’t in Beginnings. Surely, we’d know.”

“Just come.” She tugged on his arm.

“El.”

“Dean, please.”

“Fine.” Reluctantly he followed her. Out of the lab, down the hall and to the doors.

“See, Dean he’s right …” Ellen paused.

“I don’t see George. I see Hap.”

“He was there. I swear.”

“Maybe you saw Hap. He looks a little like him.”

“I’m not crazy,” Ellen said.

From behind, as they stood at the doors, Lars approached. “The meeting is well over. If you hoping to catch a time machine instant replay, I’m sorry, Dr. Godrichson hasn’t developed that yet. But, Danny recorded it; you can catch it tonight at the library.”

Dean turned around and with a sarcastic smile said, “Thanks.”

“Ellen you look pale.”

“I am. I just …”

“She’s fine,” Dean interrupted. “Fine.”

Lars shifted his eyes. “Did he just cut you off? That was very rude. Ellen, what is it?”

Dean gave her a scolding glance.

Ellen blurted. “I just saw George.”

“George?” Lars asked.

“El.” Dean graveled.

“George Hadley.” Ellen said.

“George as in former president, head of the Society, Hadley?” Lars asked.

Ellen nodded.

Dean winced.

“Hmm.” Lars rubbed his chin. “Maybe you’re just stressed. Perhaps you may want to come to my stress reduction class tomorrow afternoon. Mid-day, fifteen minutes, relieve stress.”

“That’s sounds great.” Ellen said.

Dean rolled his eyes.

“Good.” Lars smiled. “I’ll see you later.” He walked by them, exiting through the doors.

Dean lightly back handed her in the arm.

“Ow.” Ellen grabbed her forearm.

“Why did you tell him?”

“Why did you hit me?”

“You told him.”

“I saw George.”

“Uh, yeah, El, but you can’t be running around telling people. Especially him. God. He’s so arrogant; he probably wants to diagnose you as delusional.”

“Sorry.”

Dean nodded “Let’s go back to work. It was the sun with Hap. Don’t worry about it.”

Ellen nodded. “Thanks.”

“Fuckin stress reduction. What the fuck?” After shaking his head, Dean grabbed Ellen’s hand and walked her back to the lab.

 

<><><><>

 

“Wow, did you get gray,” George said as his greeting upon shaking hands with Frank.

“So did you when you turned president,” Frank said.

“Yeah, but you’ve only been president a week or so.”

“Fuckin woke up like this one day.” Frank sat down.

“No shit.” George shook his head. “I’m sorry Frank about your dad. Joe was a good man. Things that were said, things that were done, were done in the name of war, not personally.”

“Absolutely, I know.”

“I just want to clear the air on everything, including that Salicain thing.”

“Cleared.” Frank smoothed his hand against the air. “Just like when I hit you with that fucked up virus Dean made.”

“Yeah, that was tortuous.”

“Really?” Frank asked. “It failed, right?”

“It failed in killing me. But it was a payback for the Salicain. I couldn’t move, couldn’t walk, I could talk, but I sure as shit couldn’t keep my head up.”

Frank swiped away the snicker.

“No, it’s OK, laugh. I had this contraption on my head to hold me up.”

“You had a halo?” Frank asked.

George nodded.

Frank laughed.

“I have a picture; I’ll share, my way of showing my good intentions.”

“I can’t wait to see it.”

George sat back and looked at Frank. “You’re different. Too different.”

“Everyone is saying that,” Frank said. “But, it’s  ... this is an adjustment. I’ll get back to being more me when I adjust.”

George facially agreed. “Every leader goes through this.”

“So I’ve heard. OK, enough idle … let’s get down to business first.”

“First thing, as I said. I’d like to clear the air on a lot of things.”

Elliott stepped forward, “If I may?”

Frank shifted his eyes. “I don’t think he has any problems with you, Ryder.”

“No, Frank that’s not what I …”

“Do you?” Frank asked George. “Unless you hold him responsible for slaying your camps. Which he did. Some. I think. Right?’

“I guess, but I don’t have a problem with him. He seems polite,” George said.

“Too fuckin polite,” Frank added.

Elliott held up his hand. “No. I’m not talking about me personally.”

“So you don’t think there’s anything anyone could have against you?” Frank asked.

“No, I …”

“Because Ryder, I can name a few things.”

“Frank.” Elliott interrupted. “I’m talking about a situation... I want to go secure things for Mr. Hadley, but you were talking about clearing the air. I have a situation that I hope gets addressed.”

“What is it?”

Elliott hesitated. “Ellen.” He cleared his throat. “Frank, Mrs. Hadley has forgiven Ellen over the Bev ordeal. I think Mr. Hadley has to also find it I his heart to show forgiveness. I know for a fact that Ellen deals with this every day.  This is a turmoil and burden she will carry with her forever. I believe it will help matters if Mr. Hadley and her talk. Actually, if they show the community that they can mend fences, we as a province and as a country can unite as well.”

“Wow,” Frank said. “You think El is the key to unity?”

Elliot chuckled. “I think it’s symbolic. The town knows their history. They see those two together. It will show good faith on the part of both sides.

George agreed with a nod. “I will make that step. Maybe you can arrange a meeting Frank?”

“Absolutely. We can do that. Also, you ever think about line dancing?”

Elliott snickered.

“Line dancing. As in Country line dancing.”

“Yes, not the electric slide.” Frank said.

“I used to be quite good. I am from Texas,” George said. “Why do you ask?”

A knock at the door drew their attention.

“Come in,” Frank said.

Margaret opened the door and stepped inside. “You wanted to see me …” her eyes shifted to George. “Frank?”

George stood up. “Margaret.”

Frank said. “Actually, he wanted to see you.”

“How are you Margaret,” George said stepping to her. “You look beautiful.”

With a dramatic ‘Bastard’ and an open hand slap to his face, Margaret spun on her heals and stormed out of the office.

Frank sat down. Sarcastically, he mumbled. “That went well.”

George held his hand to his cheek.

Frank saw it.  The smile. George was smiling. “George?”

“Actually … that went very well,” George grinned. “She still loves me.”

 

<><><><>

 

John Matoose stood by the door when Robbie arrived at Darrell’s room. “Have you talked to him?” Robbie asked.

“Not yet, just to see what he wanted to eat,” John said. “He has no idea how long he was out.”

“And you asked him nothing?”

“Just about food,” John said.

“Thanks.” Robbie opened the door, walked inside and pulled a small recorder from his pocket. “Hey, Darrell.”

“Robbie.” Darrell sat up. “How are you doing?”

“Me? I’m fine.” Robbie pulled up a chair. “You mind if I talk to you?”

“Not at all.”

“You’re a bit more with it.”

“I don’t remember much of our last conversation.”

“There wasn’t much.” With a smile Robbie put the recorder on the tray. “I’m investigating. Let’s start with the last thing you remember.” He pressed the record button. “What’s the last thing you recall?”

“Opening my eyes while they were carrying me, the office was burned. I think. Not sure.”

“So back up. Let’s go back before that, OK?”

“Yes.”

“Take me from … I don’t know from the time you took duty.”

“I started at six, and waited for Joe to come out of the trailer. He was late. He did some rounds, talked to the normal people, and then hid in his office.”

“Hid in his office?” Robbie asked.

“Well, got on the computer and was doing emails. Cursing Frank, you know.”

Robbie chuckled. “I know. Did he do anything else? Did he leave, did anyone besides Dean come in?”

“Nope. He got phone calls and stayed …yes.”

“Yes?”

Darrell nodded. “Yes, he did leave. I hated when Joe ran out of the office.”

“Why?” Robbie asked with a snicker.

“He wasn’t supposed to know I was following him. Sometimes I thought he did. He’d leave the door open an extra second or two. Going into the office with Joe usually was easy. He grabbed whatever notes were on his door, opened the door, stood there reading, then closed the door.”

“Giving you time to slip inside.”

“Exactly.”

“But he left the office. When? Do you know?”

“It was right after Dean popped his head in the office…”

“Whoa. Wait. That was the only time Dean was in there.”

“He wasn’t really in. He popped his head in. Then he came back.”

“I’m confused.”

“Ok,” Darrell exhaled. “I was standing in my typical spot. Wedged between the file cabinet and corner…”

 

“Goddamn it, Frank,” Joe shook his head, staring at his computer. “You and you’re homemade chain letters. Delete.” Another shake of his head. “What I should do is write my own. Like if you don’t respond to this you’ll run like a normal person.” Joe chuckled, but stopped. “No. He’ll send it back to me.” An exhale. “OK, back to the serious ones.” He looked up to the light knock on the door. “Yeah.”

The door opened slightly and Dean poked his head in. “It’s time, Joe.”

“Now?” Joe looked at his watch. 

“Yep.”

“This needs to be done.” Joe pointed to the computer. “I have the emails.”

“They’ll get done.”

Joe nodded, stood up, walked around his desk, and out.

 

“Stop.” Robbie said. “My dad was doing emails. Dean said …”

“It’s time” Joe commented about getting them done. Dean said they’d get done, and Joe walked out with Dean. He shut the door fast.”

“So you couldn’t follow?”

“No I was able to peek out the window. I saw them walk around the building. I was just about the slip out when the door opened again.”

“How long?”

“I don’t know. A minute. Two. They stood outside for a spell. I could still see Dean’s back. I couldn’t see Joe. But Joe came back.”

“With Dean.”

“Nope. Alone. I remember now thinking he got bad news. Like maybe Frank and Ellen weren’t getting married.”

“Why would you say that?”

“He looked tired. Worn. Like he had just been hit with bad news. You know.”

Robbie swished his mouth side by side, thinking. “I guess.”

“When someone gets bad news, it shows. That’s why I thought that. Joe looked different. Something changed.”

“So you have no idea what Dean told him or what they discussed.”

“Nope.”

“Then what happened?”

“He sat down at the computer. He typed. Took calls. Then Dean returned. This time he didn’t knock.”

‘So you think my father knew he was coming back.”

“Oh, without a doubt,” Darrell said. “Dean asked how it was going. Joe told him good. He was almost done. Then Dean started to say something.”

“What did he say?” Robbie asked.

“I didn’t understand it. He said something to the effect of, ‘We have an agreement. This new arrangement.”

Robbie nodded.

“Do you understand that?”

“In a way. Dean had just received Richie as an unexpected roommate. Then what happened.”

“Joe told him it was an iffy situation. Dean looked dejected and stood up.”

“That simple.”

“Yeah, it was weird. He turned to the door, and then he stepped to the file cabinet before he left. I thought he saw me.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, it looked as if he looked right at me. But I don’t remember anything else.”

“What do you mean?”

“That was the last thing I recall. Dean reaching to the file cabinet.”

“Well, the explosion knocked you out. Usually with being knocked unconscious, you lose the last ten minutes.”

Darrell nodded.

“You were next to the cabinet. Was there anything there?”

“Nope.”

“Did Dean carry anything in with him?”

“No. He walked like Dean, hands in his pockets. Nothing in his hand.”

“And that was it.”

“Until I opened my eyes outside.”

Robbie exhaled. “Thanks, Darrell.” He shut off the tape player. “If I have any more questions.”

“Stop by. And I’ll see if I remember anything else.”

“Thanks.” Robbie gave a squeeze to Darrell’s arm, and lifted the recorder. He left the room staring at it.

“Anything?” John asked.

“Nothing that makes sense.”

“Pieces aren’t fitting?”

“Not yet. But I’m not done.” Robbie showed John the recorder, gave a ‘thanks’ smile, and walked on.

 
   





  
 



CHAPTER SIX
“I don’t get it,” Henry said.

“What?” Danny asked. “Why the power supply keeps going out.”

“No. I know why. I expect it. I don’t know why we can’t invent a new type of circuit breaker for up here.”

“We’ll work on it.”

“Yeah. Pliers.”

Danny handed him the tool. “So what don’t you get?”

“My hair.”

“Actually, Henry you are getting hair.”

Across the quantum lab, Jason lifted his eyes above his book, snickered, and shook his head.

Henry looked at him, and then returned to Danny. “I know and I’m grateful it’s growing back.”

“You’re lucky it didn’t grow back gray.”

“Could it?” Henry asked.

“Hell yeah. I had an uncle, same age as you.” Danny crouched down by where Henry worked. “Shaved his head on a bet. Grew back gray.”

“Fuck.”

“So be happy.”

“It’s not growing right.”

“It’s growing in. Get it cut.”

“Cut!” Henry barked. “I want hair. Not lose it. But then again, I’m thinking of just shaving it.”

“May I?” Jason spoke. “You don’t look well bald. Besides the fact that every time anyone sees you they are gonna see a victim.”

“That’s true,” Henry said. “Anyhow, Danny, any suggestions?”

“Just keep conditioning it, combing it, training it. Don’t let it go a moment without attention. Another month Henry it’ll be ready for a shape.”

“You think?” Henry sighed. “At least there's finally gonna be some justification in this.”

“What do you mean?”

“Frank said he’s gonna put more pressure on the serial mutilator case.”

Jason snickered.

“What, Jason? What?” Henry slammed the tool.

“First don’t give me attitude in my lab. I am permitted to snicker at anything I please. Second, who cares Henry? Frank has much more important things to worry about than your lost hair.”

“Easy for you to say. What about Hap and his sweet cheeks tattoo.”

“He boosts it.” Jason said.

“OK, how about Forrest and his missing toenails.”

“They grew back.”

Henry huffed. “It was a crime Jason. A crime punishable by something.”

“Then we should have the punishment fit the crime. If they catch the mutilator we’ll tattoo him and have him bald. How’s that?”

Danny nodded. “Henry, in a way. Jason is right. This is kind of silly. I think the mutilator whoever it was, was just trying to stir up some excitement in Beginnings.”

“I think the mutilator is Dean,” Henry said. “Funny how the mutilations stopped the moment they started tracking him...”

Danny nodded. “Maybe the real mutilator wanted it to look like Dean so he stopped when he found out they were tracking Dean. It could be anyone, Henry.”

“I think it’s a sick scientist,” Henry said. “Experiments. There are no boundaries in place for experiments. It could be Jason.”

Jason peered up. “Could be. But then again, I think you want it to be Dean.”

Danny semi nodded. “I think so too, Henry. You really don’t like him.”

Jason snapped his finger. “Oh, maybe you are the mutilator, Henry. Setting up Dean. Makes sense to me. Really. You scratched Dean the same day Dean was found knocked out. Would make sense to me that you knocked Dean out.”

Henry rolled his eyes.

“I’ll make you a deal,” Jason said. “Whoever comes before me as the mutilator? If the evidence is there. I will let you shave their head. OK?”

Henry grunted. “Fine. I hope it’s Dean.”

“It’s not, Dean,” Jason said. “Trust me.”

“I hope it’s Dean.”

Danny laughed. Jason, he just shook his head and returned to reading.

<><><><>

 

Frank had been trying to track down Ellen. He got a hold of Dean who was starting dinner early. Ellen wanted to finish up to go line dancing.

But she was in the cryo checking on something and that was where Frank and George journeyed.

En route, they ran into Lars. Lars was cordial, not overly friendly.

“Have you seen Ellen?” Lars asked.

“Actually,” Frank replied. “I’m heading there now.”

“With George?” Lars asked.

“Yeah, time to iron things out.”

“You realize she didn’t attend the meeting. She hasn’t a clue. In fact, she saw him and Dean had her convinced it was a figment of her imagination. Wouldn’t even let me explain.”

“Fuckin’ Dean.”

“Hmm. Yes. Just giving you a heads up.”

“Thanks.” Frank smiled, and with George began to walk on.

“Maybe we should ease into this,” George suggested.

“I got it covered. Just walk in behind me.” Frank nodded.

When they arrived at the cryo lab, the door was ajar and Ellen’s bad choice in country music played loudly. Frank peeked in. She was trying to dance while she held some lifeless animal.

“El,” he walked in first. “I told you before. Lock this door. You never know who will walk in.”

Ellen turned, the bunny flopped in her hand and her eyes widened.

“What?” Frank asked.

Ellen pointed with the hand that held the dead animal.

“What, El?”

“Him.” Ellen pointed.

Frank looked behind him and then back. “Who?”

“You don’t see him?” Ellen asked.

“What are you talking about?”

After a short peeping scream, the bunny dropped to the ground and Ellen, after blurting ‘Excuse me I have to get to Containment’, ran from the lab.

Frank laughed and faced George. “Sorry. I had to.”

<><><><>

 

Play. Stop. Play. Stop.

Robbie felt like Jimmy. He listened to his interview with Darrell at least ten times, but came up with nothing. Nothing clicked. It didn’t make sense.

What were Dean and his father up to? It was quite possible that the ‘real’ Dean stopped by, and then went to nap. The time frame would match up, possibly. Real Dean stopped by, clone showed up second. This would make sense as to why his father was ready for him.

Perhaps real Dean said he’d be back.

Whatever the case, Clone Dean didn’t carry the thermos in the room. Was it already there?

Fingerprints.

Robbie had just about finished, unsuccessfully, searching a match of Beginnings prints. He even pulled Johnny’s prints because Johnny was back in the area. No match.

He had about forty to go.

It was tedious and took too long.

“Always the last place you look,” Frank said to Robbie earlier.

That went through Robbie’s mind.

The last person. But there were so many ‘last persons’ he’d think would kill Joe, Robbie didn’t know where to start.

A knock caught his attention.

“Come in,” Robbie called out.

Dan from security entered. “Hey, Robbie, what’s going on?”

“Not much. Just investigating the explosion.”

“Any luck?”

Robbie shook his head. “Not with the prints. What’s up?”

“I’m supposed to work shift tonight, Frank said he’d cover so I could go line dancing.”

Robbie cocked an eyebrow. “Frank is covering rounds?”

“Yeah, I got sector thirty.”

Robbie nodded. “Killer Baby region.”

“Something about wanting to look for a coyote for Dean anyhow. Plus, I think he misses it.”

“I bet. Does El know? I know he blew her off for line dancing because of George’s arrival.”

Dan shrugged. “He’s missing out. But even though Frank claims to be the suave dancer, I can see line dancing not being for him and him looking for a reason to skip.”

“Ok, I’ll mark it down. Thanks for letting me know.”

“No problem. You coming?”

“Tonight?”

“Yeah,” Dan said.

“I’ll be there. Not that I’ll dance, but I’ll watch.”

“Ben from Fabric tightened a bunch of ladies jeans.” He raised his eyebrows a few times. “So the women will be wearing them cowboy tight.”

Robbie chuckled. “Our women are healthy women Dan. Healthy. You saying they’re squeezing into jeans?”

“Oh, yeah.”

“Oh my God.” Robbie laughed. “Should be interesting.”

“See you there.” Dan turned for the door.

“Whoa. Dan. Wait.”

“What’s up?” Dan stopped.

“If someone were to ask you, who is the last person you’d suspect of killing my father, what person would you say?”

“Oh my God you don’t think it’s me, do you?”

“No. No. Besides, your prints cleared.”

Dan tilted his head.

“I’m trying to pin point people to check. And you know the age old saying; it’s always the last place you look.”

“So  ... you’re thinking it might be the last person you suspect.”

“Just a guess.” Robbie shrugged.

“Well, the last person I’d suspect is a pretty useless guess.”

“Why’s that?”

“Why would you check his prints?”

“Why not.”

Dan laughed. “Frank.”

“Excuse me?”

“Frank is the last person I’d suspect.”

Robbie just stared.

“So that’s useless, did you check Andrea? She would be my second to last.”

“No I didn’t … wait. Second to last. What about Me, Hal, Jimmy.”

“Third, fourth fifth. It’s hard. You guys are all Slagels.”

“Thanks.”

“See ya.” Dan walked out.

Robbie sat in silence in his office, rocking back in his chair.

‘Always the last place you look.’

He stared at the screen and the fingerprint program, ‘enter ID of next match’

He moved forward to the keyboard, rested his hands in a hover and stopped.

“Frank is the last person I’d suspect.”

Robbie heard Dan’s voice. His left index finger prepared to press the ‘F’, and he stopped again. “What am I doing?”

A first Robbie thought to himself it was an insult to his brother to even run the match. Then he went back to the last person suspected.

Could Frank? Did he even have a motive? Was Robbie wrong for even considering it? The decision to run the prints was not one he wanted to make on his own, so he picked up the phone and made a call.

 

<><><><>

 

Jimmy whistled. It was one of those two note whistles. If the whistles were words it would have been, “Go, girl”, or “oh, yeah.” Something to that effect.

He did it when Jenny walked in to Communications.

Arms extended she turned around showing her entire outfit. Her dark blue denim jeans were so tight; they could have been painted on her. The outer sides of the jeans had a gold fringe which matched the fringe hanging from the arms of her blouse.

“Go, cowgirl, go,” Jimmy said with a smile.

“You like?” She giggled. “I get my hat later.”

“I so want to go line dancing just to watch you wiggle.”

She snickered seductively. “I feel sexy.”

“You are sexy.”

“Makes me want to mount you like a horse.”

“Ride me cowboy, ride me.”

Jimmy bit his bottom lip. “Let’s fool around.”

“I can’t.”

“Jenny, come on. No one will come in.”

She shook her head. “That’s not it. I had to lay on the bed, jump up and down, and really suck in to get my body into these jeans. I’m afraid I won’t get them back on, and … taking them off may be a bit weird, too.”

Jimmy gave a thumbs up. “Totally understand.”

“Rain check?”

“You bet.”

“Your phone is buzzing.” Jenny pointed.

Jimmy looked. “Shit. I turned off the ringer when you came in.” He lifted the phone. “Hey, Robbie.”

“I’ve been calling. Where are you?” Robbie asked.

“Working. I turned off the phone. It was very intricate. What’s up?”

“Can you stop by my office when you’re done? I really needed some brotherly advice.”

This caused Jimmy to sit straight up. “Brotherly advice? Absolutely. I’ll be there very shortly.”

“Thanks Jimmy.”

‘No problem.” Jimmy hung up.

Jenny smiled. “That is so wonderful that Robbie is going to you for big brother advice.”

“Well, you know with Frank as leader and such.” Jimmy shrugged.

“Wonder what the problem is,” Jenny said.

“I don’t know, but I’m sure I can give that advice he needs.” With confidence, Jimmy inhaled then bit his lip again with an ornery look as he cased Jenny up and down.

 

<><><><>

 

His friend dropped it off to make Roy laugh. But Roy actually liked it. He couldn’t believe the luxury item made at Fabrics. A long feathery object. Pink, soft, fluffy. It was ingenious.

His friend gave him the luxury item along with the news that the investigation into the mutilations was going into gear again.

“Why would they do that?” Roy asked.

His friend just gave a shake of the head.

“I thought since the mutilations stopped, they would just forget about it,” Roy said. “After all, they weren’t that bad. And they are tracking Dean.”

His friend informed him, ‘exactly’. It looked like Dean was doing them; they tracked Dean with his knowledge and the mutilations stopped.

“So a mutilation is needed to clear Dean,” Roy said. “One that would take place when they knew where Dean was.”

His friend nodded.

“Is there a revolution?” Roy asked. “Is that why? History shows a revolution amongst Beginnings’ people. Not long. Not deadly. And history didn’t say why. Do you suppose this is it?”

“I doubt it,” the friend said. “I hear this one is all Henry.”

Roy bit his lip and gave a huff. “I really haven’t determined whether or not I like Henry.”

“Don’t feel bad, you’re original isn’t too crazy about him, either.”

Roy thanked his friend for the info and the gift. After his friend had left, Roy put aside making fun of the luxury item and decided to enjoy it. He stood before the mirror, wrapping it around his head, pulling it across his neck, smiling.

He thought of Dean.

The thought vanished with a feel of feathers.

When the mutilation investigation popped into his mind, he rubbed the feathers and softness over his face.

But somewhere between enjoying the feel and flinging the object around his neck, something clicked. Roy got an idea.

 

<><><><>

 

“You are such an asshole!” Ellen blasted at Frank, just after he told her that George was in town.

“El, in my defense …”

“There is no defense here, Frank. God!” She rubbed her eyes.

“You didn’t come to the meeting.”

“Had I known it was important, I would have.”

“Uh, babe. Fuck. We set up the whole town square, what the fuck did you think we were discussing, fall fuckin fashions.”

Ellen raised her eyes over her fingers tips.

Frank shook his head.

“Where is he?” Ellen asked.

Frank pointed to the door of her office.

Her eyes bulged; she mouthed the words, “What does he want?”

“To make amends. I’ll get him.”

Ellen shook her head.

“El.” Frank stepped to the door.

She reached out, grabbed air and had to change the expression when George stepped in.

“Oh my God,” Ellen whispered.

George smiled. “I’ve been called that before. Quite the compliment coming from you.”

“Actually …” Frank said. “When she worked for your campaign she used to tell people. Hadley is a God.”

“I remember that.”

“Yeah, but that was …” Ellen paused. “That was before everything went down. I’m sure you aren’t putting me at the top of your favorite list.”

“I want to make amends, Ellen” George held out his hand. “Like Frank and I discussed. The things that occurred. Death, deviation. They were all part of war. A war that is no longer stands between the Society and Beginnings.”

Ellen upped her chin. “My husband is still the leader.”

“Undoubtedly,” George said. “Actually, it feels really good to be back.”

Frank interjected. “El, actually, you are really vital to this.”

“Because I’m the first lady?”

“Um … uh, yeah, sure, but also …” Frank lifted a finger. “Because if people see you and George making amends then they will trust this new alliance between us. They’ll say, ‘wow, we have come a long way. Look at Ellen and George.”

George added. “Our unification means a lot to this pending war.”

“Our meaning you and me?” Ellen asked.

George nodded. “Yes. We unify. People see it. We’ll all start getting along. We are symbolic. I believe that. It has to start now. With us. The unity.”

“What about you two? I would think people seeing you two …”

Frank shook his head. “We’re leaders. People expect that. That aren’t expecting you two.”

“Unify.” Ellen said.

 “And babe,” Frank stepped to her. “We need to unify this country.”

Ellen looked down at George’s hand and shook it. “I guess we have a lot of work to do. I need you to know something George.” She held on to his hand, paused and a different Ellen spoke. Her words were soft and cracked with emotions. Almost as if a switch was flipped... “I am sorry, I am really, really sorry about what I did to Bev. I feel remorse, guilt, and you need to know, it was an accident. I swear to you. I swear.”

Frank’s eyebrow cocked. Ellen’s eyes were glossed over.

Ellen continued. “I’m not a killer. I’m not. Any punishment I received for that in this life, or will get in the next, I deserved. I can’t tell you how this affected me. I just need you to know I hated myself for it.”

George solemnly nodded. “I see that.” He gripped her hand. “Ok. Let’s agree not to talk about anything bad you and I, Beginnings or the Society have done.”

“Agreed.”

“If we do, we aren’t allowed to get mad.”

“Agreed,” Ellen said.

“And I think making an appearance together, tonight; out at line dancing is the way to start.”

Ellen hesitated, and then she genuinely smiled. “Agreed.”

 

<><><><>

 

“Hey, Robbie, you wanted to see me?” Jimmy opened Robbie’s door, and smiled at his brother.

“I need some advice, man.” Robbie stood up.

“That’s why I’m here.”

“Ok. Sit.’ Robbie held out his hand.

Jimmy took a seat across from him.

“I’m working on this investigation.”

“Dad’s death?”

Robbie nodded. “We are led to believe that the person was from Beginnings.”

“Where are we getting that from?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I mean, I went through that video tape over and over. It says nothing in the message from the future that someone from Beginnings killed Dad. If you’re getting your info from Bob Smith or Fort, you really can’t. The most viable means of information is the video.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because the video is in here.” Jimmy pointed to his temple. “The future, past, whatever, could have changed for Fort and Smith, but they aren’t gonna know. Obviously, the video message hasn’t changed, so that is the future we must go by.”

Robbie sat back.

“By the look on your face, I am going to assume, that didn’t help.

“Well …” Robbie crinkled his brow. “I was just going through an elimination process of prints in Beginnings.”

“Sounds right.”

“But am I right to eliminate people and not match them simply because they don’t seem like viable suspects.”

“Have you gone through the viable suspects?” Jimmy asked.

“Jimmy,” Robbie snickered his name. “Who would want to kill Dad?”

“I don’t know.”

“The most likely suspect is someone we don’t know.”

“Which is why the killer is never caught.”

“I can’t accept that,” Robbie said. “I think the killer wasn’t caught because whoever investigated missed the least obvious.”

“The person you’d least expect.”

“Exactly. We’re thinking it’s someone we don’t know, and perhaps in the process we’re overlooking the real killer.”

“According to Fort, although I say we shouldn’t. But according to his future, Frank died. What if Frank still died in the message Jason sent. Only he left that part out because it wasn’t important to the outcome. But if Frank died, you wouldn’t be on the investigation.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Frank forced you into it. He made you.”

Robbie nodded. “That’s true. My gut tells me the person that set that explosion is someone we know.”

“Then go with your gut.”

“Run everyone’s prints?”

“Yep.” Jimmy nodded.

“Even if we don’t think they’re the killer.”

“Yep.”

“Even if it’s Frank’s prints.”

Jimmy stopped nodding.

“Jim?”

“Why would you say that? I mean … unless.”

Robbie looked up.

“Robbie, this is ridiculous.”

“I know.”

“So what’s the problem?” Jimmy asked. “You know Frank didn’t kill Dad.”

“He of all people would be the least suspect, yet.”

“Oh my God.” Jimmy ejected from the seat. “Do not tell me you suspect our brother.”

“I’m not saying that.”

“Then what are you saying?”

“If I run his prints, is it saying I suspect him?”

“Yes.” Jimmy nodded adamantly.

“But you just said run everyone’s prints.”

“I know what I said. But come on …”

“So you’re in the same dilemma I am.”

“No. no!” Jimmy flung out his hand.

“What if I ran Josephine’s?”

“Waste of resources.”

“Why?” Robbie asked.

“You know she didn’t kill Dad.”

“How?”

“Because she’s Josephine. And you know Frank didn’t kill Dad.”

“And that … big brother is the attitude that in the future, sent the investigation into an ‘unsolved’ status.”

“Because someone with common sense said someone didn’t do it?” Jimmy asked.

“Because they didn’t check the person who did it because everyone believed they didn’t.”

With a growl, Jimmy scratched his head. “Frank doesn’t count.”

“Why?”

“You’re wrong.” Jimmy pointed. “If you believe he did it …”

“I didn’t say that, Jimmy. I just said, if I ran his prints, would that make me suspecting him.”

“And I say yes. There are certain people whose prints you don’t run; Frank is one of those people.”

“But if we had a computer that ran an automated match then the computer would automatically run Frank’s against what we have.”

“Yeah, but a computer doesn’t have feelings. It doesn’t have blood ties. It doesn’t have that inkling of sense that tells it that this person did not kill his father. Why waste time? Resources when the energy could be put to better use. If you want to run his prints, then you run them with reason.”

“But I don’t need a reason to run anyone else.”

“Yes, you do.”

“You just said…”

“Fuck it. You want to run his prints. You want to run anyone’s prints. Come up with one reason that makes it viable. Give me one reason why Frank should have his prints run.”

“Frank saves everyone.” Robbie said coldly.

“OK.”

“He didn’t save Dad. He didn’t Jimmy. He never misses his hero moment, he never does. When Frank rushes in to save the day, Frank saves the day. Not this time. He didn’t do it. He failed. He failed to save our father.”

“And that makes him the killer?”

“It makes me want to run his prints and …” Robbie paused.

Jimmy saw it and felt it. Robbie’s face and the coolness against his back. He turned around.

Hal stood there, then Hal slammed the door.

Robbie swallowed. “Hal.”

Jimmy asked. “How much did you hear?”

“Enough.” Hal spoke with edge. “Enough to hear … that you  ...” he pointed to Robbie. “Are fucked up. Fucked up. You hear me, little brother. First a bitterness toward Dean, now this. Our brother?”

“Hal,” Robbie said. “Look it’s not …”

“It’s not what, Robbie? It’s not what I think. You want to run Frank’s prints in this investigation.”

Robbie didn’t answer.

“Running our brothers’ prints are a total disrespect to him, our father, and our bond as brothers.”

Robbie huffed. “Hal, I am investigating this.”

“You are also grief stricken to the point where you are not thinking clearly! You can’t be! Good God, Robbie, Frank? Frank? What the fuck are you thinking? Did you think to run my prints?”

“No.”

“Jimmy’s?”

Robbie shook his head.

“But you thought to run Frank’s. And the reason you give is because he failed to save Dad? How pathetic that is. You don’t think he kicks himself every day for being late? Well, he may kick himself, but I thank God that I still have my brother Frank. And I would never think enough to run his prints.”

“It’s just the investigation.” Robbie defended.

“It’s your brother. Our brother. Do not ...do not run those prints, Robert. Do not. Out of respect of this family, and to be able to live with yourself... do not.”

“Live with myself?” Robbie asked.

Jimmy answered. “Yeah, Robbie, can you look at our brother knowing you ran his prints because you suspecting him just a little? Fuck that.”

“What am I supposed to do!” Robbie shouted. “Huh!”

“Start from the beginning!” Hal stated. “Like any good investigator. Start at the beginning. Investigate. Don’t just go with the prints. Find your suspects.”

“I’m trying!” Robbie shouted.

“Then try harder!” Hal blasted. “But you exclude all other options first before you even consider suspecting a man who’d have rather died than let our father die.

Robbie stood taller. “Hal, I love you. But this is my investigation. Frank put me in charge. I will do what I need to do.”

“Then I hope you’re proud of it all.” Saying no more, Hal walked out.

Jimmy gave one more stare at Robbie and followed.

Robbie stood there. He closed his eyes briefly, plopped down in the chair, and lifted his pencil.

After staring at the screen, he tossed down the pencil, sat back, and closed his eyes again.
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“Ok and you’re not picking up the phone, why?” Dean spoke, out loud, has he stared at his telephone.

“Usually …” Lars said as he entered the lab. “To insinuate by questioning that someone is not answering the phone, would mean there was no answer on the other line. If you get voice mail, it helps to speak into the phone. But if no one is answering, no amount of asking is going to get you an answer. Unless, of course, you think they are psychically gifted.”

Dean looked up. He nodded. “Um, yeah, thanks.”

“You are so arrogant.”

“Yes, I am. You know, people usually knock before entering my office.”

“If the door is closed.”

“Open. Closed. Doesn’t matter. It’s respect.”

“It’s the clinic lab. I don’t see your name on the door.”

“What do you want?” Dean asked.

“Not to play tit for tat with you, that’s for sure.”

 “What do you want, Lars?” Dean asked.

“Did you finish the task I asked?”

“I’m working on it.”

“Do you know what task that is?” Lars asked.

“Yes. Darrell’s blood.”

“Did you recognize the synthetic?”

“Nope.”

“So should we report this to Frank?” questioned Lars.

“Why?” Dean retorted. “I think you know exactly what it is?”

“What are you insinuating?”

“What do you think?” Dean stood up.

“I think you’re insinuating I gave him the drug.”

“Yep. I am.”

“Well, I think you gave him the drug.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Where were you Dean when the explosion took place?”

With a squeal of the stool as Dean pushed it aside, he raged forward.

A clearing of the throat stopped him.

“Gentlemen,” George said as he walked in. “Is this any way for the world’s two top minds to act.”

Dean’s eyes widened as he turned his head. “George.”

“Hello, Dean.” George stepped in further. “Wow, not much has changed in here.”

Lars cracked a partial smile and ran his finger over his top lip. “I see by that scrawny, surprised expression, that you had no idea Mr. Hadley was in town.”

Dean turned completely to face George.

“Perhaps if you attended a town meeting once and again,” Lars said.

After shooting a dagger filled glance at Lars, Dean looked at George. “What are you doing in Beginnings? Most of all, why are you alive in Beginnings. Obviously, Frank doesn’t know.”

George shook his head slowly. “Dean, Frank does know. Beginnings and the Society have reached a truce due to the impending war.”

Lars spoke, “Again, perhaps if you attended …”

“Shut up, Lars.” Dean snapped. “Ellen. She can’t know. I have to tell her.” Dean began to leave. “Excuse me.”

“Actually …” George stopped him. “She does. She and I have a date of sorts tonight.”

Lars added. “Line dancing.” He shivered. “Sounds peachy and romantic. Plus, good going George. Did you know that Dean here, dated you wife. Impregnated her too. Long story.”

“Excuse me,” Dean said and walked right out.

George turned to Lars. “Was that true?”

“In a sense. A bit exaggerated. Just to irritate the little scientist. Ah  ...” Lars exhaled. “Got to love Beginnings.”

After Lars left, George shook his head with a chuckle. “Yeah, you do.”
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“Dad,” Robbie sighed out when he reached him. “Oh, God, Dad, where are you?”

“I’m in my office right now. You aren’t gonna believe this Robbie, in fact …”

Robbie reviewed in his mind that last conversation he had with his father.

Stop.

‘You aren’t gonna believe this, Robbie, in fact…”

Robbie cut him off.

What was his father going to say?

What was Robbie not going to believe?

He thought back to what Darrell had said. That Dean had stopped in the office. Was Dean there right then?

Immediately when his mind started going back to that conversation, Robbie packed up and raced to the clinic to speak to Darrell.

But that was useless.

Darrell didn’t remember Joe being on the phone with Robbie at all.

Robbie replayed that last conversation over and over.

“Dad listen to me. Just ….” Robbie paused. “You’re in your office?”

“Yes, I was working on something when …”

“I love you, Dad.”

Damn it, he cut him off again. His father was working on something when  ... when what?

Joe chuckled. “I love you, too, Robbie. Where is this coming from?”

 “From the heart.”

“Wow.”

“Dad, talk to me. OK?”

“Robbie I can’t, I’ll be seeing you in a bit. Wait till you hear what I have to tell you.”

Stop.

What he had to tell him? What did Joe have to tell him?

He was excited. Talking upbeat. It was obviously after Joe got the news outside of his office. Maybe the change of his face that Darrell saw was shock.

Maybe the news wasn’t bad at all.

The clone.

Did the clone reveal himself to his father?

That could explain all.

When Joe said, ‘you’re not gonna believe this’, was he referring to the clone? Why didn’t he just stop to listen to what his father had to say?

 

“Dad, please talk to me. Please.”

 

All Robbie wanted to do; all he was focused on was keeping Joe on the line until Frank showed up.

 

“What’s wrong?” Joe asked.

“I just … I just am feeling funny.”

“Is it the wedding?” Joe asked.

“Yeah, sort of.”

“Robert. Listen can we talk in a bit. Meet me and Jason at the Social Hall. OK, right now I have to …”

“Dad, I just need to talk. Right now.  Not then. Not about anything, I just need you to talk to you. Please.”

 “Absolutely, talk.”

Robbie did.

What did he talk about? He talked about the wedding and how he was envious of Frank. Bullshit. Complete and utter bullshit. Anything to keep Joe on the line. Robbie was so focused on that, he lost sight of the fact that he was talking to his father and could very well be talking to him for the last time.

Not once did it dawn on Robbie that Frank would fail. After all, they had minutes to spare, Frank was on his way.

Frank would get him,

Frank would stop whatever it was that would take Joe’s life.

It was in the middle of Joe saying, “When I was twenty I went to a wedding once and …”

And that was it.

The line went dead at the same time Robbie heard a sound in the distance.

He tried. He screamed his father’s name over and over.

But Joe was gone.

Damn it. Robbie tossed a pencil.

His eyes gazed upon the computer screen. The black screensaver had come on; he had been in thought for that long.

Moving his finger against the mouse pad brought to the screen the fingerprint program.

What did his conversation have to do with the fingerprints? Nothing. Robbie was stalling. Reaching. Grasping. Trying for anything.

He was just about to sink into thoughts and feelings over his confrontation with Hal, when a knock at the door snapped him out of it.

“Yeah,” Robbie called out.

The door opened.

Hal walked in.

“I thought you went back to Bowman,” Robbie said. “Don’t you have a town to run?”

“I have business to attend to here,” Hal said and opened the door wider.

Frank stepped in.

Robbie slowly rose. He saw the look of seriousness on Frank’s face. 

“You and I need to talk,” Frank said.

“About?”

“Fingerprints.”

Robbie snapped a glare Hal’s way. “You told him.”

“What choice did I have?” Hal asked.

“You fucking dick!” Robbie blasted. “You just can’t let well enough alone, you have to start trouble. Always starting trouble.”

“This is our brother!” Hal yelled. “He deserves to know where his little brother’s mind is at.”

“Enough!” Frank blasted. “Hal, leave us. Please.”

Hal nodded. “Good luck.” He backed out and closed the door.

“Frank, I …”

Frank held up a hand silencing Robbie. “Just listen to what I have to say.”

Robbie nodded.

Frank walked closer to where Robbie stood. “Hal told me that you are thinking of running my fingerprints. Hal’s pretty pissed. Jimmy is … he’s about as pissed as Jimmy gets.”

“I know. But …”

“Let me finish.” Frank walked to him. He stood toe to toe with Robbie staring down to his younger brother. Then Frank leaned forward, put his hand behind Robbie’s head, and laid his lips to Robbie’s forehead.

Robbie stepped back. “Frank? Did you just...kiss me?”

“I did.”

“Why?”

“I love you,” Frank said. “I love you very much, Robbie.”

“I love you, too, Frank.”

“See? And I know that.” Frank pointed and stepped back. “I know that. Robbie … what Hal said. Jimmy said …” he shook his head. “I don’t give a shit about what they think or say. You got that? I put you in charge of this investigation because I knew you, little brother would deliver me a killer. Did you think it would bother me that you wanted to run my prints?”

“I didn’t know. It bothered me.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re my brother.”

“So what. If it doesn’t bother me, why the fuck should it bother you? Fuck, Robbie, I would expect you to run that print against every single person who knows how to make an explosive. Whether or not you think they could do it.”

“Even if it’s you?”

“Fuck yeah. Me, Dean, your name. Run it. In fact, I want you to run my prints. I want you to run your own, Hal’s, Jimmy’s. Do it.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know about you little brother, but I’m sure fucking curious. I mean, who is to say Dean’s clone is the only clone running around. I know I didn’t do it, but if my fucking prints turn up, I know there’s another one of me running…” Frank slowed down and smiled. “Oh, yeah, can you imagine. Two Franks.”

Robbie laughed. “I think Hal would go crazy.”

“Exactly. Run the prints. I got some time before I have to go to the Killer Baby region. I’ll stay.”

Robbie walked back to his chair and sat down. He exhaled. “I don’t know.”

“OK, how’s this. What would Dad say?”

Robbie shrugged.

Frank rested his hand on the back of Robbie’s chair. “I know what Dad would say. The moment you told him about running my prints, he would say, ‘good goddamn thinking Robbie. Frank wants my goddamn job.”

Robbie laughed.

“Run the prints. Let’s see what we get.”

After a shake of his head, Robbie glanced up to Frank. “You’re the best, Frank.”

Frank grinned. “I am.”

 
   





  
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
“Do it,” Frank said.

“I can’t,” Robbie replied.

“Do it.”

“I can’t. It isn’t right.”

“It’s an order.”

“Ok, you’re the president.” Robbie dialed the phone. His voice chanced to a somber one. “Hey, Hal. Did you leave yet?”

“No, I did not. I have been trying to for an hour, but Elliott Ryder seemed to have told Todd from Fabrics that I wanted a pair of cowboy jeans.”

“Did you?”

“No!”

“Where are you?”

“Getting fitted for chaps.”

“Assless?”

“What is it, Robbie?”

“Why are you getting fitted for chaps?”

Sarcastically, Hal answered, “Because they make my crotch look bigger. I don’t know. Elliott set me up as some sort of practical joke.”

“That’s not right,” Robbie cleared his throat. “Anyhow. I need to speak to you. Can you come to the Social Hall?”

“It’s not to call me a dick or to fight is it? I don’t want to fight with you.”

“No. Not to fight.”

“Fine. I needed a reason to get out of here.”

“Will you be wearing your chaps?”

Click.

Robbie looked up to Frank. “He hung up.”

“Why is he wearing chaps?”

“Assless chaps.”

“Yeah. Why is he wearing assless chaps?”

“Something about making his crotch look big.”

“Man, and they call me Shortcake.” He walked to the door.

“Frank?”

“Yeah.”

“Who  ... who calls you Shortcake?”

“Fuckin Danny Hoi started it with his new crush on me, now everyone is calling me Shortcake.”

Robbie laughed.

“Yeah, and Hal orders assless chaps. Go fuckin figure. Now it’s all going to be worth it. See you at the Hall.”

The door closed.

Robbie booted down the computer, tucked some papers in a folder, and headed out of his office as well.

 

Frank’s phone rang the second he stepped out of the office and onto the path. He looked at the LCD display and answered, “No, Dean I will not wear assless chaps for you.”

“What the hell?” Dean asked.

“But Hal will.”

“Frank. What is wrong with you?”

Frank laughed. “Nothing. What’s up?”

“When are you going to the Killer Baby region to see if there’s more of that stuff?”

“In a bit. Before sundown. Dan’s shift doesn’t start until six. Why?”

“Hmm.”

Frank pulled the phone from his ear then returned it. “Are you moaning to me?”

“No thinking.”

“Well I wasn’t paying attention.”

“To?” Dean asked.

“Your thoughts.”

“Sorry, I was quick.”

“No problem. What’s up?”

“Well, I was telling Danny Hoi about my dilemma. I want to see what’s in the area, but I don’t want to go.”

“What area?” Frank asked.

“Killer Baby….”

“Toddler.”

“Whatever,” Dean said. “Anyhow, I want to see what’s going on up there, but I don’t want to go there.”

“Where?”

“The Killer Baby region Frank!” Dean snapped.

“Dean! We don’t have a Killer Baby region. We have a Killer Toddler and killer gay toddler region we don’t have a killer ….”

“Yeah, yeah.” Dean cut him off. “Danny said he can rig a remote camera for your head. You wear it, I can watch.”

“No fuckin way. He has one?”

“Yeah, several, he’s using it for the new Danny Show. A day in the life. He said he’s bringing back reality show. The library cam, the view from the librarian. Surgery cam. View from me.”

“That’ll be boring.”

“Ha. Ha. So will you?”

“Will I what?”

“Wear the camera?”

“Why won’t you go?”

“Frank, it’s the Killer Baby region.”

“Dean we don’t …”

“Killer Toddler, sorry. I don’t want to die.”

“Makes sense.”

“So will you wear it?”

“Yeah. When can I get it?”

“That’s the problem. He won’t be able to get it to you until after line dancing. So I figured, maybe at first light go up there.”

“You still want me to see if I see any more baby semen or do you want me to just wait?” Frank asked.

“You can wait. But if you feel inspired to go up there at six, that’s fine. Two trips can’t hurt.”

“I agree. I miss them. Well I’m in town, so I have to get to the Social Hall.”

“You aren’t drinking already are you, Frank.”

“Yeah, Dean, I’m getting loaded at four in the afternoon. No!” Frank barked. “Actually  ...” He chuckled. “It’s a practical joke I’m playing on Hal.”

“On Hal?” Dean asked. “Really? Can I help?”

Frank stopped. Then Frank smiled.

<><><><>

 

Robbie poured a shots worth of whiskey into a glass for Hal.

“I have duty tonight, why are we drinking?” Hal asked.

Robbie poured one for himself. “Down it.”

“Fine.” Hal downed his shot and Robbie downed his.

After a gasp, Robbie wiped the back of his hand over his mouth. “They matched.”

“What did?” Hal asked.

Robbie exhaled. “The prints.”

Hal tilted his head. “Explain.”

“You said not to run them. It would be wrong.” Robbie poured more. “I ran them. They matched.”

“Frank’s?”

Robbie nodded.

“Good God.” Hal snatched up the bottle.

Hal downed another shot. “There has to be an error.”

Robbie shook his head. “No, I double checked. You know what I’m thinking don’t you?”

“What?”

“Clone.”

“Two Franks?”

Robbie nodded.

Hal reached for the bottle. 

Robbie stopped him. “You’re on duty.”

“I need this.”

At that moment, the door to the hall opened and Dean flew in. “Robbie, thank God you’re here.”

“Dean.” Robbie said in an almost fake surprise. “What are you doing here?”

“I … I need a drink.” Dean pointed and walked to the bar. “And I have news.” He walked behind the bar, eyes barely shifting to Frank who was sitting on the floor. He stood next to Robbie and grabbed the bottle.

“What’s going on?”

“I guess I’m …” Dean buckled. Physically buckled. He went from standing straight to ‘head at bar’ level. His arms slammed down grabbing his balance. When Frank extended his arms hitting into the back of Dean’s knees.

Robbie snickered.

Hal asked. “Are you OK?”

“My knees have been giving out.” Dean stood up. “No …”

Down again he went.

He caught himself.

“You should have that looked at,” Hal said.

“Hal,” Robbie said. “He’s a doctor.”

“Yes. I am.” Dean poured a drink. “Anyway, Robbie, we  ... we have problems. I have figure out why Frank is so different.”

Hal perked with interest. “Why?”

“Because it’s …” Dean buckled again, this time his knee hit into the bar. “Goddamn it!” He side kicked into Frank and bit his lip.

“You were saying?” Hal asked.

“It’s not Frank.” Dean laid a folder on the table, and drank his shot. “God! How do you Slagels’ drink this stuff?”

“Dean!” Hal snapped.

Dean continued. “I began getting suspicious, when he started stating math facts. It was then I knew. I think … I think we may have a Frank clone. Fort said he was chasing a clone. I think it’s Frank.” He opened the folder. “Not only does his blood test show no Jackrabbit mutation. Which would make sense because I cloned him before the mutation took full effect. But look at the scores he took on the intelligent testing I gave him.”

Hal looked at the folder. “Genius?”

“And he took it in ten minutes flat.”

“Dean, correct me if I’m wrong, but  ...you … destroyed all the clones,” Hal said.

Dean shook his head “No. I saved Frank’s. I figured the world would need a superhero in the future.”

Robbie held back his laugh.

Hal rolled his eyes. “Oh, yes, just what the world need another Frank. Good God, people.” Hal lifted the bottle. “You’ll stop at nothing. I am so glad you find humor in my concern.

“Hal,” Robbie said. “You’re on duty.”

“Yes, I know. But I thought Frank needed to drown his troubles.” With a lean over the bar, Hal turned the bottle upside down and emptied the contents onto Frank.

Frank jumped up. “Hal!”

“Frank! Ha. Ha. Ha.” Hal shook his head. “Next time you want to hide behind the bar in some sort of genius master plan. Take a moment to realize there is a mirror.” Hal pointed.

Frank looked at the mirror that hung behind the bar, tilted downward. “So.”

“So I saw you asshole.” Hal said. “And you were watching me in the mirror. I made eye contact with you twice.”

“Oh, I thought that was my imagination.”

“No.” Hal shook his head. “And you, Dean, I’m surprised they pulled you in.”

“You have to admit,” Dean said. “Frank using Fort’s clone story was brilliant.”

Hal slowed down in his response. “Yeah.” His eyes sifted. Dean didn’t know for sure about the clone. Frank hadn’t implemented his plan yet. “That was a shocker. Perhaps Frank will talk to you more about it.”

Frank nodded. “I will. Him and I are working on something first. I should have never hid behind the bar. But I wanted to see your face. Man …” Frank exhaled. “I should have worn an Iffy suit.”

The glass dropped from Robbie’s hand mid laugh and he looked at Frank. “What did you just say?”

“I said I should have worn an Iffy suit. Was that wrong?”

“No, big brother. Not at all.” Without picking up his glass, just as he blurted out an ‘excuse me’, Robbie raced from the Social Hall.

“What was that all about?” Hal asked.

Frank shrugged. “Probably thought of a practical joke using the suits. But I have them hidden.” Frank winked. “Man, I smell like booze. I have to go shower before I hit the Killer Toddler region. I need them to catch my scent, or they’ll eat me alive. Thanks for the help, Dean.”

Hal sat down when Frank left, and drew up a pleased look as he sipped the remainder of his drink.

Dean crinkled his brow. “What’s the look for.”

“Stupid practical joke. Me the butt of it. Doesn’t matter. Little by little…” Hal grinned. “The old Frank is coming back.”

Dean smiled. A smile that matched Hal’s and he lifted a glass to Hal’s with a clink. “Thank God.”

 

<><><><>

 

Pretty much anyone would have guessed it. Blake, the soap opera god, knew his line dancing. He gave instructions first; three dances and the instructions took two hours. The dance floor was packed with people wearing the newest sensation, Sassy Ben’s jeans.

A few didn’t, like Ellen. But she like many stayed on the dance floor most of the evening.

 

Elliott watched. He and two other UWA solders were in charge of keeping things tight at the Hoi-Hoi on the Range. After all, it was the biggest night they had ever had. Mainly his focus was on Ellen and how she and George were nearly inseparable.

‘For appearance sake’ really was working, because everyone talked to George.

Elliott saw him differently. He saw him perhaps the way Beginnings saw him before all hell broke loose and the country divided.

A man of the people who got out there and had fun.

Plus, George Hadley could line dance with the best of them.

“Jealous?” Hal asked as he walked in.

Elliott cased him. “Of those chaps you’re wearing? No.”

“Funny. Ben grabbed me.”

“He grabbed you, Captain?’

“Mind out of the gutter, Elliott. He saw me outside and asked why I wasn’t wearing them. He made them for me. So I decided to wear them.”

“Spiffy.”

“Spiffy?” Hal asked. “Did you just refer to something I am wearing as spiffy?”

“I did.”

“Hmm.”

“Although I expected them to be assless. According to Frank.”

“Frank is an ass … hole. But you didn’t answer. Are you jealous?”

“Of?”

“Ellen and George?”

“No. Are you. She was supposed to be your date.”

“Good God, Elliott, do I look like the line dancer? No,” Hal said. 

“I may not be jealous. You may not be. But she …” Elliott pointed toward the jukebox.

Hal smiled. “Margaret does appear to be quite green.”

“Quite.” 

“I heard she slapped him in Frank’s office.”

Elliott nodded.

“What did he say?”

“He said she looked beautiful.”

“There you have it, Elliott. They always said women don’t like to be treated well.”

“Who!” Andrea said loudly in Hal’s ear, trying and succeeding to be heard over the music. “Who said that!”

Elliott snickered.

Hal closed off his ear to stop the ringing. “I was joking.”

“Oh. Because we enjoy being treated well,” Andrea said. “Oh, Hal, you look so handsome in those cowboy pants.”

Elliott corrected. “Chaps.”

“Really?” Andrea asked. “Is that what they’re called? Chaps? Like an English person.”

“Really.” Hal smiled.

“So what are you boys discussing that you feel the need to talk about how women want to be treated.”

“Nothing.” Hal shook his Fetuses head.

“Actually …” Elliott said. “We were discussing how jealous Margaret looks.”

Hal turned sharp to Elliott. “Why would you say that?”

“I didn’t want to lie.”

Andrea peered around Elliott. “She does. Hmm. Well, no sympathy here.” Just as she sighed, Andrea laughed.

“What?” Hal asked, bringing his drink to his lips.

“Just looking at Joe out there trying to mess everyone up with their dancing.”

Hal coughed and choked on his drink. “Joe, as in my father?”

Andrea nodded.

“I’m sorry, Andrea, I’m not seeing him.”

“You wouldn’t.” She smiled. “I do. He’s being funny. I should go tell him to stop being bad.” She took a step.

Hal reached out and stopped her. “Maybe … Maybe you should hang with us.”

“No I …” Andrea got a glimmer in her eye. “I think I will.”

“Huh?” Hal asked confused.

The answer to his confusion arrived in the form of Margaret.

Hal leaned into Elliott, whispering. “Why am I getting the feeling that this isn’t good?”

Elliott only shrugged.

Andrea raised an eyebrow. “Look a little dejected Margaret.”

Margaret only poured a drink. 

“I certainly hope this nasty Nelly attitude doesn’t have anything to do with Ellen and George having a good time over there.”

Margaret slammed her drink down. “And if it does?”

“You shouldn’t be.” Andrea stated. “Your gloomy ways shouldn’t be a damper on everyone’s good time. Live by the sword, die by the sword. If you’re gonna to play with the genitals of a taken man, prepare for his woman to play with your mans’ genitals.”

Hal choked and coughed again. “Andrea, Good God.”

Andrea lifted her hands palms up.

Margaret said, “I think you’ve had too much to drink.”

“No, not really just making an observation.”

“And that is?” Margaret asked.

“Margaret, did you or did you not carry Dean’s child. Did you not sleep in his bed and flaunt your relationship. Clearly you didn’t think Ellen wouldn’t jump on the George train as a payback. You can’t get mad.”

“The hell I can’t. I helped Dean out. I wasn’t with him.”

“But you don’t want George,” Andrea said. “You struck him in the midst of a glowing compliment.”

“Where did you hear that?”

Andrea pointed to Elliott.

Elliott turned around.

“For your information,” Margaret stepped forward. “I’m not mad at Ellen. I’m mad at George and all the other women who seem to be throwing themselves at him.”

“Margaret. You threw yourself around the men of Beginnings.”

“I did not.”

“Did too! You wanted Joe!” Andrea shouted.

“I did not. And I refuse to stand here and argue with a menopausal, demented, and whacko woman.”

Andrea gasped, “I may be menopausal, I may be demented, and wacko, but at least I’m not a slut.”

“Slut?”

“Slut.”

A short shriek of anger preceded Margaret lunging at Andrea. Within seconds the two women transcended into a hair pulling, slap happy, yank each other frenzy.

Elliott jumped to his feet. “Captain. Help me break this up.”

Hal looked at the twisted women, entangling in a brawl. “In a sec.”

“Captain.’

“God, Elliott.” Hal downed his drink. “Can’t a man have any pleasures?” He turned around. “Ladies enough,” He reached for them. “Ladies.”

“Perhaps Captain, you should get a bit more forceful.”

“Arms extended in between the two women, Hal said, “They’re ladies Elliot, you expect me to say grab one?”

“Yes.”

“Ridiculous, They’re women this can be settled.” Hal spoke to them again rationally. “Ladies if we can only …”

A wayward hand careened out sounding off with a loud crack against Hal’s cheek. Immediately his attitude changed. Stern and irritated, he ordered out to Elliott. “Arrest them.”

 

<><><><>

 

“You arrested our mother?” Jimmy asked, stopping Hal as he stepped from the small jail in Bowman.

“I did.” Hal pulled the door closed.

“You can’t arrest our mother, Hal. You have to let her out.”

Hal nodded, smiled, and then said, “No.”

“Is she crying?”

“Yes.”

“Oh my God.” Jimmy covered his eyes. “Look …”

“No, you look, Jimmy. Go back. Have a good time line dancing. Let this alone.”

“Is it because someone gave you a black eye?”

“No!” Hal barked. “It’s because these two women fought. Period. Fist fought.”

“But Andrea …”

“Started it,” Hal stated. “Period. She sits.” Hal walked.

“Where are you going?”

“I’m wearing chaps, Jimmy; I’m going back to the good time.”

“And just leave her in there, alone, crying.”

“Margaret is in there.”

“Oh, great.”

“Separate cells.” Hal continued to walk.

“Hal!” Jimmy shouted. “This is wrong! Our father would have ….” He stopped.

Hal turned around. “Continue. Our father would have what?”

After a pause, Jimmy replied. “Would have let them sit in there.”

“Exactly.”

“OK. I understand.” Jimmy trotted to catch Hal.

“Thank you.”

Jimmy nudged Hal. “You really look good in them chaps.”

After a playful smack to Jimmy’s head, the brothers headed to Hoi-Hoi on the Range.

 

<><><><>

 

Where was it? Where was it?

Robbie knew it was there. How stupid could he be to have just missed it?

It took for Frank to say, “I should have worn an Iffy suit.” And something clicked.

Iffy.

He flew back to his office and grabbed the interview with Darrell.

Darrell used the word ‘iffy’.

How easily Robbie dismissed it. He was thinking ‘Dean’, not the clone. Or was he?

“Joe told him it was an iffy situation. Dean looked dejected and stood up.”

“That simple.”

“Yeah, it was weird. He turned to the door, and then he stepped to the file cabinet before he left. I thought he saw me.”

Robbie rewound the tape. His father told him it was an iffy situation, and then Dean stood, walked to the cabinet and Darrell swore he looked right at him.

Maybe Dean or Dean the clone did look right at him because his father had alerted him to the fact that there was an Iffy in the room.

“Fuck.” Robbie scratched his head. “What the fuck?”

Why would his father alert Dean to that?

Dean looked at Darrell and that was the last thing he remembered.

Robbie assured Darrell it was because the explosion knocked him out and he lost that portion of the memory. But one very important thing was forgotten. Darrell was out too long. His blood contained an unknown substance. A substance that kept Darrell knocked out.

Maybe …

It was possible that Dean didn’t leave, he hit Darrell with something.

Something foreign.

Something unknown.

Something a clone from the future would carry.

Reaching?

Robbie didn’t know.

But if Dean hit Darrell with something knocking him out, then he did it in front of Joe.

Why did his father let that happen?

Robbie’s mind raced. Did his father have a plan with Dean that they were working on and he thought perhaps the clone was Dean? 

Easily remedied.

Robbie picked up the phone.

“Hey, Dean, I have two questions.”

“Shoot.”

“The first, you only need to give me a yes or no. No details. OK. If you don’t want. Were you working on something with my father, or planning something with my father that he would not want to discuss in front of anyone? Perhaps he even let you know that one of Frank’s men were in the room.”

“No.” Dean answered rather quickly.

“Are you sure?”

“Positive. Unless it was a health issue, but even then we didn’t have anything we were discussing or working on.”

“Thanks.”

“What’s the other thing?”

“I know a form of Chloroform was found in the mutilator victim’s nostrils, can you do me a favor, if it’s possible. Can you run a check on any of the victims’ blood to see if that synthetic you found in Darrell’s blood is there?”

“I doubt it.”

“Why?” Robbie asked.

“I think Lars invented it.”

“Can you just check?”

“Sure.”

“Then it’s possible to check?”

“Absolutely, give me ten minutes.”

Ten minutes.

It was ten minutes of thought. But Robbie was still stuck on the fact that if Joe told Dean the clone that an Iffy was in the room, why?

And was it possible he knew it was the clone?

Ring.

Robbie jumped and then answered the phone.

“Fuck,” was Dean’s greeting.

“What?”

“You’re right.”

Robbie snapped forward. “I’m right.”

“I only checked Hap’s blood. But it was there. Traces of it.”

“Holy shit.”

“What? Wait. Robbie. If this substance was used on Darrell and on the mutilator victims, then whoever knocked out Darrell is the mutilator. Right?”

“Maybe.”

“The mutilator killed Joe,” Dean said. “Holy shit. The mutilations were a smoke screen.”

“Could be.”

“But Robbie … that would explain a lot.”

“What do you mean?” Robbie asked.

“Darrell had no injuries consistent with being caught in an explosion. We assumed he was thrown by the blast. But if the killer hit Darrell with this knock out drug before the explosion, then he did so …”

“So Darrell didn’t get killed.” Robbie said.

“Only thing is. If he were in the invisible suit, how did the killer know?”

“Maybe it’s a gas,” Robbie said.

“I’ll do a lung biopsy on Darrell we’ll find out.”

“Thanks.”

He hung up the phone.

Dean’s words rang in Robbie’s mind. “Only thing is. If he were in the invisible suit, how did the killer know?”

Robbie had an answer to that. The killer or clone knew because Joe told him the Iffy was in the room.

There were two reasons.

The first, it was conceivable that the clone was revealing himself to Joe, and Joe told him about the Iffy to keep the ‘clone’ revelation a secret. Or anything else the clone was revealing. That actually made some sense. Which would make the explosion totally unrelated to the situation.

No.

Robbie shook his head.

The hole in that theory was the possibility that Darrell was removed from the office prior to the explosion. If that was the case ….

 And his father told the clone that Darrell was in the room, and Joe was there when the clone knocked out Darrell, then Joe had to know the explosion was coming.

That was where it didn’t make sense.

Joe didn’t, he couldn’t have known about the explosion. 

‘No’, Robbie thought, ‘He was on the phone with me the whole time.’

The entire thing was more mind baffling the deeper he thought into it.

Fact: Darrell had no injuries consistent with being blown up. It was more probable that he was knocked out.

Fact: Darrell was found quite a distance from the explosion.

Fact: Joe was with the clone at that time. It was not Dean.

Fact:  Joe told the clone Darrell was in the room. The clone looked at Darrell.

Fact: The clone left the office five seconds before the explosion.  He showed no surprise at the explosion; so therefore, the clone had to know about the explosion.

Fact: Joe was in the office with the clone the whole time.

If only two men were in the office immediately prior to the explosion, and the clone’s prints didn’t match the ones on the explosive … where was the third man? Who  ... was the third man?

Or was there a third man.

‘It’s always the last person you’d check.”

Robbie closed his eyes. He mumbled aloud. “Fucking doesn’t make sense. Why? No. No. Can’t be.”

‘It’s always the last person you’d check.”

“Fuck it.” With a huff, and a ‘what the hell’, Robbie pulled his computer forward, and called up the fingerprint program.

 
   





  
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
March 28th

 

The sun hadn’t broken the dense darkness of the night sky. Although spring had settled, the thick fog just hindered any additional light.

Dean got to sleep. He went home early despite being on the phone with Frank. Just after he fell asleep, Frank called, he had more of that ‘goo’ as he described it.

“There’s puddles of it Dean, fuck it’s gross,” Frank told Dean.

“Explain puddles, Frank.”

“Like it’s seeping from the ground.”

Dean really wanted to see what he was talking about, but knew he had to wait until the next day when Danny was ready to hook Frank with the remote camera. That’s when he slept for a few hours. He supposed, Frank did too. Last he recalled he passed out on Frank’s couch, and was awakened by a smack to the heel of his foot.

“Danny’s ready,” Frank said. “Want coffee?”

“What time is it?”

“Early. Four thirty.”

“Doesn’t he sleep?”

Frank shrugged. “I’m excited about this, Dean. Let’s go.”

Dean knew he’d be excited about it, too once he caught his bearings.

 

<><><><>

Danny called Frank the video soldier, armed with technology.

Dean laughed.

He had seen Frank dressed for the hunt before but never quite like the way he was before him.

The camera worked on a head strap that wrapped around Frank’s forehead. A small camera with a spotlight, and an eyepiece that hovered his left eye.

The microphone would enable him to capture audio while transmitting to Dean and Danny, and monitor what they said through a special earpiece.

He had a steel net, an electronic probe, gas mask, Dean-Ami, and a tiny music player with a speaker to blast Journey songs into the Killer Toddler region.

Dressed to go.

It was the first time for Dean being in the Danny Broadcasting System’s booth, and he was impressed. It was a reiteration that Danny worked hard on everything he did.

They sat at a control panel, several monitors before them.

“Let me link his camera to all of these,” Danny said. “So we can test.” A few clicks and monitors lit up. No images. “Hey, Frank?”

Frank’s voice played through the speaker. “Yeah.”

“Time for the test.”

“Roger.”

At the same time, Both Dean and Danny peered up.

The monitor flickered and then the image came on.

“We have video,” Danny said.

Aside from those who worked security, only one other person was at their workspace at that hour.

Frank knocked on the bakery door.

The bright spotlight made Gemma wince when she opened it. “What do you want?” she asked.

“Just a test. Thanks.” Frank turned and walked away.

 

“Whoa.” Dean grabbed his stomach. “Vertigo.”

Danny spoke to Frank. “Hey, Frank, watch the fast turnaround, OK. We’re getting sick.”

“Got it.”

The camera was turned off until he arrived at Sector Thirty-two.

 

Music on, Faithfully played, and Frank downed that gate, flicking on the camera.

Danny handed Dean the microphone. “All yours.”

“Hey, Frank, walk slow,” Dean instructed. ‘Take me to where you found the puddle.”

“Puddles. Plural,” Frank said. “It’s right up here.”

“Did you see anything else last night?”

“No, it was dark.” 

They watched the images on the monitor. Wooded area, clearing, the spotlight illuminating the only clear images.

“Not much further,” Frank said. “Here.”

“Shit.” Dean leaned forward.

“What is that?” Danny asked.

“Our molting protein,” Dean said. “You aren’t kidding Frank. That is a puddle.”

“Here’s the other,” Frank said. “This one looks thicker.”

“Is there something in the middle?” Dean asked. “I thought I saw something in there.”

Frank squatted before the pool of white substance. “Looks it.”

“Yeah, there is,” Dean said. “Can you grab it?”

“What!” Frank blasted. “Dean that’s fucking foul.”

“I know, but I gave you baggies. Please.”

“Fine.”

Dean exhaled watching.

“What is it?” Danny asked.

“I don’t know. Looks like a shell, or skin. Frank is it soft or hard.”

“Flexible. Feels like rubber,” Frank turned his head while grabbing a bag. His head moving as he placed the sample in the bag.

Dean turned some to stop watching, fearing a more nauseous state, but caught it through the corner of his eyes. “Frank. Stop.”

“What? I got it.”

“Don’t move. Slowly turned your head to the left. Slow. At that level.”

Frank did.

“Your other left, Frank.”

“What did you see?” Danny asked.

“What am I looking for?” Questioned Frank.

“I saw something.” Dean moved closer to the monitor. “Again, Frank. Slow … slow... stop.”

Danny saw it. “What is it?”

“Do you see it Frank. Against the base of that tree?” Dean asked.

“Yep. Going there now.” Frank stood, but kept his view on the tree.

“Closer, if you can,” Dean instructed, then looked at Danny. “Is this recording?”

Danny nodded.

“There.” Dean said. “Just stand there. What the fuck?” He stood up. “Frank give me what you see, I’m only getting black and white.”

“Brown mixed with red. Some of that white stuff. Looks like that rubber shit, too, I pulled out of the puddle. This spreads about four feet at the base of this tree. Need a closer shot?”

“Yeah.”

Frank stepped forward.

“Pan the thing slowly for me, Frank.” Dean instructed.

Danny asked. “Those long things? Are they vines?”

“Or umbilical cords,” Dean said.

“What the fuck?” Danny blurted.

“Hey, Frank, can you grab me one of those vine looking things?”

“Yeah. Fucking gross, Dean,” Frank reached. “Hey Dean?”

“What’s up?”

“I got a cooler in the jeep. You want me to get as much of this thing as I can?”

“Frank,” Dean said with enthusiasm. “That would be awesome. Could you.”

“Yeah, cause these vines are attached. But the backing isn’t attached to the tree.” Frank said. “Man, I’ve seen this before.”

After looking quickly at Danny, Dean said. “You have?”

“Yes. I have.”

“Where?” Dean asked.

“Fucking Alien movie,” Frank said. “It looks like a nest.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” Dean said. “It looks like a nest.”

“Fuck.” Frank blurted.

“What?”

“You mean to tell me we have a fuckin alien nest.”

“Frank, I don’t think …”

“You think it’s like the Predator Alien or the Alien, Alien?”

“Frank …”

“I fuckin hope it’s not the Alien looking thing. Fuckin got acid for blood.”

“Frank,” Dean said. “I don’t think it’s Alien.”

“Predator then.”

Danny snickered.

Dean grunted. “Just get the cooler.”

“Got it.”

Danny spoke. “And turn off the …”

“Ow,” said Frank.

Curiously, Dean looked. “Frank?”

“Ow. Ow. Fuck. Ow.”

The camera shifted back and forth, fast.

“Frank?” Dean called out. “Are you OK.”

“Where the fuck. Ow. Mother fucker. Ow.”

“Frank.” Dean grew concerned. “Come in.”

“I’m here, Dean. Ow. Hey!”

Both Danny and Dean winced when Frank blasted. “Learn to watch your  ... ow. Where the hell … ow! Knock it off! I can’t get this with this shit on my head.”

The camera went off.

There was silence in the control room.

“Frank.”

Nothing.

After a brief silence, the typical Frank, “Oh, yeah.” Rang through.

Dean called him. “Frank?”

“Hey, Dean. Wait until you see. Aside from the nest, I got a surprise for you.”

The radio went off.

Dean tuned to Danny. “A surprise?”

Danny shrugged. “Maybe it’s alien?”

 

He put a pen flashlight in his mouth and Frank used that to illuminate his palm. The camera headgear was restrictive, and once he removed it, he was able to be agile, and visual enough to see what was pinching his ankles.

He was surprised to see his combat boots had tiny jagged tears in them, but once he saw the source, it all made sense.

They scattered. Ran. Came back. Gnawed, then scatter again. But after yelling, Frank managed to reach down and snatch up one. It fit in the palm of his hand. In fact, it looked almost buried in there. He snickered as he wiggled his fingers away from its tiny, snapping jaws.

Frank wasn’t exactly positive what it was, he could guess. Although it had a slight stubby and fleshy tail, it looked like the tiniest Killer Baby he had ever seen.

Not knowing what to do with it, and not wanting to hurt it, Frank placed it in the steel net sack.

 <><><><>

It wasn’t going to be a very Italian spring. What he called a season when people made lots of tomato sauce. Hector couldn’t wait for late summer because the latest batch of greenhouse tomatoes were pitiful. The residents were going to have to use the canned tomatoes in distribution.

He was grateful planting season wasn’t that far away.

He picked the first of the ripe tomatoes. The rest would be finished in a day or two. He was almost embarrassed to take them to distribution or to canning. There were a lot, but they were tiny. Smaller than a cue ball and that was unusual.

Joe wanted to test a batch without Dean’s super fertilizer and the results were in. Dean really did have a good fertilizer.

But one thing was different about the non-induced tomatoes. The scent. It was sweet, sweeter than the other tomatoes. Perhaps there was a perk.

The alarm on his watch beeped and he knew it was time.

Five thirty. Time to get the field workers.

The special workers, who were once brilliant scientists, served a purpose as field workers. Scientists cryogenically frozen, and mentally damaged in the defrosting process.

They tended to wander. They were harmless, but Hector didn’t want to take a chance.

At the edge of the field, not far from the greenhouses, a small housing building was erected. It had the six bunks, a table with chairs, and games designed for preschool children. They slept and ate in there, and several times a day, they were taken for walks.

Gemma would be arriving shortly with their breakfast.

The workers had a build in alarm clock to their system.

Maybe they were just trained.

Danny and he both worked to get them to that point.

They knew to get up, to shower, and get dressed. They knew by instruction what they did. They washed their hands several times a day even with wearing gloves. And they all showered again before bed.

“Today we pick peppers,” Hector would dictate. And they’d do just that. Like drones.

It was routine.

Five thirty his alarm went off. He’d go to the building. Unlock the door, and when he opened it, he’d find them sitting around the table waiting for their food. He usually got them a beverage, checked them over, instructed them, and by that time, Gemma usually arrived with food.

He tossed his cigarette as he approached the bunk house.

A subconscious trigger, Hector supposed from them being doctors, because anytime any one smoked around them, they reached for the cigarette.

The light was on, and he unlocked the door.

“Morning guys,” Hector announced as he usually did. He took a step to the table, out of habit, and stopped.

They weren’t there.

They weren’t sitting and waiting for food? Where were they?

He didn’t need to call out. He saw them. All six of them were in the bunk portion of the building, the back area of the room.

They were all standing, huddle around one cot.

“Guys,” Hector called out.

They didn’t respond.

What were they doing? Were they watching something? At first Hector wondered if one of them died, and the others were staring at the body. But he counted six.

“Guys, what’s going on?” Not like he expected a verbal answer, but he called out his thoughts.

The workers didn’t move. The just huddled and stared.

Hector made his way to the grouping. “What’s up?” He had to physically part and move two workers to break through. He did. When he saw what they were staring at all Hector could say was, “Oh my God.”

 

<><><><>

 

Dean rubbed his hands together excitedly. “I’m ready. Let’s see.” He said to Frank. “But I have to tell you, the video is fascinating.”

Frank placed the cooler on the cryo lab counter. “Got as much as I could.”

Dean popped open the cooler lid, immediately he huffed outward and turned his head from the smell.

“Look at the shit, Dean.”

“I know.” Dean grabbed a pair of rubber gloves. “Good work, Frank. Really good work.” He reached into the cooler.

“What do you think?”

Dean lifted one of the vine like objects. “Definitely a nest. I think. I’ll know more with testing.”

“Fuck.”

“What?”

“That’s all we fuckin need. I have a war to fight and now this shit.”

“Well, look at it this way; at least we got a heads up on what we might be up against.”

“True. You think the reason we aren’t seeing them is because they do that invisible shit like predator. Because Dean, I really think we’d see a lizard looking thing.”

Dean paused. “Hey, um, Frank? Can you not tell too many people about your alien theory?”

“Absolutely.” Frank nodded. “I don’t want to cause a panic.”

“Um … yeah.”

“Shit.”

“What now?”

“My surprise.”

“Oh, yeah, what is it.”

“You’ll love me.”

“I already do.”

Frank tilted his head. “You’re not gonna start calling me Shortcake, too, are you?”

“Doubtful.”

“Check it out, Dean. You know how I was saying ow?”

“Yeah.”

Frank lifted his leg to the counter. “Check out my boot.”

“Holy shit.” Dean propped the tiny hole with his finger. “What did this?”

“This.” From behind Frank pulled the steel net and laid it on the counter. “I think it’s hungry.”

“Oh, my God.” Dean started to open the net.

“Wait. Stop. It bites.”

Just as Dean’s finger reached, the creature squirmed, jumped, and snapped its jaws. “Shit. OK.” Dean walked across the lab, prepared a syringe. “Can you hold it still?”

“Yeah.” Frank laid his palm on the creature. “What are you giving it?”

“Some thorazine. Should knock it out.” Dean injected. “Fuck, its skin is tough.” Within seconds of the injection, the creature stopped squirming.

“It’s not dead is it?” Frank asked.

“No. Listen.” Dean tilted his head toward it. “It’s breathing.”

Frank grabbed the net, opened it, and rolled it out onto the counter with a thump.

“Easy,” Dean told him. “Whoa.” He pulled forth a magnifying glass on a stand. The creature was no bigger than six inches. With Tweezers, Dean examined it. “Two arms, legs, eyes, nose.”

“Tail,” Frank said.

“Fleshy. But a tail yes.”

“Dean, this looks human, but it’s not. It’s like the smallest Killer Baby I’ve ever seen. And these things fucking jump. Jump, bite, jump away. Do you know what it is?”

“I can give you a great guess, but again, I’ll know more when I examine it. And also the nest. To see if this came from that.”

“It’s alien.”

“No,” Dean said. “It’s human. But it looks like you are right. They are reproducing. This really is the smallest Killer Baby, because it’s … it looks like a fetus.”

“A fetus?” Frank’s head cocked back.

“Yeah, like a four month gestational fetus,” Dean said. “I think what happens here is sort of like with the kangaroo.”

“What do you mean?’

“When a kangaroo gets pregnant, they deliver a fetus, not fully developed, it craws up the mothers leg and into the pouch where it finishes. I think the Killer Baby offspring do a similar.”

“So this is a fetus?”

“Yes,” Dean said. “Notice the tail. The eyes aren’t fully developed, nor the nose.”

“Fuck. Killer Fetuses.”

“Looks that way.”

“At least you know to beat them all you have to do is step on them.”

Dean gazed up from his examination. “You can’t step on them Frank.”

“Why?”

“Because you can’t. It’s wrong.”

Frank shrugged.

“Can I have this?”

“It’s yours. Can I name him?”

“Sure.”

“OK, call him Harry,” Frank said.

Dean chuckled. “You know Frank...” he walked to find a cage. “This is so fascinating. I wish to God I had time to just dedicate myself to learning all about the killer babies.”

“Why’s that?”

“Not just because it’s interesting,” Dean placed the fetus in a cage. “But because when El and I went to the future, Beginnings was overrun with them. Now we can guess why. Look at the Killer Fetuses. But if we can learn more about them, we may not have to have such problems with them.”

“You need more time?”

“Yeah, unfortunately I can’t have it. Any luck with that Coyote?”

“Huh?’

“Sorry, I changed the subject too fast.”

“No. that’s ok, no luck yet.”

“Anyhow,” Dean continued. “With the lab work, the clinic, surgeries, and so forth, I don’t have the time.”

“Sort of like if you could just disappear for a while and not be missed, huh?”

Dean nodded. “Exactly. I’d learn Harry. But…” he fluttered his lips. “I don’t have that luxury.”

“Dean,” Frank spoke serious. “There’s something I need to show you.” He reached into his back pocket. “I brought it …” Just as his arm went back, Frank’s phone rang. “Hold on.” He grabbed the phone. “Yeah.” His eyes shifted to Dean. “When? Is it bad? Good. How can we be sure?” Frank held of snickering. “I’m on my way.”

“Problem?” Dean asked.

Frank put his phone way. “Sort of. We’ll finish this talk later.” He walked to the door. “You’re clear though.”

“Of?”

“Anyone suspecting you as the mutilator. They just found a victim,” Without saying anymore, Frank left.

Dean shook his head. “El.” He stopped. “Wait. El didn’t come home.” After a shrug, he embarked on examining Harry.
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Robbie slept on it. Or at least tried. Actually, he stopped by the lab at four in the morning, when he saw Dean. “Can I get something to help me sleep?” he asked Dean.

“What’s wrong?”

Robbie shook his head.

“Robbie?”

Robbie exhaled. “Just the investigation that’s all.”

“Need to talk?”

Robbie shook his head and Dean gave him something to relax him. By the time he arrived home, he was walking in a fog, and was out the second he laid on the couch. He supposed his adrenaline was still pumping and in a few hours, he was awake.

At first, Robbie thought it was a dream. It had to be. It didn’t make sense.

It was so far into the senseless realm; Robbie didn’t want to tell anyone until he figured out the how and why of it.

When Dean asked him if he needed to talk, Robbie’s first thought was that he wouldn’t talk to Dean. Then as reality hit him on the way to his office, he realized Dean could be the only one he could talk about it with.

Dean could be the only one to help make sense out of it, or help him to find out the how. That was an option for later. If he couldn’t do it on his own.

Robbie ran the print match.

When it came up a positive match, he couldn’t believe his eyes. He ran it again, and shut down the program as soon as the results were in.

“No.” he rubbed his eyes.

Returning to the office, he did it again. He watched the little ‘x’ marks of matching appear of the screen. One by one until it was a 99.9% positive match.

It was true. The prints matched. He just couldn’t share the results with anyone. If the killer was a mystery before, then it was turning into an even bigger mystery. One Robbie wanted to solve without the help of his brothers. When he solved it, he would present it completely.

But he had to be the one to solve it. He had to be.

If he was asked he would simply answer, ‘Nothing yet. No match.”

He couldn’t tell about the positive match, because he couldn’t explain it.

The only thing that made sense to Robbie was the fact that Darrell didn’t see Dean the clone carry the thermos into the office.

He wouldn’t have.

The clone wasn’t the one that carried it in.

Robbie failed to ask that question. Instead of asking Darrell if he saw Dean carrying anything. He should have asked Darrell if he saw the thermos. When he realized that was the question he should have asked, he went to the clinic.

“A thermos?” Darrell asked.

“Yeah, like a mug, only bigger.” Robbie described.

“Oh, yeah,” Darrell nodded. “I saw it. That was a given. It was always in Joe’s office.”

“Was it there that day?” Robbie asked.

“Absolutely.”

Absolutely.

Of course, it would be there that day; it had the explosive in it.

Robbie went back to his office. He stared at the results one more time before taking them from the screen.

He would remove all traces of his search.

At least for the time being.

Until he could look into it more.

Back to the basics. Back to the beginning? Robbie had new evidence and would have to view the case from a different angle.

In fact, he’d listen to Darrell’s tape differently with that information in his mind.

The prints belonged to one person.

On the explosive. The container and the timer.

One person built it, carried it, and set the timer.

One person secured his father’s death.

He finally had a match to that one set of prints.

It really was someone in Beginnings. It was the last person he’d expect. Clear cut matching evidence was in. The prints belonged to the person responsible for the explosion that killed his father. Only problem was the identity of the bomb builder.

The prints came up a positive match... with Joe.
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The clinic lab door was open. Dean stood, shoulder leaning against the archway, one arm crossed over his waist, while the other hand covered his mouth.

That’s how Frank found him.

But Dean wasn’t covering a look of concern or worry. He was hiding his laughter.

“What’s going on?” Frank asked.

“I beat you here.”

“No fuckin shit. I went to the field house first. That’s where they told me he was.”

Dean shrugged. “I guess you missed him in transit. I got the call he was on his way here, right after you left.”

“I wish someone would have told me.”

“Shh.” Dean pointed. “Listen. Henry’s bitching.”

“When doesn’t he?”

Dean sniffed. “Seems he’s having one heck of a time getting the eye shadow off.”

“So why is he here and not at Bentley’s for some cold cream?” Frank asked.

“Injured in the mutilation.”

“Really?” Frank raised his eyebrows. “Did you see him when he came in?”

“Oh, yeah. Caught a real good glimpse.”

“And?”

“Priceless.”

Frank snorted a laugh. “Did anyone get … pictures?”

Dean nodded. “Danny did. Said it was for the investigation. But somehow I doubt it.”

“Tell me…wait.” Frank cleared his throat. “In an official capacity, can you tell me what you witnessed of the victim doctor?”

Andrea’s. ‘Sweet Jesus, Henry hold still.” Rang out.

Dean smirked. “Absolutely, I’ll tell you. It appears the victim was found unconscious in the bunk house of the field workers…” Dean paused when Henry shrieked.

“Henry!” Andrea snapped.

“Sorry Andrea, you got soap in my eyes.”

Dean crinkled his brow up and down. “Wait, Frank until you see his eyebrows.”

“Gone?”

“Plucked.”

“Fuck.” Frank cleared his throat again. “Continue.”

“The victim was found ….” Dean paused. “Wearing a wonderful shade of pink. As satin mid length skirt, too much make up for my liking, though the shade of lipstick was becoming, and his attire was finished with a boa.”

“So what was the mutilation?”

“Uh!” Dean flashed a grin and gave a swat to Frank’s arm. “Frank, that was funny.”

“What?”

“Your joke.”

“What joke?”

“You asked what the mutilation was.”

“Yeah, but that wasn’t a joke. That was my question.”

“Henry in drag was the mutilation.”

“Oh” Frank exhaled. “I thought he was dressed like that and then got mutilated.”

“Even better.”

The door to the examining room opened loudly and Henry stormed out.

“Henry, calm down,” Andrea ordered.

Henry skid to a stop and spun to her. “I can’t. I can’t calm down, Andrea. There were ribbons in my hair. And now I look like an Asian Joan Crawford.” He turned around and stopped before Frank. “Look at me.”

“Henry,” Frank said. “It’s not that bad. I don’t see permanent mark. At least you don’t have that.”

“No?” Henry stepped to Frank. “No. Look at my ears Frank. My ears were pierced. Both of them!”

Andrea interjected. “I removed the diamond studs.”

“But now I have holes in my ears!”

Frank said, “Henry, you’ve always had holes in your ears.”

“My lobes, asshole!” Henry barked.

“Hey!” Andrea yelled. “Respect! Sweet Jesus Henry. They’ll close up in a week.”

“They hurt!”

“Try ice!” Andrea shouted.

With scolding eyes, Henry pointed a finger at Dean. “You. This is all your fault.”

“How?” Dean asked. “How is this my fault?”

“You did this to me. You did this.”

Frank interjected. “Uh, Henry, that’s a negative. Dean was in the cryo and or home all night long. From Ten on. Tracked. Not Dean.”

“Then he set this up to clear his name. Awfully convenient this happens, to me, when I’m insisting on the mutilator being caught.” Henry barged by Frank and Dean. “I want Justice, Frank. Justice!” He stormed down the hall and slammed his hands against the doors in his exit.

Frank whistled. “He’s pissed.”

“Well …” Andrea huffed out. “Usually I am outraged by the attacks, but this time …I’m angry at Henry.”

“Wow,” Dean said surprised. “Why? Because he’s behaving so badly?”

“No,” Andrea replied. “Because there was one pair of size nine, Ben-Tastic, pink and green heels and Henry not only was wearing them, he ruined them in his tantrum. I wanted those size nine shoes!” Andrea huffed again, folded her arms, and turned, mumbling, “I hope his eyebrows don’t grow back. Let’s go, Joe.”

Frank watched Andrea walk away, and then after she slammed her office door, he exhaled loudly and turned.

“Where are you going?” Dean asked.

Frank pointed with his thumb. “To find Danny for those pictures.” He took a step. “You gonna go back to Harry the Killer Fetus?”

“Yeah, I want to talk to Andrea first, while she’s alone.”

Frank gave a ‘go on’ nod and walked away.

Dean, still chuckling, headed to Andrea’s office. He raised his hand to knock, but paused.

“I don’t know,” Andrea said from inside. “I just don’t know, Joe. On one hand, I see Henry’s point, on the other. I wanted those shoes. I know you won’t say anything.”

Dean retracted his knock, if he were going to ask for clinic time off, he’d wait until she was in a better frame of mind.

 
   





  
 



CHAPTER NINE
Robbie covered the lag himself. He wasn’t the happiest camper when he took watch, but that’s what he had to do.

‘No one’s on the schedule for fourteen through eighteen, Robbie,’ Frank told him.

Robbie responded with a sincere apology and told Frank he forgot.

“If the investigation is too much, then I’ll put someone else on it.”

“No.” Robbie said. “I’ll clear my head and work on that when I have time.”

Robbie got defensive at first, barking back at Frank that he was in his shit too much and to quit double checking everything. But after his initial stewing he admitted that Frank had a point. Robbie, though doing his job as head of Security, didn’t have his mind in it. There was a time and place for everything. He had to start putting the investigation out of his mind.

It was tough.

He couldn’t get past the fact that his father’s fingerprints were the one on the bomb, even worse, the ones on the timing device. Which meant, to Robbie, Joe set the bomb.

And that’s where the sense went out the window.

Why would his father build and set a bomb to take his own life. Unless he didn’t intend to die.

Walking back to the office, he paused to watch the construction of the new end unit that would replace Joe’s office.

His mind flashed back to that day. The day the office was destroyed, a frame remained, and Frank carried his father’s dead body.

What went wrong?

With the rounds finished, and the schedule fixed, Robbie returned to his Security office. It was the first time it hit him how much of a mess the small office was.

Boxes of evidence from the investigation, the computer in there for fingerprints.

He had to step over things to get to the desk.

At least he had time to listen to Darrel’s interview again, and try to pick up something he missed before.

Just seated, hand reaching for the tape player, Frank interrupted with a “Robbie” and a single knock before opening the door.

“Hey, Frank.” Robbie looked up.

“Sorry about coming down on you,” Frank said.

“No. No problem. You were right. My mind wasn’t on the ball. I’ll be better.”

“I know. So, what are you doing right now?”

“Finding some time to work on this investigation.”

Frank snorted a laugh and looked around. “This place is a mess.”

“It’s a big investigation. But like I said, I will make time for it. Schedule it. Plan it.”

“One problem you may have is everything is right here,” Frank said. “It’s staring you in the face. Unorganized. Why don’t you move everything in the investigation somewhere else? Think about it. If it’s out of sight, you won’t feel so compelled to work on the puzzle. Having to go to it will make you work by the time slots.”

Robbie nodded. “That’s a great plan, you have any suggestions where?”

“Yeah, actually,” Frank said. “What about the old tube lab next to the quantum lab. You can use that. It’s empty and there’s room.”

“That’s a great idea. I think I’ll pack everything up and go there.”

Frank winked. “See, two minds are better than one.”

Robbie dazed off with Frank’s words. Two minds were better than one. Maybe it was time for Robbie to get help in the matter. Two minds thinking about the same thing.

“Robbie?”

“Huh?”

“Can you?”

“Can I what?”

“Be there in ten minutes?” Frank asked. “You weren’t listening, were you?”

“No. Sorry.”

“Hal’s on his way in. I want to have a quick meeting, me, you, Ryder, Matoose.”

“About?”

“The clone and Dean. Won’t take long.”

Robbie nodded. “I’ll be there. After, though, I’m gonna move the investigation stuff to the lab.”

“Sounds good. See you in my office.”

When the door shut, Robbie lifted the tape player again. He decided against it, knowing full well if he dove into it, he wouldn’t want to come out of it in time to meet in Frank’s office.

So for the ten minutes he had to wait, he decided to prepare all the evidence to go.

<><><><>

 

Despite the fact that they were all different in their own ways, the Slagel men had one major thing in common. They were all hardheaded.

George learned that while dealing with Jimmy.

He never met anyone so analytical. The satellite and scan system book was his baby.

George stopped by to see if he could help, to watch, Jimmy accepted, but then anything George suggested, Jimmy denied. He had his own way of doing things.

Page by page. Line by line.

Telling George, “When this works, it will work with us knowing all the how’s and whys, and knowing it inside and out because I learned every page.”

Two hours with Jimmy was break inducing, especially with Jenny Matoose calling every ten minutes.

Frank had a lot on his plate and scheduled the first war strategy meeting for the next morning. Which gave George another day in Beginnings.

He checked in with Stewart, learning that Callahan was making major progress, that was good.

He didn’t expect to return to Quantico soon, but also didn’t expect to be gone long.

He made a mental note to speak to Frank about Mike, as well.

But while he was in Beginnings, there were a few things he was welcome to do to stay busy. He could work in Containment or help out Jimmy. Jimmy and the satellite was the most appealing, until he actually spent time with him.

Containment would be next.

But until then, he was going to relax. George also had a strange desire to go to Bowman and see that town during the day. Really take it in. When he was there, it was night, and only got to see Hoi-Hoi on the Range.

His curiosity about the town was piqued when he stopped at the bakery, grabbed a latte, and engaged in some ‘catch up;’ conversation with Gemma.

She told him all about Bowman, or as she called it, Hoi Town. She even told him the early show at the Dan-a-Plex was showing El Dorado with John Wayne.

The Dan-Tram left in an hour to go to Bowman, George planned to be on it.

After the coffee shop, he went to the Joe Park.

He chuckled at the mid-day walkers, he strolled the maze like, and small path as if it were a massive trail.

He paused to look at the Joe board and the updates there. Nothing new. Just as he looked at the wall center of the park, he saw Ellen enter the park.

She set a coffee cup on the wall that surrounded the flag and then she sat down.

He walked over to her. “Afternoon, Ellen.”

“Oh, hey, George.”

“Taking lunch?”

She lifted a sandwich and showed him. “Want half?”

“Um … you know what? Do you mind?”

“Not at all. I wouldn’t offer.”

He sat down next to her, and accepted the sandwich. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. I heard you were helping out Jimmy.”

“Trying.”

“You won’t get very far. Once a Slagel is set in his ways and knows what he wants to do, there’s no changing his mind.”

“I figured that one out,” George said. “I thought Jimmy would be different.”

“He is. But not that much.”

“Thank you for a great time last night,” George said.

“You are the cool dancer.” Ellen smiled. “It was nice. Topped off with Andrea and Margaret being arrested.”

“Have you spoken to Andrea?” George asked.

“Briefly,” she replied. “She’s not angry about it. She’s Ok. She even said she tried to talk to Margaret. Says Margaret is ….” Ellen winked. “Jealous of everyone.”

“Really?” George whistled. “That surprises me. She doesn’t act it. There’s nothing more that I want than to make amends with her. I want things good before I head back.”

“I can understand that. You still love her.”

“Very much,” George said. “We had a lifetime together. That has to mean something. She has to feel something besides contempt.”

“She does.”

“I just don’t know what to do.”

“If I can help, let me know.”

George nodded.

“So, did you speak to her at all?” Ellen asked.

“I went to the jail, as Hal suggested. Even put on that I was the one who bailed her out.”

“She didn’t buy it.”

George shook his head. “Nope. Stormed right by me, even hit me in the gut.”

“That’s love.”

“Third grade love.”

Ellen snickered, then her smile dropped. “Speaking of love.”

George looked up mid bite. Margaret was at the Joe Board.

Ellen whispered. “She’s watching you.”

George leaned into Ellen. “I know.”

Ellen laughed.

Margaret folded her arms, tapped her foot, looked over her shoulder, and then walked to them.

Ellen nudged George. “Here she comes.”

Margaret stood before them. Seemingly holding a stance of authority a she blocked out the sun, becoming a partial shadow.

“Margaret,” George said. “You look lovely.”

“Fuck off George.”

Ellen giggled.

“And you.” Margaret pointed.

“Me?” Ellen asked. “What?”

“Oh, don’t give me the sweet and innocent thing. I know your reputation. I found out. And I thought we were friends. Ha! All of it an act for the day you could pay me back about Dean. Thank you, Ellen, thank you very much.” With that said, Margaret spun and stormed off.

Ellen was puzzled. After a pondering moment, she shrugged and bit her sandwich. “That was weird.”

“I can’t believe it,” George murmured.

“Excuse me?”

He turned to face her. “You said if there was anything you could do to help me get her back, right?”

“Absolutely.”

“Ellen, there is. There is something you can do. If you don’t want to help me, you don’t have to. But it may just work.”

“I don’t know what I can do now. She’s not liking me much at this moment.”

“Exactly.”

“Huh?”

George smiled. “She think you’re trying to get me.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Margaret is jealous all right, of you. Of you and me.”

“I’m sorry, George. I know that doesn’t help.”

“Quite the contrary, Ellen. I know Margaret. I know here well.” George grinned. “And now I have a plan.”
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“Did you get everything you needed?” Frank asked Hal as he and Elliott entered his office.

“The list was long,” Hal stated. ‘But I know there is going to be hell to pay.” He took a seat.

“Over what?” Frank asked.

“Over the fact that the last pair of size nine Ben-Tastic shoes are gone.”

“Ask Henry.”

“Ask Henry?”

Frank nodded. “He was wearing them. Long story.”

The door opened and Robbie along with John Matoose walked in.

“Gentlemen.” Frank held out his hand. “Have a seat. Please. I won’t keep you long.”

John closed the door and was the last to join the table.

Frank stood, walking around the table as he spoke. “Now us five are the only ones who know there is a clone in Beginnings. A clone of Dean.”

“What about Danny?” Elliott asked. “I thought he knew.”

Frank shook his head. “No, he has no idea. And I want it to be kept that way. Just us five. We’re gonna draw him out. And I think tomorrow is as good a day as any.”

John asked. “Once we draw him out, then what?”

“We know he was there at the time of the explosion,” Frank said. “We also know his fingerprints weren’t anywhere on the device. An unidentified set of prints. I think drawing out the clone is the best bet. Get on his good side; get to know what he knows. Because he is well aware of the circumstances of my father’s death.”

“So do we treat him like the clone?” John asked.

“Nope.” Frank shook his head. “Treat him like Dean. Make him think we think he’s Dean. He’ll eventually slip up. And we’ll be able to get some answers regarding my father’s death, who was responsible and why.”

Elliott stated, “It’s obvious why.”

Everyone looked at him.

Elliott continued. “It wasn’t against Joe. It had something to do with the future. Joe couldn’t be in that future. The reason is obvious. Dean lived. Dean was supposed to die in that warehouse. What did Dean do? He cured Joe. Had Dean died, not only wouldn’t we have the clone, but Joe would have passed away from his illness. So … therefore, Joe was not supposed to be in the future. Just my theory.”

“That …” Robbie said. “Is a really good theory. It is.”

Elliott shrugged. “There’s no other reason to kill Joe. Unless our killer ends up having something against him.”

“Which …” Frank said. “Can be answered by the clone. The only way to draw the clone out is to get rid of Dean. Obviously, the clone watches Dean. So when he realizes Dean is gone, the second he makes an appearance, we nab him as Dean.”

“You think he’s tracking him?” Hal asked.

“He’s found a way, yeah. I think,” Frank said. “That’s the only way to avoid the run ins. He’s tracking Dean like we track him. Hal did you secure that?”

Hal nodded. “The house is located six miles north of Bowman. Very secure. Over the next several days, we may have to take Dean the times he needs. But we’ll be the only ones who know he’s there. But how are you going to get Dean to agree to go.”

“Aside from telling him the truth. He wants the time. We have a problem in the Killer Toddler region. Actually two problems. He wants to work on them full time, but told me he doesn’t know how he’s going to get the time. This will give it to him.”

“Problems?” Robbie asked. “What problems?”

“One.” Frank sighed and sat down. “A nest. Not to alarm anyone, and I told Dean I wouldn’t say anything, but it’s possible it’s alien.”

Hal tilted his head. “Alien as in unknown.”

“Yes,” Frank said.

“Oh.” Hal exhaled. “I thought you were saying it was alien as in outer space.”

“Yes.”

Hal looked up quickly and spoke almost nonbelieving. “We have aliens in Beginnings.”

“We don’t know. It looks like an alien nest.”

“Frank please.” Hal chuckled. “Aliens as in outer space. Please.”

“Hal, I’m telling you. Dean said.”

“Dean bites,” Hal snapped. “They can’t be aliens Frank.”

“Well, they could be like Predator. Not sure. We’ll see.”

“They can’t be aliens, Frank.”

“How do you know?”

“Because they just can’t be.”

“Did you put the nest there?” Frank asked.

“No.”

“Then you don’t know for sure.”

“You’re retarded.” Hal waved out his hand.

Robbie snickered. “Ok, so, we have aliens in Beginnings. Possibly.”

“We have a nest,” Frank said. “Yes.”

“What’s the other problem?” Robbie asked.

Hal answered. “Barney the dinosaur is running around up there?”

“No,” Frank said. “The Killer Toddlers are reproducing.”

“Good God.” Hal put his hand to his eyes.

“No. We know for a fact. That sperm you found Robbie, it was some sort of amniotic fluid,” Frank said. “We got video. And... We have the offspring.”

Hal looked up. “You’re serious.”

“Caught one. But they aren’t babies. They’re Fetuses. Killer Fetuses.”

Hal blinked. “We have Killer Fetuses in Beginnings now, as well.”

“Is this fucked up or what?” Frank asked. “Killer Babies, Killer Toddlers, aliens, an impending war, and now Killer Fetuses.”

“Fetuses?” Hal asked in disbelief.

“Yeah, you have to stop and see one. About four inches. Kind of cute. Look what they did to my boot.” Frank ejected his leg on the table. “Tore through.” He put his leg down. “Dean said they aren’t fully developed, still have a tail and shit. Fetuses.”

“Wait. Wait.” Hal held up his hand. “Robbie finds embryonic fluid of sorts.”

“Me, too.” Frank said.

Hal nodded. “He finds this. You find this. You find a nest. You also find a …” he cleared his throat. “Killer Baby offspring.”

“Fetus.”

Hal winced. “Killer Fetus. And you don’t see the correlation between the nest and the fetus?”

Frank looked at Hal. “Are you saying the Killer Fetuses are aliens?”

“No, Frank I’m …”

“Fuck what if they’re inbred.”

Robbie corrected. “Hybrid.”

“Fuck.”

“Stop!” Hal shouted and stood. “I am not saying that the Killer … Fetuses are part alien. I am saying that the nest belongs to the offspring and the nest is not alien. Good God!” Hal exhaled. “I’m leaving. I have the house to finish for Dean. Tell him. Let me know when he’s coming. I have to find pink shoes, excuse me.” He walked to the door. “Sgt. Ryder.”

Elliott stood and followed.

Frank said. “Hope you find your pink shoes, Hal. I’m sure you’ll look great.”

With a smug look, ignoring the Robbie and Frank snickers, Hal flipped him off and walked out with Elliott.

He sighed as he placed on his bandana. “Killer Fetuses and aliens.”

“Captain, you wanted your brother back.”

“Yes, Elliott I did.” Hal huffed and walked to the jeep. “But not at the risk of a stroke. And never remind me again that I wanted that.”

“Yes, Captain.”

With a shake of his head, and disgusted murmur of ‘Fetuses’, Hal got in the jeep with Elliott and took off.
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Admittedly, Danny ignored the calls. There were several. The first came early, stating that she needed to speak to him.

Danny didn’t mind his job taking concerns and acting as Chief of Staff, but he was pretty clear about the rules. He’d take email complaints and questions during a certain time of day and then he’d take walk ins.

Take them.

Not make house calls.

But Trish insisted her job was far too important to leave and Danny would have to come to her.

Matter of importance she labeled it.

Urgent.

He went about his business, taking care of things, and then finally as afternoon settled, he went and saw Trish in History.

Ding-ding, the bell rang.

Trish looked up from her desk. “It’s about time. I’ve been calling you all day.”

“I know, but I’ve been busy,” Danny said.

“And I haven’t?” Trish held out her hands. “It can be a madhouse around here.”

Danny looked around at the empty office. “I see that.”

“Are you being sarcastic?”

“Yes.”

“You could have taken my complaint over the phone instead of telling me you’d get back to me.”

“Trish, you’re a great gal,” Danny said. “But I’m really busy. What is it?”

“Fine.” Trish huffed out. “I have a complaint.”

“Obviously.”

“Look. You need to handle this.”

“I’ll try. Just tell me what it is.”

“He is abusing the system. I know he used to be the leader.”

“OK.” Danny nodded.

“And I respect that he used to be the leader. But since he’s not the leader anymore, doesn’t that mean that Frank has say so.”

“Yes.” Danny nodded. “What the problem.”

“He’s coming in here, looking at history and he doesn’t have an appointment. He’s coming in when he wants, and looking. I can’t determine whether he added things. But I don’t know.”

“That’s weird. Do you know what he’s looking at?”

“Events around the time of the explosion.”

“Wow. OK.” Danny rubbed his chin. “When is he coming in here?”

“When no one is here. Last night after we closed.”

Danny whistled. “Really.”

“Really.”

“OK, I don’t know why, but I’ll speak to Frank and he and I will speak to George. Thanks.” Danny turned.

“Why are you talking to George?”

“Because he was coming in here.”

“When?”

“You said last night.”

“No.” Trish shook her head. “I didn’t say George came in here last night.”

“You said he used to be leader,” Danny said.

“Yes, he did. But that’s not who I’m talking about.”

Danny tossed out his hands. “Then who?”

“Joe.”

Danny paused. He nodded. “Joe?”

“Yes.”

“Joe’s been coming in here without an appointment and viewing history?”

“Yes. Why do you think I’m so mad? Since he’s not the leader anymore, he should have an appointment. Ghost or not.”

“I agree.” Danny pacified. “And you saw him?”

“No. of course not silly, he’s a ghost.”

“OK, but you know he’s been in here?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“Because I check the password logins. Joe’s password has been used.”

“And?” Danny asked.

“Joe was the only one who had that password.”

“And you’re sure it’s Joe using that password. He couldn’t have given it to anyone else.”

Trish shook her head. “Joe never shared his passwords at all. It’s an executive password Actually, Frank has his own.”

“Trish, Joe isn’t coming in here. Joe died.”

“OK, his ghost.”

Danny shook his head.  “There’s got to be another explanation. He gave that password to someone, that’s all.”

“Maybe. But I changed it about an hour before he died and called him with it.”

“That’s weird. OK. This is something I’ll look into.”

“Thank you.”

Danny started to leave.

“Oh, and Danny. I don’t care if he’s coming in here; he just needs to make an appointment.”

“Gotcha.” Danny turned from Trish, widened his eyes, and walked out. Although it was ridiculous, that Joe’s ghost was visiting history. She did bring up something to look into. Someone was sneaking into History. Why?
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It took Robbie about an hour to load up a jeep and take the stuff out to the mobile located next to the quantum lab.

It was dusty and smelled stale when Robbie went in, and before he unpacked a single box, he cleaned up.

He set up the fingerprint computer, loaded Darrell’s interview into the hard drive as a backup.

He was ready to go.

Now he just needed answers.

All day long it weighed heavily on his mind. Even when he tried not to think about it.

The truth was, the fingerprints on the bomb matched his fathers’.

Robbie racked his brain. Had Joe made an explosive for something else and the killer knew it. That was a possibility, actually a big possibility. Joe made the bomb at another time, and the killer used it against him.

That was the only explanation that made sense to Robbie.

He caught his reflection in the glass of the back lab.

He looked tired and worn.

Maybe the burden was just weighing too heavily on him. Maybe it was too much for him to handle. But Robbie wanted to solve it. He wanted to be the brother who brought an end to the questions concerning his father’s death.

Easily he could speak to Frank, Hal, or Jimmy, but Robbie didn’t. He wanted to present them with hardcore truth.

However, it was increasingly becoming evident that he would have to seek help.

Two minds were better than one.

But who.

Readying to close up shop, and put the investigation on hold until the next day, Robbie turned to leave when he heard it.

It sounded like something had dropped in the trailer next door. The one attached to the lab.

The connecting doorway oddly had been dismantled, so Robbie walked around.

It struck him as strange that the front door was unlocked; it was even stranger to him that the light was on in the living room of the trailer.

“Hello.” Robbie called out.

No answer.

He looked around, checked, nothing. Or at least no people.

He did find the bed slightly unmade, a hideous leather jacket on the bed, and the room had a fresh smell.

He heard something. He knew it. But… it was clear that someone had been in the trailer. When?

He stopped in the middle of the living room.

How did he miss it on his first pass through?

The small dining table in the living room had dishes on it. Crumbs graced the plate, and what looked like jam. Robbie ran his hand across the jam.

He balked.

Fresh?

Fresh jam in a trailer that was supposed to be empty?

The very first thought that came to Robbie’s mind was the clone. Clothes. A jacket, a bed unmade. Food? They didn’t know where the clone was; perhaps he discovered the clone’s hideout.

It made sense. But like his father’s prints on the bomb, what didn’t make sense was the fact that there were two place settings.

If indeed the clone was hiding in the trailer, then the clone was not alone.

Yet, another mystery for Robbie to work on.
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“Come on,” Ellen spoke in a high pitched voice. “There you go. Good boy.” She bent over, peering into the tiny cage in the cryo lab. “I think we need a Barbie bed.”

“I don’t think he’s going to be that size for very long,” Dean said. “We should get him a blanket. Try at least to domesticate him from this moment.”

“Watch him with the beef jerky.” Ellen extended a little piece though the cage. Harry not only snatched it up, he was like a tree shredder. She laughed.

Dean shook his head. “Kind of reminds me of Frank when he eats a carrot.”

“Yeah, it does.” Ellen stood up straight. “Wow, look at the time.”

“It’s only eight. You just got here,” Dean said.

“Well I stopped by to see what you were working on. Josh is watching the kids. I’m hitting the Hall for karaoke and darts with George.”

Dean was holding a set of tweezers and they dropped to the counter. “George?”

“Yes.”

“Ellen … you two hate each other.”

“No, we mended fences.”

“How do you mend fences with a man whose daughter you shot in the head?”

Ellen hand slammed down to the counter. “Thank you very much for that, Dean.”

Dean shrugged. “Sorry. Just calling it like I see it.”

“That sucks. For your information, we are putting things behind us. And … you know, before he went evil …”

Dean snickered.

“What?” Ellen asked, “What’s so funny.”

“Before he went evil. Like he was possessed. George is bad.”

“He wasn’t always.”

“Yeah, he just hid it well.”

“Dean, I used to like George … a lot. I voted for him.”

“Twice.”

“Yes, twice. I had a full size cardboard cutout of him in my bedroom closet so I could see him in the morning when I got dressed. I had … a George mug, air freshener, shot glass, tee shirt…”

“Yes, Ellen, I am well aware of all the George fan stuff you had. But this is … am I the only one who finds this a little hard to swallow.”

“What?”

“This … putting things behind us shit.”

“Dean it has to be done, in the name of the country.”

“Fine. Fine.”

“And I’m helping him to get Margaret back.”

“How?” Dean asked.

“Check this out.” Ellen stepped to Dean. “She is really jealous. Actually, she started it getting it in her mind that I was going after George in some sort of deep-seated payback for you.”

“Ah …” Dean nodded. “Now, it’s making sense.”

“What is?’

“Why Margaret did what she did?” He shrugged it off.

“Excuse me? What did she do?”

“Nothing.”

“Dean.”

“Nothing.”

“Dean!” Ellen shouted. “What did she do?”

“She hit on me.”

“When?”

“Today.” Dean shrugged again.

“Explain hit on you. Maybe you read it wrong.”

“No, she hit on me.”

“What did she do?”

“Ellen …”

“Dean.” Ellen put her hand on her hip.

“She asked if I wasn’t busy tonight if I wanted to go get a drink and relieve some physical loneliness.”

“In those words?”

“Um, not, she was a bit more direct.”

“Bitch.” Ellen heaved out.

“Ellen …”

“No, Dean, what a fucking bitch. I can’t believe she did that.”

“Stop.”

“What did you say?” Ellen asked.

“What does it matter? You’re going out with George.”

“As a tactic. Hello.” Ellen shook her head. “You said yes.”

“No, I did not,” Dean said. “Besides, what does it matter? You’re married to Frank.”

“But I thought you and Frank had an understanding with me.”

“No one knows anything about having an understanding with you El. One month it’s me, the next month it’s Ryder …”

Ellen gasped.

“Although it’s Frank’s call. Last we spoke, which was a while ago; we had that no kiss and tell rule.”

“Hmm.” Ellen tapped her finger to her lip. “I have to check on that.”

“Why?” Dean asked. “You want to have that understanding with me?”

“I want to have sex with my husband.”

Dean winced. “I don’t want to hear this.”

“But he won’t put out.”

“Maybe I do want to hear this. What do you mean?”

“Since we got married. Nothing. I got to bed, he comes in late. I get up. He’s gone. I just don’t see him.”

“He’s the leader now.”

“Yeah, I know,” Ellen said. “And I’m taking that into consideration.”

“Have you talked to him?”

Ellen shook her head. “He doesn’t need any more pressure.”

“But you need some affection.”

“Yeah.”

Dean smiled.

Ellen playfully smacked him in the chest. “And I got to go. I have that karaoke date with George.”

“Uh!” Frank grunted when he walked in., “I’m replaced.”

“Never.” Ellen walked to him and kissed him on the cheek. “I’m helping him out with something.”

“Oh,OK. Are you leaving now?”

“Yeah.”

“Have a good time.”

Ellen walked to the door. “Will you be at home tonight, Frank?”

“Um, I’ll try.”

Ellen nodded and walked out.

“Have a good time?” Dean asked.

“Yeah.” Frank replied.

“Have a good time?”

“Yes, Dean, fuck! Do you want me to tell her to have a bad time?”

“No time at all Frank. God!”

“What?”

Dean shook his head. “You have to spend some time with your wife, Frank.”

“I know, but it’s been busy.”

“New job, new worries?”

Frank nodded. “Lots of shit.”

“I understand. Speaking of understanding… do uh, we still have the understanding?”

“Why are you asking?”

“Because I am.”

“Why?”

“Because I am.”

“Dean.”

“Frank.”

“Why?”

“Fine,” Dean huffed. “Because El is running around with George. She’s been spending time with Hal and Ryder. Frank, seriously, the whole understanding thing isn’t about sex. It’s about sharing. And giving someone time with your wife. If you can’t spend that time, you should dictate who gets that time.”

“You’re right,” Frank said. “And the only one I will let have the understanding is you, Dean.”

“Thank you, Frank. Then it’s still on. We’re still having the understanding?”

“Oh, my God,” Ellen wisped out as she returned to the lab. “Are you guys agreeing on this?”

“Why are you back?” Frank asked.

“My purse.” Ellen pointed, walked to the counter and grabbed it. “Although I think I should have some say so in who the understanding is with.”

“First.” Frank said. “It’s not about sex. It’s about time together. Do you not want to have that understanding with Dean?”

Ellen looked at Dean. “Actually, Frank, yeah I do.”

“Settled.” Frank raised his hand. “But … it has to be a clean understanding.”

“Squeaky,” Ellen smiled. “See ya.”

After she left, Dean said. “First thing is I’m gonna argue about the time she spends with George.”

“Just like you did about everything the last time.”

“Yep. If you won’t, I will.” Dean paused. “Same rules as before.”

“Yep.”

Dean nodded.

“OK, so  ...” Frank clapped his hand together, walked to the door, and locked it.

“What’s up?”

“You were saying you needed time to work on the new thing.”

“The fetus and nesting. Yes,” Dean replied. “But unfortunately I have so much other shit to do.”

“A little isolation and seclusion maybe is what you need.”

“Yeah, but … but ….” Dean closed one eye and looked at Frank. “What’s going on?”

“We need to talk.”

“Obviously, you locked the door.”

“Sit down, Dean.”

“What’s going on?”

“Just … sit.” Frank pulled out a stool for Dean, and then one for himself.

“Talk.”

“I know you love Beginnings.”

“I do.” Dean awkwardly smiled. “What?”

“You also loved my father as much as we did. He was like a father to you. I know you felt his loss.”

Dean nodded.

“How badly do you want his killer caught?”

“As much as anyone, Frank. Where is this going?”

“We have a lead. A print. The prints belonged to one person and they were found on the explosive device and the timer.”

“The killer.”

“Or one of them. We think there is more than one person involved. But … we think we know at least one of those people. We think. Let me show you.” From his utility pocket, Frank pulled out the camera. He set it on the table, powered it up, and hovered his finger over the play button. “Watch. Watch carefully.”

“Ok.” Dean peered at the screen.

Frank narrated. “There was a school tour that day my dad died.”

Dean jolted. The explosion rang out.

“It was caught on video. Now watch as I rewind and play in slow motion.”

Dean watched.

Frank paused it.

“Oh my God.”

“Who is that, Dean?”

“Oh my God. Frank, that isn’t me. That can’t be me. I swear to you. I swear on my life, my kids, my everything, I swear to you I wasn’t there. Plus, I … I would never wear a mullet.”

Frank did a quick look. “Dean, I know you weren’t there. I know this. We track you. When this tape was brought to my attention that was the first thing I did. I didn’t believe this was you. The mullet wasn’t the giveaway … you were. I know you. So I backed it up and got proof for those who saw this tape.”

“Who saw it?” Dean asked.

“Five of us, and it will remain that way. Hal, Robbie, Ryder, and John Matoose. John Matoose actually found this tape.”

Dean ran his hand over his mouth.

“When Fort came through the time machine, he claimed he was looking for a clone. A clone created from this time, and made in the future. You told my father you destroyed all the clones.”

“I … I told your father which clones I destroyed. I never lied to your father.”

“So you cloned yourself?”

“Yes, and I didn’t put it on the list, because I didn’t destroy it. But this whole situation can be remedied.”

“How?”

“Frank, I’ll destroy the clone now. If I destroy the embryo, then the clone never existed to come back and kill Joe.” Dean rushed, stood, and raced into the other room.

“But would that stop the murder.”

“Obviously, the clone was there.”

“But the clone’s prints weren’t on the explosive. Your prints weren’t there.”

Dean peeked out the back room. “The reason you think there’s one other person.” He slipped in the room.

“Yep.”

 Fuck!” Dean came out of the back room. “The case is gone. The one with my clone.”

“I figured as much. The clone probably hid it somewhere.”

“I have a clone of me running around? Oh my God.”

“Yeah, imagine my feelings.”

“I need to sit back down.” Dean pulled the stool forward.

“I believe that the clone knows exactly what happened to my father. Exactly who was involved?”

“And he would know the reasons.”

“Yes,” Frank nodded.

“So what are you going to do?”

“We want to get to know the clone. Get his trust. Make him come forth as the clone and give the information. Out of curiosity, if let’s say he claimed to be you. Is there a way to scientifically check to see if he was a clone?”

“Sure. Aside from not having the same memories or emotions, there’d be a genetic marker.”

“What do you mean?”

“To make a clone, in a nutshell, you need a woman’s egg. You shell it out, and follow the procedures to make an embryo. Her egg is part of the process. Though minute, it would bear the marker of it. In the case of the clone, I used Melissa’s egg. But you’re more apt to get your answer by securing one question and one answer with me right now. Something only you and I would know.”

Frank nodded. “Let me work on that for a bit. OK? I don’t think it’s needed. I think I’d know you. It’s more for proof to someone else.”

“Marker and memories. He’s not going to have the same memories or manner of speaking. Especially if he’s from the future.”

“I understand. We just have to move on this.”

“How?” Dean asked.

“Drawing him out.”

“Makes sense. Get him in the open.”

“Yep. In the open, talking to us, totally unaware that five of us know who he is.”

“How are you going to do that?”

“This is where you come in. Sacrifice.”

Dean tilted his head in question.

“Dean.” Fran laid his hand on the camera. “We need you to do something.”

“Anything.”

“Good.” Frank exhaled, and then proceeded to tell Dean the remainder of the plan.

<><><><>

 

Danny was apprehensive about issuing the jeep. Frank passed on command to Danny, and all orders and recs were his baby.

If Ellen was with anyone else, Danny wouldn’t have thought twice about it. But she was with George.

There was just something unsettling about it.

So he went.

And he drove.

“Just try not to act too surprised,” Danny explained. “They tend to take you aback when you first see them.”

“Who?” George asked.

“The Creedvillians,” Danny said.

“I’m at a loss. Why?”

Ellen explained. Right after the plague, they took refuge but they took it in a nuclear power plant. There was a leak. They suffered terribly from radiation sickness and poisoning. They are extremely light sensitive.”

“Is that why we’re going at night?” George asked.

Danny nodded. ‘The town comes alive at night.”

“Like they’re vampires.”

“Yeah, only friendly ones. Here we go …” Danny approached the gate. “Don’t act surprised.”

“Got it.”

The guard stepped forward. “Evening Mr. Hoi. Dr. Slagel.”

“Evening,” Danny said.

“Are you going to be staying overnight?”

“No, just visiting for an hour.”

“Ah …” He nodded. “Karaoke is tonight.”

“We won’t be staying that long.”

“Enjoy your visit.” The guard stepped back.

Danny looked at George. “Well.”

“Frightening. Kind of reminds me of the people in Omega Man.”

“Yeah,” Danny grinned. “Beginnings’ favorite movie.”

“Do we know where Johnny is?” George asked.

Ellen answered. “According to Tigger he is bartending tonight.”

“Tigger?” George grinned. “Tigger is in this town. I really like that little man.”

Danny bobbed his head. “It’s a matter of taste in personalities. He tends to work my nerves. Then again, for as patient as I am, I don’t have patience with teenagers. And despite how mature he tried to act. He’s a kid.”

George nodded. “Maybe you know, someone needs to raise him as a kid.”

“Maybe you need to take him back with you,” Danny suggested.

“Danny.” Ellen snapped.

“No, seriously, El,” Danny said as he pulled over. “Who does he have? Johnny? Where’s his father? With George. Who’s gonna make the biggest impact on Mike?”

George agreed. “I think you’re right, Danny. I’ll make mention of it. He may want to come with me for several reasons. One of which is Bertha.”

Danny winced. “That freaks me out.”

“Me, too.”

Ellen added. “Love has no boundaries.”

“Yeah, well,” Danny said, “In this instance love should especially when there’s a four foot height difference.” Danny opened the door. “Ready?”

They disembarked from the jeep, with Ellen leading the way.

“Wow, listen,” Ellen said. “Whip it.”

Danny opened the door for them both. Upon entering, the crowded establishment, Johnny was clearly tending bar.

Ellen walked over.

The second Johnny saw them he dropped the glass he held.

Ellen leaned over the bar and kissed Johnny on the cheek. “Things are different now. Can you take a break?”

Johnny nodded.

 

They retreated to the back room of the bar, and Johnny reached blindly for a seat. “I can’t believe this.”

Danny folded his arms. “I guess like El, you missed the meeting.”

Johnny nodded.

George laid his hand on his shoulder. “Johnny I’ve always loved you. Loved you like a son. I want nothing more than for us to work things out. For you and I to be friends again.”

Ellen laid her hand on his knee. “And you need this”

Johnny puckered his lips. “This sucks.”

His words took them all aback.

Johnny shook his head. “No, don’t get me wrong. It think it’s great that differences are being set aside. That the past is being buried and that this country is uniting. But it sucks that everything so big can be forgotten. That you and my dad and George can be talking. But my own father, can’t even look me in the eye.”

“Maybe, Johnny,” George squeezed his shoulder. “I can help that.”

“That’s all I want. I want to make amends.” His head lowered. “Just to make amends.”

 

<><><><>

Dean always considered Beginnings to be quiet. Until he arrived at the house.

It was small, not far from Bowman. Quiet. Too quiet.

Crickets chirped and every animal could be heard.

Frank carried in another box, setting it on the dining room table. “Hal, double locked the doors. Someone will be by every single day, Dean. You won’t be alone. Or lonely.”

“I know. I’m not scared.  Just a little sad.” Dean sighed. “I’ll miss my kids. You know.”

“I’ll make it so you can see them. I’ll figure out a way.”

“You know I’m going to need duplicates of all my lab stuff.”

“Yeah.” Frank exhaled. “I feel really bad about all this.”

“No, don’t. This needs to be done and this gives me a chance to work on the Killer Fetuses. Any uh … any idea how you’re gonna pull the clone out?”

“I figured he’s tracking you somehow. So just about now he knows you aren’t in Beginnings. Robbie thinks he figured out where he was staying. Which makes sense. The trailer.”

“The old trailer?”

Frank nodded. “Tomorrow, I think I’m gonna go there looking for Robbie. Sneak in. Grab the clone and bring him back to Beginnings.”

“Should be interesting. You’ll let me know how it goes. To me that first moment would be really funny.”

Frank grinned. “I got an idea.”

“What?” Dean asked.

“I …” Frank waved a finger. “I got an idea. I’ll be back. Get settled. Do you need anything?” he walked to the door.

“I don’t need anything. Where are you going? Frank. It’s twelve-thirty in the morning?”

“I know. I’ll be back.”

“What about Ellen?”

“She’s fine. I’ll be back.”

Dean, arms folded watched the door close. He shook his head with a smile. “What is he up to?”

 

<><><><>

 

“Not having a good time?” Ellen whispered in Hal’s ear as he sat at the bar in the Social Hall.

“Actually, Ellen, I’d prefer to be in bed.”

“So why are you here?”

“I am filling in for our brothers in Security. In case of a problem.”

“Who’s filling in at Bowman?”

“Who do you think?”

Ellen snickered, and poured a drink. “Have you heard from Frank?”

“Yes.” Hal nodded. “That’s why I’m here.”

“Is he going to be late?”

“He’s still working on something.”

Ellen nodded. “Are you gonna sing?”

“Not on your life.” Hal smiled. “I will be watching you.”

“Sing? Me? No, I’m not singing.”

“Not singing, Ellen. Watching. Watching you and your little George game.”

“Margaret is stewing.”

“Hmm.”

“She hit on Dean today.”

“And this concerns you how?” Hal asked.

“It doesn’t. Are you staying at my house tonight, or Robbie’s?”

“I will be staying at your house, Ellen; I am your escort home.”

“I have George.”

“As I said, I am your escort home.”

Ellen giggled and stepped backwards. “You’re funny.” Another step back and she bumped into Henry. She turned. “I’m sorry, Henry.” She said with a laugh, walking by him.

“Are you laughing at me, El?” he asked.

Ellen stopped. “No, Henry, I’m laughing at myself.”

Laced with spite, Henry said. “Glad you can be in a good mood.”

“What is your problem Henry?”

Henry huffed.

“What?” Ellen asked.

“Like you don’t know.”

“I don’t. You’ve been pissy with me all day.”

“Because this is all your fault!”

Ellen chuckled. “Henry, what? Your mutilator attack is my fault? First its Dean’s now it’s mine.”

“It was done to clear Dean’s name, I’m not stupid, El.”

Ellen shook her head. “I don’t where you’re going with all this. Let it go.”

“What? You want me to let the attacks go?”

“Henry …”

“Look at me, El. Are you happy? Are you laughing?”

“What the hell is your problem?”

“You did this.”

“What?” Ellen laughed the word. “I did not.”

“Yes, El, you did. I heard you.”

Ellen blinked. “What  ... what are you talking about?”

“Oh, yeah, get nervous now. But I was fixing the vent in the lab, I heard. I heard you tell Dean that you were going to do a mutilator attack to clear his name. I heard, El. Then what happens twelve hours later?”

“I was in Bowman Henry. I didn’t have anything to do with it.”

“Bullshit.”

Hector approached. “Henry.” He grabbed Henry’s arm, speaking soothing. “Let’s go. Don’t make a scene. You’ve been drinking.”

“Don’t make a scene!” Henry whipped his arm from Hector. “She thinks it’s fucking funny Hector. I heard her say she was going to do it. She calls herself my friend and she does this to me! She calls herself Margaret’s friend, look what she’s doing to Margaret.” Henry laughed a ‘huff’. “I know all your secrets, El. And I swear if you ever fucking talk to me or look at me again I’ll …”

Choke.

Henry couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t finish his sentence when Hal’s hand pummeled down, gripping him by the throat.

“You’ll what, Henry?” Hal asked in a soft gravelly voice. “How about this? If I ever hear you speak to her like that again, I’ll break your neck.”

Henry hit hard down onto Hal’s wrist.

Hal released him. “Go home.”

After another swat to Hal, then one to Hector, Henry stormed out.

Ellen let out a ‘whew’. And grabbed her chest.

“Are you all right?” Hal asked.

“Fine. Fine. Thanks. I’m gonna go back” She pointed to the dartboard.

Hal nodded, and just as she turned, he took hold of her arm. “Ellen,” Hal whispered. “Was that true?”

“What, Hal?”

“Did Henry hear you saying that?”

Ellen bit her lip, didn’t respond, and then turned and walked away.

Hal closed his eyes, bringing his hand to his face with a slap.

 
   





  
 



CHAPTER TEN
March 29th

 

If Roy had any more nails to bite, they’d be gone. He nibbled away on his nails all night and started when his tracking alarm went off.

First, it sounded that Dean left Beginnings.

Which didn’t bother Roy too much, perhaps Dean went to that Cowboy place. Then when Dean went off the radar, Roy grew concerned.

Where was he?

Was he experimenting?

Hours went by. Roy kept waking to check the tracker.

No Dean.

Was he dead?

He bleeped off the screen and then he was gone.

The worst part was, as the sun came up, Dean hadn’t returned.

“Don’t worry about it,” his friend told him. “Maybe Dean is just getting things to work on.”

“That’s what I think. That’s what I hope. But what if he is gone for a very long time. Then what?”

His friend didn’t have an answer. Just a shrug.

Roy worried.

The last thing he wanted to do was be stuck in the trailer. He already had to be quiet when Robbie was working in the next building.

How long could he get away with staying there? With Dean gone, and if everyone knew he was gone, then Roy couldn’t walk around.

Every day it grew increasingly difficult.

He was tired of jam sandwiches. He was tired of staying put.

Roy just wanted to leave. He talked with his friend about the possibility of going to Creedville. A town where people cover their faces during the day. How perfect that would be for Roy.

He just had to get there.

But for the time being. He just watched the tracking device. And prayed for Dean’s return.

 

<><><><>

 

Dean undid all the locks on the door, which was a pain for him. He saw Robbie through the peep hole and was pretty surprised at the early morning visit.

“Sleep well, Dean?” Robbie asked.

“Not really. Not at all. Come in.” Dean opened the door wider.

“Got you biscuit from the bakery.” Robbie handed him a plate.

“Cheese?”

“Yep.”

“Excellent.” Dean took them. “Thank you. Are you my visitor for today?”

“You can say that. I think we’ll all stop by. All of us feel guilty for you being here.”

“Why?” Dean asked.

Robbie shrugged. “You’re alone. We’ll do our best to make it work. In fact …” He scratched the bridge of his nose, and ended his sentence when he saw it. “What  ... what is that?” he pointed to the monitor.

“Oh, check this out.” Dean brought Robbie into the dining room and closer. “Frank brought this last night.”

“For?”

“For the head cam,” Dean said. “I asked him to fill me in on when he confronts my clone for the first time and he brought this.”

“Does it pick up the signal?”

“Yeah,” Dean said. “We put a dish on the roof last night. Tested it last night.”

“So is that why he never came home?”

“Is El mad?”

“No.” Robbie shook his head. “Not really. When’s he confronting the clone?”

“He said …” Dean stopped when his phone rang. “Bet that’s him.” 

“New phone?” Robbie asked.

Dean nodded as he answered. “Hey, Frank. Yeah. Are you? Excellent. Thanks.” He hung up.

“He’s doing it?” Robbie asked.

“He’s there.” Dean said. “Wanna watch?”

“Oh you better believe it.”

Dean turned on the monitor.

 

<><><><>

 

Small bag. Small bag, Roy thought. Just a small bag. He could sneak though the tracking, get out of Beginnings, and walk to Creedville. It wasn’t that far, or that long.

Roy had packed a small black bag and set it on the bed.

He looked at himself in the mirror.

His hair looked good and to top it all off, he found that nice blue plaid shirt. He ran his hand down the buttons. He couldn’t believe someone was throwing it out. How ‘Richie Cunningham’ it looked. And mixed with the Fonz jacket, Roy surely would be the all around type of guy, smart and cool.

He reached for his brown leather jacket and placed it on.

It was early. He was pretty far away from town.

He could make it.

He was ready to go.

 

<><><><>

 

“Oh, yeah,” Frank graveled. “I hope you can hear me. Subject was spotted in the window. Let it be known he does not have a mullet anymore. Repeat. He does not have a mullet.”

“What’s he doing now?” Dean asked over the phone. “I can’t see him.”

“He is leaving the bedroom.” Frank stood from his belly down position. “I’m going in.”

“Be careful, Frank.”

“Roger that, Dean.” Snapping the phone closed, Frank hooked it on his belt, and walked, Camera on his head to the trailer.

He wasn’t going to knock.

He wasn’t giving the clone a chance to run or hide.

According to his estimates, and movements, Frank figured the clone was in the living room.

After a deep breath, he grabbed the handle to the door.

It opened.

Roy screamed.

Frank jumped back.

“I  ... I … I …” Roy stuttered.

“Dean!” Frank said loud. “Oh my God! I was worried sick about you.”

“You were?” Roy asked.

“Yes. Wow. I am so glad I found you. Someone said they saw you up here. I was hoping that was true.”

“It is.”

Frank cased him. “Nice coat.”

“It is. I like it. I feel … cool.” Roy grinned.

‘You are.”

“I am.”

“That’s my line.”

“I apologize.”

“So what caused it?” Frank asked.

“What?”

“What made you leave? I was really worried. When you told me you were running away from Beginnings and never coming back, I got concerned. I mean fuck, you were gone all night.”

“Yes.”

“But you’re here. You’re not really running away, are you Dean.”

“No. no.” Roy shook his head with a nervous laugh.

“Why the bag?”

“Excuse me?”

Frank pointed to the black bag. “Was that your overnight stuff for here?”

“Yes, Frank. It is. I need to always be prepared. That’s me.”

“You aren’t kidding. Well, glad I found you. Time to go.” Frank reached for his arm.

“Wait. Wait. Where?” Roy asked.

“You’re needed at the clinic.”

“Oh, alright. I will be right there.” Roy reached for the door.

“How?” Frank asked.

“I will walk.”

“Oh, that’s dumb. I’ll drive you. Let’s go.” Frank tugged him.

“But, really, a walk is so refreshing.”

“We can walk. We’ll walk together. I’ll come back for my jeep.”

“Frank …”

“Dean. Are you still wanting to run away? The community needs you. Plus, bacon distribution week. You don’t want to miss that today. Everyone’s going to be trying to get bacon.”

“Bacon? Oh, I love bacon.”

“Yeah, I know. I was kind of thinking. Dean, you and I could hit the distribution before it opens. I’ll use my authority as president, get us some bacon early, and make breakfast before we have to work.”

“You’ll make bacon?”

“And eggs.”

“Oh.” Roy laid his hand on his chest. “I’d like that.”

“Good let’s go.”

“Can you just give me one moment, Frank? I’ll be right there.”

“Forget something?”

“Yes.” Roy turned.

“Want me to take the bag?”

“No, I need it. I’ll be right back.”

“I’ll wait.”

After a nod, Roy raced back to the bedroom. He unzipped his bag, turned the tracker on silent, and then checked. No sign of Dean. Seeing an all clear, he put the tracker back in his bag and joined Frank. A bacon breakfast sounded good and much better than jam sandwiches.

 

<><><><>

 

Robbie laughed. Like a hyena, rocking back and forth, hand across his stomach...

Dean’s mouth dropped open. “He doesn’t even speak like me. He won’t pull this off.”

“How won’t he?” Robbie asked. “No one knows he’s a clone. I mean, let’s face it; people have seen you acting pretty whacked lately. They may think you flipped again, or took on a new personality.”

“People know me better.” Dean scoffed.

“Uh, Dean. Only those of us close to you know you. You don’t really bother with people.”

Dean exhaled. “True. God. Was he wearing plaid?”

“I believe so. Yes.”

Dean closed his eyes. “He is totally going to ruin me.”

“I believe so, yes.”

“Oh God.” Dean stood. He rubbed his eyes. As he drug his fingers down his face he looked at Robbie. “Did you come out here to bring me biscuits or was there another reason.”

Robbie gazed upward toward Dean.

“What’s up, Robbie?”

“Dean, this has to be between just you and me.”

“Absolutely.” Dean sat down again across from Robbie.

Robbie exhaled and drummed up seriousness. “I need your help. I really need your help.”

 

<><><><>

 

Hal stopped rub his stomach in his walk down the street with Elliott. “What were they thinking?”

“You mean for breakfast?” Elliott asked.

“Yes. I understand the odd fascination with Oodles of Dan Noodles, but to make them fried with eggs?”

Elliott shrugged. “I liked them. I think they were good.”

“They aren’t sitting badly with you?”

“No. Not at all. Maybe you’re just tired.”

“Probably. Ellen had me out to nearly two AM, then I was back here bright and early.”

“You didn’t have to be. I had things under control.”

“I know. I plan on napping. I need one.”

“So everything got settled last night.”

“Yes, and I just heard from Frank that he found the clone.”

“Really?” Elliott asked. “Is it like Dean?”

“Frank described him as fucking weird.”

“Then he is,” Elliott said.

“I suppose so.”

“I don’t know about you, but I can’t wait to meet him. To see the differences.”

“I’m sure there are many.” Hal said. “OK, so  ... Back to what we were discussing. They’re not savages.”

“No, Captain, they are not. Our scouts reported that they spoke words.”

“Wow, verbal rebels, how new.” Hal walked with his hands behind his back. “How many?”

“Eight. Our scouts weren’t sure.”

“Only this one incident?”

“Yes, Captain. They encircled our scout, but he was able to make his escape. They were on motorcycles.”

“They pursued?”

“Yes. They didn’t really say what they wanted.”

“Did you expect they would? Where did they come from and why are we only seeing them now.”

“North. Canada?”

Hal laughed.

“What’s so funny?”

“Canadian bad guys? That’s an oxymoron Elliott. In the pre-plague world the most violent a Canadian got was when the mall closed early.”

“That is so wrong.”

“Whatever, Elliott.”

Elliott stopped walking. “Did you say whatever to me?”

“Yes, I did. Let’s get the coordinates off of our scout and send more scouts out to look for these men. Perhaps find out where they have come from. Did they have weapons?”

“It appeared so.”

“But they didn’t use them?”

“No, sir. Not at all.”

“So basically it was either scare our man or capture him.” Hal paused to think. “We really need to get one of their men. Let’s put Creedville on alert.”

“Already done.”

“Also no one travels that roadway alone. We have plenty of men to form an escort. It’s not a protected roadway.”

“I’ll make sure our guard knows that for those leaving.”

Hal looked at his watch. “I’m going to stop and see Ellen before she leaves for Beginnings. I believe she is alone.”

“Want me to go to Beginnings with her?” Elliot asked.

“That wouldn’t be a bad idea. I know that road is secure and perimeter fences are erected, but I’ll take no chances.” At the clinic, Hal reached for the door. “I’ll let her know to find you.” Hal stepped inside.

Elliott followed.

“Maybe not,” Hal said. “Or you can tell her yourself.”

“There’s Blue.” Elliott pointed to the doctor.

“Blue,” Hal called out. “Is Ellen here?”

“Nope. She’s gone. Done early. Not much happening,” Blue replied.

“How long ago did she leave?” Hal asked.

“About ten minutes ago.”

“Thank you,” Hal said, and turned to Elliott. “Looks like you’ll have to hit the road. She drives slowly, you should be able to follow her to Beginnings.” Readying to leave, Hal stopped when Blue called out.

“She didn’t go to Beginnings.”

“Where?” Hal asked.

“Had an emergency call in Creedville. A baby being born. First one. She headed there,” Blue replied.

“Alone?” Hal asked.

“Yeah.”

After a grumble and a thanks, Hal walked out of the clinic. “She went alone on that road. She has to be found.”

“You or me?” Elliott asked.

Hal put on his bandana. “Both.”

<><><><>

The bacon was perfect and Roy enjoyed his breakfast with Frank. Although he wished Frank’s phone didn’t ring as much. Roy didn’t know much about Frank personally and needed to take that opportunity.

When he arrived at the clinic, no one was there and he was able to fix his Dean tracker to fit in his pocket. A simple vibration would tell Roy when Dean was in proximity.

But the morning progressed and Dean was nowhere to be found.

Neither was anything he needed in the lab.

He had never seen such disorganization. It was horrible. A first he thought someone had vandalized the lab. How stupid he must have looked when he raced from the lab, found the attractive red haired woman, named Melissa, and shouted. “Someone has vandalized the lab.”

Melissa chuckled. Said he was funny. And when she said, “No one’s going to believe it was Lars, Dean, everyone knows how sloppy your lab is.”

Roy was aghast.

How could Dean be sloppy? To him, Dean must have been overworked, and without time to clean up.

First thing was first.

Roy cleaned and organized.

He was there early enough.

First, he took in the lab. Learned where everything was. There wasn’t a method to the madness. Healing medication was in the same area as pain. Diagnostics were with research. It made no sense.

Having a photographic memory made it easy for Roy. Once he determined what all the lab contained, he then divided it into work stations.

Dean would be grateful.

Not only did the clinic lab look clean and smell clean, it appeared bigger with the lab divided.

There were urine samples in the fridge. They had requisition for a work up that were dated two days earlier.

Roy couldn’t believe they sat there that long.

How inefficient.

He blamed that on the refrigeration system. There were four cooling units and everything was everywhere. Except medication. That was in an elongated case.

There was a meat sandwich in with blood.

That made Roy gag.

He made signs and hung them on the units.

One was workups and testing, another for samples and storage, medication, and the final one, the smallest for food.

He even took the medication unit and divided that between healing, pain, and so forth.

With the new system, things would run smoother. But everyone probably was used to the old system, so Roy wrote up a sheet with diagrams and placed a copy in everyone’s’ mailbox.

Where samples should be dropped, stored, picked up.

A schedule was created for testing times.

All of the organization took a mere three hours. In fact the clinic just started buzzing when he was done.

 

Roy started his urine samples and was working on them when Andrea walked in.

With a groggy, and slightly sarcastic tone, she said, “Good morning, Mr. Sunshine.”

Roy raised his head. She had called him Mr. Sunshine. Obviously, it was some sort of greeting ritual in Beginnings he didn’t know about. To call each other by a meteorological event.

He thought fast. “Good morning …” he turned around. “Mrs. High pressure weather system.”

“You can say that again.”

“Good morning Mr. High pressure weather system.”

The corner of Andrea’s mouth raised in a partial smile. And she set the tray on the counter. “I hate to do this to you but …. But …” Her eyes skimmed around the room. “Who cleaned the lab?”

“I did. This morning. It’s much more efficient.”

“You’ve designated the fridges. I have been asking you to do that for years.”

“And now it’s done.”

“Wow. I’m impressed.”

Roy smiled. “Thank you. I left a break down sheet of the new organized lab in everyone’ mailboxes. I think with organization we can get a better flow and get things done faster.”

“Oh, I agree. What a lovely shirt you’re wearing today, Dean, I really like it.”

“Thank you. Can you believe someone was throwing this out?”

“No, I cannot.” She reached and fixed his collar. “Presents a very professional look.”

“My new look.”

“I see that and the new attitude. Would this have to do with the understanding you and Frank have etched in stone.”

Understanding? Roy thought. He didn’t know what they understood about, but he nodded. “Yes, I feel very good about it.”

“You deserve it.”

“Thank you. Are these for me?” He asked of the urine samples.

“You or Ellen. If they can get done by tomorrow, I’d appreciate it.”

“Oh, I’ll have them done in an hour. I must complete the other ones first. Urine samples are scheduled for this time.”

“Wow. Thank you. I’ll check back for the results.”

“Please do.”

Andrea smiled, turned, and stopped. “Dean? I like this new mood you have. It’s a good one.” She gave a thumbs up. “Keep it up.”

Roy returned the thumbs up. He did so with a smile. Andrea was doing the Fonz ‘way to go’ sign, he could only return the sign to her.

He wasn’t back to work long when the Asian man walked in.

Roy wasn’t quite sure if he was Danny or Henry.

“You busy?” he asked Roy.

“No. Not at all.”

“I got your new card for you.” He handed Roy the Danny Dollar card.

Roy read it and smiled. “Danny.”

“Yes?” Danny asked.

“No. You’re Danny.”

“Uh  ... yeah, I am.”

“Thanks.” Roy looked at him. “Your hair is very shiny today.”

“Thank you, anyhow …” Danny cocked back when Roy leaned into him. “What are you doing Dean?”

“You smell … sweet.” Roy smiled. “Very nice smell.”

With little enthusiasm, Danny replied. “Thanks. And that shirt is very Richie Cunningham like.”

“Yes!” Roy blasted with excitement. “Yes it is! I thought the same thing when I put it on.”

“Are you OK?” Danny asked.

“Fine. You?”

“Fine. Anyway … bit of advice. Don’t use the card.”

“Why?”

“Personally. I mean, don’t you use it personally. Ben from Fabrics hates you and will always tear it up. Just give it to Ellen if you need anything.”

“Why does he hate me?” Roy asked.

“Why does anyone hate you?”

“I asked you first.”

Danny grunted. “Just be polite when you use it. OK? Maybe we won’t have to keep replacing it.”

“Got it.” Roy put it in his pocket. He was well aware of the Danny Dollar card; it was still in effect in the future. “Just give it to Ellen.”

“Yes.”

“Tell, me, Danny, are we friends?” Roy asked.

“Why are you asking me that?”

“Curious. Would you say we are friends?” Roy leaned against the counter, finger tapping on his chin. He was genuinely curious. Danny seemed like a very nice person and he wanted to know the friendship comment so he wouldn’t make mistakes.

Danny exhaled. “Not really. No.”

“Hmm.” Roy nodded. “So why are you speaking to me?”

“Excuse me?” Danny asked.

“Yeah, if we aren’t friends, why are you talking to me? Are your niceties fake?”

“You know what  ... you’re a real dick.”

“No, I’m a real  ... Dean.” Roy smiled.

“Arrogant  ... and you wonder why I never do a favor for you.” Danny stepped back and turned.

“I don’t expect it. You aren’t my friend. Would I do a favor for you?”

“Not on your life.”

“Thank you.” Roy made a mental note.

“You’re an asshole.” Danny stormed out.

Roy registered it. Friends call each other meteorological events upon greeting. Non-friends call each other body parts when they depart. Before Roy could call out to Danny that he was a big toe, Danny was gone.

Roy shrugged. His first forced day in Beginnings circulation was a learning experience. A part of him liked meeting the people. He didn’t think he would and he didn’t think he’d fit in. But, Roy saw how easily it was to be Dean and for people to believe it. He decided right there that as long as Dean was gone, he would do his work, and enjoy his life. Perhaps even make friends of his enemies.
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Dean was breathless.

He listened to Robbie speak, and then he listened to the tape of Darrell’s interview. He listened several times.

“And my prints didn’t match?”

“Dean, no.”

“You would think.”

“Yes.” Robbie nodded. “You would think. You would think of anyone’s prints but my father’s.”

“Wow.” Dean stood up. “Do you think it’s possible that Joe built that explosive a long time ago, and our killer knew that and using gloves, planted it?”

“It’s possible. But with the prints on the timer … that’s hard to say.”

“It doesn’t make sense, Robbie.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Have you spoken to Frank, Jimmy or Hal?”

“No.” Robbie shook his head. “I wanted to wait. I want to wait until I have the facts. The why and how of it all.”

“That’s where your problem is gonna lie,” Dean said. “Why? Why would Joe build a bomb, set it, only to die?”

“Maybe he didn’t intend to die,” Robbie suggested.

“That makes sense.” Dean said. “That makes more sense than Joe killing himself.”

“Ryder said something today.”

“What’s that?”

“He said, whoever killed Joe did so to secure something in the future.”

Oddly, Dean looked at Robbie. “Why would he say that?”

“Because when you and Ellen went to the future, it was bright and rosy. But you and Ellen were dead in that future. So was my father. Your survival, secured my father’s survival.”

“The cancer.”

“Exactly,” Robbie said. “Had it not been for you it would have never been found and cured? He would have passed away and Frank would have been voted leader. Like he was. The person who took his life was from the future and was doing so to stop him from doing something that affected the future.”

“Then it has to be a Beginnings person.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Well, why do they care in the future?” Dean asked. “History is done, finished, over. But … someone from Beginnings in a near future could have easily seen something, went back in time and made the determination that it was Joe that caused it. Only someone that knows this time frame would be motivated enough or care enough to try to change the future.”

“But who?” Robbie asked. “Who came through, killed him, and left. The time machine is broken.”

“Or is it?” Dean asked.

“Jason?” Robbie whispered.

“Not throwing that out there as a fact, but possibility.”

“What if …” Robbie snapped his finger? “What if Jason told my father about the bad future and he and my father set it up.”

“But Joe died,” Dean said.

“Did he?”

“Robbie. Robbie.” Dean shook his head. “Don’t go there. Don’t go there with those thoughts.”

“But Dean it makes sense.”

“No it doesn’t.”

“It makes more sense than my father building a bomb to kill himself. If the time machine is working, maybe my father is in the future.”

“And maybe he didn’t intend to kill himself, Robbie. Maybe he intended to set it up. And an accident took place. After all, they were talking about preventing his …” Dean stopped and sat down. “No. He wouldn’t have done it that day. That was Frank and Ellen’s wedding day. No. Robbie …” Dean softened his voice. “What if Joe really killed himself for the future.”

“No.”

“Robbie, he wrote all those emails. All nice things. All saying goodbye.”

“No!” Robbie said strong. “My father did not kill himself. No. I refuse to believe that.”

“And it’s easier for you to believe he is alive  ... in the future?”

“And it’s not for you? Think about it Dean. How badly did my father want to beat his illness? How hard did he fight it? All that to blow himself up? I’d believe it was a setup that went wrong, before I believe he killed himself.”

“OK. Stop.” Dean made a ‘T’ with his hands. “We know Joe’s prints were on the bomb.”

“Yes.”

“And the clone was there. The clone has your answers.”

“Will he say?”

Dean shrugged.

“Dean …”

“Robbie, I will work with you. Work on this. I will go along with your theory, I will help you prove anything you need me to prove.”

“But we have to eliminate this, Dean. We have to eliminate this possibility before we look further into this case. My father’s prints were on that bomb. So we have to check this possibility out. And it is a possibility.”

“But you have to give me something to go on. Something.”

“What if Frank was in on it?” Robbie asked. “Frank didn’t mourn our father, he jumped right into place. Frank pulled him from the office. Frank pronounced him dead.”

Dean exhaled and stood again.

“Possible?”

“Possible. Not probable. We had a funeral.”

“Closed casket.”

“We buried a body.”

Robbie just stared. “That’s easy enough to check.”

“Are you suggesting?” Dean asked. “Are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting?”

Robbie’s answer was merely a stare. He stared directly into Dean’s eyes.

<><><><>

Ring.

Hal grunted, looking at his phone. He and Elliott sat in the waiting room of the Creedville hospital.

“Frank again?” Elliott asked.

“Yes.” Hal, disgruntled, answered. “What is it now, Frank?”

“When are you coming to Beginnings?”

“I just told you I don’t know.”

“Well, I want to know. Give me a time.”

“Tonight.”

“When?”

“Don’t you have a meeting with George or something?”

“Yeah, waiting for him and Danny. What time.”

“I don’t know. Why is it important?”

“I want you to come and hang out with …” Frank cleared his throat. “Dean.”

“Dean?”

“Yes, Dean. You know Dean that is working right now in the clinic.”

“Why?”

“You have to.”

“Fine. I’ll see you tonight. I have to get some sleep Frank.”

“Get some sleep. I want to plan a poker night.”

“Good God.”

Frank laughed.

“Bye.” Hal hung up. He tapped his phone on his leg. “He wants me to hang out with Dean.”

“It’s my night.”

‘No, not that Dean. The other Dean.”

Surprising them both, Ellen spoke, “There’s another Dean in Beginnings?”

Elliott covered. “No, we have a soldier named Dean.”

“And it’s your night to hang out with him?” Ellen asked.

“Work with him,” Elliot smiled. “So the baby was born?”

“Little girl. Perfect. The ultra sound showed all her body parts, but we weren’t sure about the skin. She has skin and hair. Mother is doing well too.”

“Well,” Hal said. “It’s about time it was born.”

“It … was born?” Ellen asked. “Sorry, Hal, it’s birth. You can’t just rush things along.”

“And why not. One would think with all the progress in medicine, that birthing could just become a matter of ejecting the offspring.”

“Eject the offspring?” Ellen asked.

“Yes.” Hal nodded. “Legs in the stirrups, some sort of shocking jolt to the belly and out comes the child.”

“Oh, my God, you’re such a Slagel.” Ellen shook her head. “So you two never told me why you rushed here.”

“It wasn’t to sit in the waiting room, that’s for sure,” Hal said.

“So why did you stay?”

“To wait for you.” Hal held out his hand. “Escort you to Beginnings.”

“Why?” She folded her arms.

Elliott answered. “New security measures. No one is to travel the roads alone.”

“I was fine.”

“You never know,” Elliott said

“And when was this new security measure made?”

Hal replied. “You weren’t paying attention when we posted it. Perhaps you were sleeping, or dabbling in experiments or line dancing with George. Whatever the case. You didn’t get the memo.”

“And it took two of you to escort me?”

“Good heavens, Ellen.” Hal snapped “Can you just let it go and allow Sgt. Ryder to ride with you or drive you to Beginnings.”

““Yeah, but I want to stop in Bowman first.”

“What for?” Hal asked.

“Lunch,” Ellen answered. “It’s Oodles of Dan Noodles day, and they’re making a meal with them. I had the breakfast, it was good.”

Elliott said. “The captain hated it. Gave him gas.”

Hal winced in disgust. “Thank you for that, Elliott.”

“Is that why I’m not riding with you, Hal?” Ellen asked.

“No!” Hal snapped. “God. Can we just go?”

“Not yet,” Ellen said. “I have to wait for Creed.”

Hal threw his hands outward. “I quit.”

“Captain, I can wait for Ellen.”

Ellen said, “He can’t go, Elliott. New security measures. Can’t ride alone.”

“Well it doesn’t count.” Hal said. “Not for me.”

“Says who?” Ellen asked.

“Me, that’s who. I’m in charge.”

“Technically … Frank is.”

“Technically my ass.” Hal nodded, kissed Ellen on the forehead. “See you two in Bowman.”

Elliott cleared this throat after Hal left. “The captain is a bit moody.”

“Probably the gas.” Ellen shrugged. “I’m going to go check on the mother. Creed should be here shortly.”

“And I’ll just wait …” Elliott smiled and took his seat in the waiting room while Ellen tended to the medical matters at hand.
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Trish had interrupted momentarily, and that was to bring more coffee to Frank’s office. They paused the conversation. A conversation that hadn’t even touched upon why they were meeting.

Danny refreshed everyone’s cup, while Frank exhaled into his hand.

“I don’t mean to step over boundaries,” George said. “OK, I do. But this deserves some thought. A lot of changes have occurred around you, Frank. A lot. The loss of your father, the sudden leadership role, just taking over that is stressful. It makes you put other things secondary.”

Frank nodded.

“I’m just simply saying, things done to Beginnings, to the Society, from both our sides, it was intentional. We have buried that. Put it behind us. What Johnny did, was caused by his tumor. I just want you to think about it, and think about talking to him.”

After a single nod, Frank looked at Danny.

Danny shrugged. “Tough call, Frank. Sometimes though it’s easier to hold the hatchet than to bury it.”

“I’ll give it some thought. I really will.” Another exhale. “Ok,” Frank said. “Let’s get this started. Issues.” He nodded at Danny.

“First …” Danny reviewed his list. “The Mike situation. Right now he’s in a holding cell.”

“Can we release him?” Frank asked.

George lifted his and in defeat. “I don’t know. He’s not buying the war or anything.”

“I’ve got an idea,” Danny said. “Tigger. I think Tigger should return with George to the Society side of the country and speak to his father. Maybe come back with him. Can you two coexist?”

Frank chuckled “Probably not.”

George said, “I could use him if he agreed. Really. He has experience. And you guys would be miles apart.”

“Well, why don’t we talk to Tigger and get his take.”

Danny nodded and wrote down. “Next … the satellite system still is not running. We do expect to be operational soon. But does that mean we’re gonna catch anything?”

George replied, “We’ll be able to scan the skies and sea, but we’re gonna have a perimeter. They’ll have to get into that area.”

“What area?” Danny asked. “Where are they coming from?”

“I’ve always had a theory,” George said. “We feed most of the world. Eventually, they would have to make their way here to live. I’ve said this from the get-go and have planned for it. Unfortunately, my troops and their training leave a lot to be desired. This will have to be worked on ASAP. I think the attack or the invasion is going to come from the Eastern World. Asia, Russia.”

Frank nodded. “The Fredrickson hit there, so it’s possible they planned on leaving, knew it was coming.”

“That would have to be a hell of a movement,” Danny said. “If they’re invading here. They’d have to have the means. Would they all come at once?”

“An attack. Maybe.” Frank said. “They have to know we’re occupying the East Coast, mainly. It’s easiest for us. Plus, the Fredrickson killed our west coast. So, I highly doubt an attack would come from there.”

“We should check,” George said. “Has anyone flown a reconnaissance over the west coast for damage?”

“No,” Frank answered.

“How about Robbie and I do it while I’m over this way.” George suggested. “It’ll give us an idea of what that seaboard looks like and if it’s viable.”

“Good idea. We’ll get together with Robbie on that,” Frank said.

Danny asked. “If it were you Frank. How would you do it?”

“Hit us?” Frank asked. “The West Coast is out. I wouldn’t even consider it. Me, I’d have two visible invasions. One from the east, one from the south, up through the Gulf of Mexico. I’d use SLBM to make strategic hits on our soil. Weaken us, then a ground invasion.”

“From which way?” Danny asked.

“Every way. Depends on what way they nuke us from. I also wouldn’t rule out coming from the north. In fact, I wouldn’t doubt at all if they already started moving troops in up there to come down. I would. Months before the big attack I’d have my men up there waiting.”

“Holy shit,” Danny said. “What about these rebels on bikes? Ryder thinks they’re coming from the north.”

George said, “Eight men on bikes do not make an invasion. They do however, make a good cover for a scouting team.”

“I agree,” Frank said. “Hal’s getting scouts together to look for them.”

“If it is them,” Danny said. “If they’ve been moving their troops in up there. Then what? What do we do?”

“Mobilize.” Frank said. “Mobilize units up north with surveillance equipment. George has the troop power, but they aren’t ready.”

George shook his head. “Not in the least.”

“All right how about this. I’ll get a hold of Doyle, have him pick out ten of his best men and they head east to start training your men properly.”

Under your direction?” George asked.

“Absolutely.”

“That’s the only way it’ll work Frank.” George said. “I’ve always said you had the knack.”

“We’ve got to get ready. Period” Frank said. “That’s it. Get ready. We’ll prep Doyle for deployment to the east to train. Get your man on the horn to gather your troops into ten training divisions. We’ll work out the numbers later. This has to be done, without hesitation. Obviously, they’re coming. We just don’t know how, or when. We just …” Frank paused. “We have to prepare.”
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How horribly devastating it would be, Dean thought. Robbie’s thought process was going towards Joe not being dead. Dean as a scientist and a doctor knew the odds of that were slim.

It wouldn’t be as bad if Robbie wasn’t his son, but he was. He knew himself how hard it was to lose a father.

But to get your hopes up that he was alive, only to have them crushed …

Robbie didn’t deal well with Joe’s death. He hoped this wasn’t a setback.

There had to be an explanation. Joe’s fingerprints were on the bomb. 

Dean thought back to the day Joe died. How by the time he found out he went to see Ellen, and Joe was already in a coffin when Dean arrived back at the hospital.

The memorial service was held, closed casket, in an auditorium. Then after, a procession took them a few miles out of Bowman. Elliott had found the location. Actually, it wasn’t far from where Dean was hiding. A cemetery, and just inside was a personal mausoleum. A white structure with pillars and golden doors. So fitting for a man like Joe. Upon learning that no one was placed to rest in there, UWA soldiers cleaned up the vines, the high grass, and washed the building to perfection. The tomb was opened, and Joe’s casket placed inside.

Was it sealed?

Dean doubted it. In the old a tomb had to be sealed, but why would Beginnings seal it.

He didn’t know.  But Dean wanted to know about the fingerprints. Why they were there. What all went down that day? What seemed at first to be a simple plot of assassination, suddenly twisted and turned into a bigger mystery.

To say he was against it would be lying. Dean wasn’t against, in fact, Robbie’s chain of theories piqued his curiosity. Not that he though Joe faked his death, Joe wouldn’t do that. Unless Joe didn’t have a choice.

Dean actually, held on to that.

Maybe Joe was forced by this person from Beginnings in the future.

Whether or not Joe died, and whether or not Joe was actually buried in that tomb remained to be seen … but not for long.

Dean agreed and planned with Robbie.

When all was quiet in Beginnings, when all had died down in the late town of Bowman, when security in town was low and more focused on the outskirts, and the deep, dark of the night set upon them, Robbie and Dean would go to the mausoleum and find out.

 
   





  
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
What a learning experience. Roy was absorbing everything in like a sponge. Not that he had too much to absorb. His morning was spent in the lab.

Andrea was very pleased with him when she discovered all the urine samples were done and all the new blood as well. She praised him saying that he was dynamic.

Roy liked that.

The ding of the bell signified that it was time to go to the cryo lab and do some personal work. Although he wasn’t quite sure what kind of work Dean was doing, he was positive he wouldn’t have a problem filling in.

After all, he was educated longer.

He finished straightening the lab. He hated to leave it empty, but Andrea told him Lars was supposed to be pulling his shift shortly. After his appointments at the wellness center.

The wellness center.

Roy recalled seeing that.

Just as he was about to leave, his phone rang. Admittedly he was filled with excitement, because he hadn’t gotten a call since when was in the future.

“Hello,” he answered.

“Hey, it’s me,” she said.

“Hello, me.”

She giggled. “Just wanted to let you know I was in Bowman and I’ll be back shortly. Where are you going to be?”

“I will be in the cryo lab.”

“OK see you soon.”

“OK,” Roy said.

The call ended.

He looked at the phone. He didn’t have a clue who that was, but he figured, as she said, he’d find out shortly.

First, Lars.

He figured he’d stop and find him on the way to the cryo lab. Perhaps Lars forgot it was his shift.

Roy walked out of the clinic and was greeted with a friendly smile from a woman he knew, Jenny Matoose. He waved and kept on walking.

He registered it in his mind that people in Beginnings generally greeted each other, so he waved to everyone he passed.

He walked to the Wellness Center.

Tilting his head, he looked into the window. He knew Lars from appearances, but hadn’t a clue what his and Dean’s relationship was.

He looked unoccupied and Roy went inside.

Lars looked up from his desk. “What?”

“This is very nice in here”

“Excuse me.”

“Your Wellness Center. It is very nice. I bet you are excited to have it.”

“I am.” Lars said with apprehension.

“I hope it is a success for you.”

“What do you want, Dean? To rub it in that I messed around with you and Ellen?”

“Messed around?”

“Yes, messed around. If you can’t take a joke, Sorry, I was taking advantage of your naivety.”

“Sometimes that is harmful, Lars.”

“Give me a break.”

“Ok.” Roy nodded. “How long do you need?”

“What?”

“A break. You asked for a break? Would you like me to fill in at the wellness center, or did you need me to go back over to the clinic and wait until you get there.”

“Perhaps,” Lars said sarcastically. “You’ll even do some samples.”

“I did. I did them all today.”

“Right.”

“Left.”

Lars looked at him.

Roy flashed a smile.

“Are fucking with me.”

“Oh my God! No. I would never assume to fuck with you.” Roy was well aware what the meaning of that word was. “I am not a homosexual.”

“What is with this attitude, Dean? Is it the shirt?”

“I think so. Do you like it?”

“What is wrong with you today? Sniffing drugs. Inhaling a new chemical.”

“No, I had bacon.”

“They should feed it to you more often,” Lars said.

“Yes, I like bacon.”

“Why are you here?”

“To get you.”

“For?”

“Your shift at the clinic. You haven’t shown up and I was just telling you in case you forgot. That’s all.”

“That’s all?”

“That’s all.” Roy nodded. “I’m going to the cryo lab to work on some stuff.”

“Hmm.” Lars folded his arms. “Any chance I can get you to try to identify the mystery substance in Darrell’s blood.”

“Yes, I can do that.”

Lars laughed. “Only if I’m standing over your shoulder.”

“That would be difficult to stand over my shoulder.”

“I meant watch you,”

“You can watch me. We can work in it together.”

Lars leaned back in the chair. “Something is different about you. If I didn’t know you better I’d swear you were trying to get on my good side.”

“Am I usually on your bad side?”

“Yes.”

“Then I want to be on your good side. Enemies are not good.”

“Are you dying?” Lars asked. “Did you run some test on yourself and discover you are sick.”

‘No.”

“Then why are you trying to get on my good side. I have no secrets to share.”

“Neither do I. I just want to make amends with all my enemies. The time has come.”

“Hmm.”

“Hmm,” Roy mocked. “Well, I must be going. Feel free to stop by and we’ll work on Darrell’s blood together. Have a great day, Lars.”

When Roy left the wellness center, he took a route he was very familiar with, the way to the cryo lab.

He whistled the song he heard in the wellness center all the way through the tunnels. He was surprised when he saw Henry there. He knew it was Henry. No guessing this time. Henry’s hair wasn’t as shiny as Danny Hoi’s.

Working on something outside the cryo lab door, Henry merely looked at Roy.

“Hello, Henry.”

“I’ll be out of your way in a second.”

“You aren’t in my way, I can walk right by you.”

Henry shook his head.

“What are you doing?”

“Changing the key pad like you asked.”

“Thank you.” Roy studied Henry. He would assume, because Henry was an original that he and Dean were friends but Henry wasn’t presenting a pleasant appearance.

“Almost done. You can go in your lab,” Henry said. “I won’t bother you.”

“Why are you speaking so edgy to me?” Roy asked. “Have I done something to you?”

Henry nearly threw the tool, stood up straight, and faced him. “Look at my eyebrows.”

Roy sang out his revelations response of.  ‘Oh.”

“I don’t care what people say, you are responsible for this.”

“And you are very perceptive. Of course, I am responsible. Do you remember or are you using instinct.”

“Remember what?” Henry, sharp, reached down, swiped up his tool, and tossed it in the box.

“Remember me doing that to you.”

“No!” Henry shouted. “I was knocked out.”

“Of course you were, the drug works nicely.”

“What?”

“Then it is instinct,” Roy said. “It’s instinct that is telling you I am the one responsible for your eyebrows.”

“Yes.”

“Oh, you are perceptive. Are you psychic?”

“You know what?” Henry grabbed his tool box. “I’m done with you. You and your ‘let’s mess with Henry, it’ll be funny.”

“I wasn’t trying to be funny. You said I did that to you. I was agreeing. Isn’t that what you wanted to hear?”

“I want out of here.”

“Exit is that way.” Roy pointed.

“I’m done with this. Have a good day …” Henry stormed by Dean. “Asshole!”

“I will Big toe!” Roy smiled as Henry moved down the tunnel. He was happy that he was quick and on the ball with this body part response. Feeling a bit more at ease at the way he just blended in, Roy entered the lab to dive into Dean’s work.
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Since leaving Dean, Robbie’s mind has done nothing but think ahead to what they were planning that evening. In a way it was sick and twisted, to exhume his father’s body. But it needed to be done.

Evidence pointed that Joe set the explosive, but Joe’s personality didn’t match the crime.

Which led to the belief that perhaps Joe wasn’t in that coffin.

Robbie’s return to Beginnings was marked by suspicious thoughts of everyone. Did he know? Did he help?

He had to stop before he drove himself nuts.

He also had to prepare himself for the fact that his father’s body was in the tomb, and that he would have to face the demise again, of the man he loved and admired.

Mentally, he had a task to prepare for.

In fact, Robbie fully expected, to find his father’s body. That way there wasn’t any disappointment. He snuffed out that spark of hope that build in him that his father was alive.

A part of him actually felt anger over it. Thinking that his father never died, the agony he went through mourning him. If his father didn’t die in that explosion, was his intention to leave and come back later? Perhaps even go into the future.

Wouldn’t he of all have people told his children, knowing the devastating affect his death had on them.

Then anger also hit Robbie over the death. Joe built the bomb, and set the timer on the device that took him.

If Robbie was an outside source, unrelated to Joe, and he was looking at the case objectively, not knowing his father, then he would suspect suicide.

After all, Joe had written emails and letters to every single person he knew before he died.

Foretelling that Joe knew something was up.

The whole thing was mind baffling. It drove Robbie crazy, the entire mystery of it all. And no matter which way he looked at it, it was a mystery. One with questions that may never get answered. That, was something Robbie had to prepare for as well.

Never knowing.
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Who was Barry Manilow? Roy wasn’t quite sure. A disk of music was in the player in the cryo lab. It had Barry Manilow, the Archie’s, and a band named after the weather, The Four Seasons. What was it with Beginnings and the weather?

Though Roy was very familiar with the modern music of the Big Bopper, Chubby Checker, he did enjoy Barry Manilow. A song called Mandy just warmed his heart and he found himself, listening to it over and over.

Deep into work, in his own world, the buzz of the cryo lab door caught his attention.

Quickly Roy raced through his mind, Beginnings greetings rituals. Of course, that would depend on who it was. The person knew the security code; so surely, they were more friend than foe.

“Hey, Dean,” Ellen said.

Roy’s eyes widened. It was Ellen. Double dose of greetings. He knew she was a friend and knew she was an endearing person to him. “Hello winds from the south.”

Ellen giggled. “Is that like an Indian name for me? You’re funny.”

Endearing. Mr. Cunningham never greeted Mrs. Cunningham without a compliment. But Ellen wasn’t cooking dinner like Marian. “Ellen you are just beautiful today. Your hair is perfect.”

“Oh, wow. Thanks.” She touched her hair, took a step and stopped. “Oh my God!”

“What? Why are you praying?”

“Who cleaned the lab?”

“I did.”

“It doesn’t smell like dead animals anymore.”

“No,” Roy shook his head. “It doesn’t. You like?”

“Yes, you’ve been busy.” Ellen walked to him.

“Wait until you see what I’ve accomplished. You’ll be proud.”

“I’m always proud of you.” Ellen kissed him on the cheek.

The touch of her lips to his cheek cause an immediate bodily reaction in Roy. Everything froze, a chill shot down his spine, filling his skin with those chill pimples.

It was the first time he had had human touch. Ever. Except the one time he did the jitterbug in his room.

He knew it was a kiss.

Roy smiled and faced Ellen. “I liked when you did that.”

“I know.” Ellen smiled. “You always liked when I touched you.”

Roy nodded. He kept thinking in his mind about touching. “And do I like to touch you?”

“I hope.” Ellen grabbed her lab coat.

“Do you like when I touch you?”

“Of course.” She straightened out the collar on her jacket. “It’s been a while, though.”

“Oh, I know.” Roy stepped to her. “Ellen? Would you mind if I just touched you.”

Ellen cocked an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

“I just want to touch you.”

Ellen shrugged. “Go on.”

Roy stepped to her.

“Is this because of the understanding?” Ellen asked.

Roy needed to understand touch, so she was right. “Yes.” He extended his fingers and touched her face. He giggled. “This is nice.” He ran his fingers across her cheek, nose, and eyelids.

“Usually when you ask to touch me I think you’re gonna go for my breasts,” Ellen joked.

“Oh, may I?”

Ellen laughed. “Look at you putting this on. OK, I’ll play along. Sure. You can touch my breasts.”

“Excellent.” Visually Roy assessed the situation. What would be the best way to go about it? What would be the best way to get an entire feel of them? Both at the same time? He extended out his hands palms outward, and laid then flat against her chest. They were soft, and fit against his hand. He added pressure, swirling his hand around, amazed at how they moved like pillows of water. Just moving right along with him. “Very interesting.”

“Uh, Dean?”

“Yes.” He gazed up, peering at her.

“You may want to stop.”

“Why?”

“You might get excited.”

“I am excited to do this.”

“No,” She laughed. “I mean. You might get an erection.”

Roy’s hands immediately ejected from her breasts. “I may?”

“Yep.” Ellen nodded. “Then …” she gave a playful nudge. “What are you gonna do with it.”

Roy tossed out his hands, fluttered his lips, and replied. “I don’t know! I can tell you what the text books say.”

“You’re funny.”

“Thank you.”

Ellen exhaled. “Anyhow, what have you been doing?”

“Aside from feeling your breasts. Solving our canine reproduction problem?”

“Did Frank get a coyote?” Ellen asked.

“What for?”

“A uterus?”

Roy waved out his hands. “We don’t need a uterus. This problem should be solved with the future in mind. After all, when the need for population arises, subjects won’t always be available, so … we need to develop an artificial source.”

“We tried. Creating an artificial womb is not easy.”

“But you didn’t have my knowledge.”

“Huh?”

“I mean. I have knowledge now. It was easy. It was a snap. A light switch went off in my head.”

“Really?”

“Yes. In fact I have contacted the Plastics division to see if they could create me what I need.”

“Plastics?”

“For the amniotic sac and for the umbilical cord.”

“You tried this before,” Ellen stated. “You didn’t hit Plastics for help, but you tried …”

“No. See. You and … we … we.” Roy nodded. “We were not using the computer as a simulated mother.”

“What do you mean?”

He took her hand and brought her to the computer.

“Where did this one come from?”

“It was in the other room.”

“We threw it out, Dean.”

“I fixed it.”

“You fixed it?”

Roy waved out his hand. “Piece of cake. I wiped out the hard drive and simulated a mother. This computer is going to be connected to the artificial womb.”

“The computer is the artificial mother. And you’re creating an artificial womb. Theoretically this is great. A computer that has a heartbeat, telling the womb what to do … but …”

“It’s not theoretical. The program is done.”

“It’s done?” Ellen asked.

“Yes. The mother program is done and the womb program is done. I just need to finish the construction. We then can implant the canine embryos, and we will have offspring. Soon, this can be applied to humans.”

Ellen just stared.

“What is wrong?”

“First of all, I don’t believe you.”

“It’s right here. See for yourself.” Roy turned on the program.

“No, you know what? I have better things to do than fall victim to a bad practical joke.”

“It’s not a joke, it’s real.”

“Yeah. Dean, you’re smart. You aren’t that computer savvy to not only fix a broken computer, develop an artificial womb program and artificial mother program, all while cleaning up the lab to the point it doesn’t stink.”

“Yes, I am.”

Ellen growled, took off her coat, and walked to the door.

“Where are you going?”

“When I get back,” She spoke sarcastically. “I want to see this so called program in effect. Right now, I need a latte.”

“Can you bring me one?”

The door closed.

“Wow, anger, frustration. Does no one in Beginnings know how to leave a room civilly? Note to self,” Roy pulled a table from his pocket and wrote down. “Teach people to leave nicely.” With an exhale, and a longing for that latte, he prepped the program to demonstrate for Ellen when she returned.
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Before she was shot, Bertha Callahan would rival any professional body builder. Her six foot plus frame was sculptured to perfection, and she took pride in her body, working it every day.

However, weeks in a hospital bed didn’t do her body justice. She had lost at minimum twenty pounds, her definition was gone, and she felt bad. No energy. Bertha didn’t buy for a second it was her recovery; in fact, she told doctors it was lack of doing things.

As soon as she could talk, she donned her uniform and reported to work. Despite their warning.

“He …. He went where?” she asked Stewart Lang who had taken residence in George’s office.

“You look pale,” Stewart said. “Have you thought about visiting the tanning booth it could do wonders for …”

“Where.”

“You’ve lost weight. A great deal.”

Bertha growled.

“What?  Most women like to hear that.”

“Lang.” Bertha walked to the desk, “Last I saw you, you left for the road, now you’re here. I ask where George was and you spewed forth?” She tilted her head. “You spewed forth?”

Stewart cleared his throat. “Beginnings.”

It took her breath away. “Beginnings?”

“Yes.”

“Wait. Stop. I know something transpired between George and Frank over the Lodi incident. Did I miss that much while I was out?”

“It appears Beginnings has obtained reliable information indicating that a war is probable,” Stewart explained. “President Hadley and President Slagel realize that the type of war that may occur, needs unity.”

“Are we talking about an invasion?”

Stewart nodded.

“And I assume President Hadley has informed Beginnings of the AL3S?”

“Yes,” Stewart replied. “He told them about the Air, Land, and Sea Surveillance Satellite.”

“Who do they have on it?”

“James Slagel.”

“Good choice.” Bertha said. “However that is going to take some time to get up and running. Even then our window is limited. Depending on how they attack, air, sea, we’ll have from hours to at most two weeks.”

“So basically, they’re on their way when we get it.”

“Yes.”

“So it’s conceivable that we can get this thing up and running, turn it on and …”

“They’re here.” Bertha sat on the edge of the desk. “I’m assuming this unity agreement is including a military strategy.”

“Absolutely. You seem dejected.”

“I am. I mean this is my job.”

“Yes, but you were out. Do you know how badly you were injured?”

“No, and really, I don’t care.” Bertha paused. “Do you know the plan?”

“The basics of it. Sgt. Doyle and a number of his men are to arrive from Beginnings to work with you on training the troops,” Stewart said. “However, I am positive President Hadley will be glad to know you are going to be in full force.”

“Doyle is good. Good choice. He and I will have to devise a training schedule. Military, this will be under whose training guidance.”

“Frank Slagel.”

Bertha produced a slight smile. “I look forward to that. In fact …” she grabbed the phone. “Since war seems to be imminent, why waste any time.”

“Who are you calling?”

“Beginnings,” she said. “I’ve been out of it long enough.”
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People in Beginnings had told George that Jason Godrichson had become an anomaly. George found this quirky, because he remembered Jason always being that way. Isolated from civilization, a recluse, hiding in his lab away from everyone.

But in the years that George was away, Jason had turned into an active member of Beginnings. Not only was he the new judge, he frequented the Social Hall regularly. But since Joe’s death, Jason had withdrawn.

Everyone mumbled words of shock, and whispered in the Social Hall when Jason walked in.

George paused in his dart throwing to see what the fuss was about.

“Take your turn, George,” Dan said, bring it home for us.”

Barely looking, actually, focusing on Jason, George threw the dart; it sailed and landed with precision on the bull’s eye, causing the bells to go off on the machine.

“Yes!” Dan called out. “We got this one. Oh, yeah, he wasn’t even looking. Way to go, George.”

George took the extended hand and shook it with a thanks. “I’m gonna go get a drink.”

“Sure thing.”

Straightening his hair with his fingers, George walked to the bar and took a seat by Tim Doyle who was conveniently near Jason.

“Jason,” George said as he sat down. “Tim.”

“Mr. Hadley.” Tim nodded. “Good game.”

“Thanks. How are you and your men? Ready for the trip?”

“Yes, sir. Leaving first thing in the morning.”

“I heard from Callahan. She’s back on her feet and eager to work with you on the training regimen.”

“Frank spoke with her as well. Once I arrive, we’ll have a conference call.”

“Good. Good.”

Tim finished his drink. “Well, I have a lot to get ready. Have a great evening.”

George nodded watched him say goodbye to a few folks, and then Tim walked out as Lars walked in.

George turned to Jason. “How are you?”

“I’m fine. Thank you. Are you enjoying your trip here?”

“As a matter of fact.” George inched closer. “I am. It’s not the same though, without Joe.”

“No, not it’s not,” Jason said.

“I hear  ... you’re not the same without Joe.”

“Joe was …. Is my best friend. I’m not taking his departure very well. It’s not fun in here without him to help me start trouble.”

“I hear you.” George chuckled. “Many of nights he and I sat right here, making fun of people.”

“Laughing at their quirks.”

“Proclaiming their idiocies.”

“Their shallow behavior.”

George laughed. “Joe was the best at getting mad.”

“Fighting with Frank.” Jason sighed. “It’s not the same “

“Can I help you, Jason?” George asked. “You’ve got too great of a mind and are far too great of an asset to hide away in the lab.”

“Yeah, but now, I just don’t seem to have an incentive to get back in touch with things. To try to be one up on comments. It lost its fun.”

Lars interrupted. “Excuse me, Jason. Have you seen, Dean?”

“No.”  Jason shook his head. “No I haven’t.”

George replied. “I have. Actually, he was at the bakery getting a recipe. Some sort of get together with Frank, Hal, and that Sgt. Ryder.”

“A recipe?” Lars asked. “Figures. Now I suppose I’ll have Clinic call.”

Jason asked. “Do you do Clinic call a lot?”

“As a matter of fact, I always seem to be on Clinic call. For some reason, Dr. Hayes is above all that,” Lars said. “It irritates me the way he gets away with doing that. His tosses his arrogance …”

Out of character, louder than he’d ever done before, startling George and silencing everyone in the bar, Jason snapped out an interrupting, “Hey!”

Lars blinked.

“I am insulted that you would even speak of Dean Hayes like that. Above Clinic work? He started and built that clinic and he deserves any and all time he gets away from it, What he’s done for this community, no one can top or will ever top. And though I am not a violent man Lars, if you disrespect him again in my presence, I’ll pull a Frank on you.” Jason downed his drink. “It’s too crowded in here.” He stood. “George if you’d like to join me, there’s karaoke and line dancing in Bowman tonight.”

Partially smiling, George nodded. “I’d love it. Lars.”

It took for both of them to pass a stunned Lars and hit the door, before the noise resumed in the hall.

Outside, George grabbed Jason’s arm. “That was surprising. So unlike you.”

“Well, I’m tired of the Dean digs. It was amusing at first, now it’s downright annoying, and I won’t stand for it.”

“I don’t blame you. Jason …” George rubbed his chin. “You know, you said you just don’t have the incentive anymore to try to one up people in comments.”

“Yes, I said that.”

“Well I think you’re missing the boat.”

“What do you mean?” Jason asked,

George pointed back to the hall. “Lars.”

Jason smiled. “That … that just might be incentive I needed.”
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Elliott Ryder cocked an eyebrow as he watched Hal pour a shot of whiskey over ice. “Starting awfully early, Captain.”

“And you are in charge of my alcohol consumption schedule since when?”

“Ouch.”

After shaking his head, Hal sipped. “A poker party. God.”

“I actually think it’s funny.”

“You think telling me I'm hosting a poker party is funny, First my brother tells me I have to come there, then when I say I can’t, he tells me it’s here. No choice in the matter.”

“You know why he’s doing this, don’t you?” Elliott asked.

“The clone?”

“Precisely,” Elliott said.

“You don’t think he wants to try to break him this early, do you?”

“No.” Elliott shook his head “I think Frank wants to see if together we can peg the differences.”

Hal exhaled. “It might be tough. I mean, this is a clone of Dean who has on occasion substituted and passed for Dean. We may have to work extra hard on this.”

“More than likely, that’s the reason Frank is having this.”

Hal agreed. “He probably was confused. I can only imagine, looking at Dean, talking with someone that sounds and acts like Dean, but it isn’t Dean.”

“Should be interesting,” Elliott said.

“Do you know if Robbie and John Matoose are coming?”

“John has plans with Jenny,” Elliott replied. “Which doesn’t make your brother Jimmy happy. He’s not coming, I asked Frank, just in case he didn’t want to leave Jimmy out. He said that Jimmy declined and wanted to throw himself into the AL3s program, because he’s close.”

“That’s encouraging.”

“But, Robbie will be stopping by. He said he won’t stay late, he says he has something to do bright and early.”

“So just the five of us.”

“Appears that way. I’m a little anxious and excited.”

“Come to think of it, me too.” Hal glanced at his watch. “It’s so sci fi.” He grinned. “Now to just devise a way so we don’t let on we know.”

“The way I see it Captain. We’ll probably confuse ourselves because he’s so much like Dean.”

Hal nodded with a, ‘True.”
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The weather had chilled and Roy was glad, that allowed for him to wear his Fonz, brown leather jacket. It went even better with the gold plaid shirt.

Roy just couldn’t figure out why they were in a throw away box. He was grateful when Andrea told him about the extra shirts. Having liked the blue one, she directed him to Clothing, where she heard they had more.

In a cloth sack, he carried the items he was supposed to take to the poker game. Frank told him it was his turn to bring a sweet treat, and Roy obliged.

The only thing Roy didn’t oblige was the ride with Frank. He wanted to go to Bowman early, take in the sites. Therefore, he went early. Actually, part of that was also due to the fact he really didn’t want to run into the children.

Roy had no idea how to handle children and he was well aware Dean and Ellen had many.

He just hoped that Dean would return before he had that avenue to face. Unfortunately, Dean was still off the charts.

He did get a chance to speak to his friend before he went to Bowman. His Beginnings friend kind of laughed and told Roy to have a great time. Roy was so happy that his friend was informative about things. Telling him Dean secrets and Dean personality traits that otherwise Roy wouldn’t know.

He would use that information to his advantage. Only problem was, Roy didn’t have any experience drinking alcohol, and his friend said that Dean drank right along with the Slagels, even drank them under the table at times.

He wasn’t exactly sure how that feat was accomplished, but he was certain that drinking someone under the table wouldn’t be too difficult of a task. Especially against the Slagels. Dean was so much smaller than the Slagels no wonder he was the ‘under the table’ champion.

Plus, there were other little things that Dean did that his friend let him in on. Roy wrote them down, studying the list on his Dan Tram ride to Bowman.

He glanced at his watch and saw he had fifteen more minutes before he had to go to Hal’s place. He checked out the location first to be sure, and then took a stroll down the business and shop section.

The most of the retail shops were closed for the night.

Passing the Unique Boutique, Roy caught his reflection in the window. The new shirt looked spiffy with the jacket and just as he passed, he saw the shirt.

The shirt on the rack.

Strangely enough as Roy moved a few inches to the right, and stood on tiptoes, with his facial reflection he could actually get an idea of what he’d look like wearing it.

“Dean always wore what he wanted to wear,” his friend informed him. “He didn’t care about what others thought.”

The shirt on the window was what Roy wanted to wear. It was shiny with green checkers. Cowboy stitching on the front. Perfect. He saw the price tag of Ten Danny Dollars.

He had his Danny Dollar card, and Roy opened the door to the shop. As he did, the bell rang. Roy smiled. He opened the door again, then once more.

“I’m sorry,” Ben from Fabrics said. “We’re closing.”

 “Oh.” Roy snapped his finger. ‘Darn it. OK. I understand. You’ve put in your work hours. Thank you. I won’t make you work any longer. I’ll come back tomorrow for a purchase.”

“I’m sure you will,” Ben said. “Would this be for Ellen?”

“Actually, for me.”

“You never buy anything in my shop for yourself.”

Roy blew a silent whistle. “I don’t know why not. Everything is so beautiful in here. I want to buy the cowboy shirt. It’s great.”

“For you?”

Roy nodded.

“To wear?”

Roy nodded.

“Is that sarcastic?”

“No. No. It’s fantastic. Stands out,” Roy said.

“Fantastic you say.” Ben rubbed his chin. “You realize I want to sell that shirt to someone who is going to wear it in public? It’s mainly for our line dancers and karaoke stars.”

Roy's eyes widened. “I would love to line dance and Karaoke.”

“I always thought fashion, dancing, and singing were a secret passion of yours.”

Roy smiled. When Ben said that, truly he knew Dean, and truly, he was giving Roy another tidbit. “Yes,” Roy said. “A real secret passion. Tell me Ben from Fabrics. Why would Danny Hoi say you disliked me? You’re such a nice man and know your clothes business.”

Ben placed a hand on his own chest. “Well.” He smiled and tilted his head flirtatiously. “I think Danny exaggerated. He gets a bit jealous when I speak fashion to other men. He does call himself the fashion guy.”

“Really you? I have to remember that.”

“If you want to purchase that shirt, I can ring you up.” Ben said.

“I don’t want to make you work any harder.”

“No. It’s not a problem.” Ben walked to the window and grabbed the shirt. “Why don’t we try this one first to make sure it fits? If it doesn’t, I can tuck it here and there for you. Will take a minute.”

“That would be great. I have to be at Hal’s to play poker and drink the Slagels under the table.”

“Drink a Slagel under the table.” Ben asked. “Wow, you must be good.”

“I’ve been told.”

Ben giggled. “And that jacket, it just works for you.”

“Thank you.”

“So Fonzie like.”

“Uh!” Roy grunted a happy sound. “Thank you. Did you watch Happy Days?”

“Love it. Loved it. Watched it on disk all the time.”

“Me, too.”

“We’re gonna have to hang out more often, seems we have more in common than I thought.”

“Let’s,” Roy said.

“Let’s,” Ben smiled. “But first. This shirt.”

Hand on Roy’s back, shirt in hand, Ben happily led him to the back tailoring area.
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John Matoose was looking forward to his day off and evening out with Jenny. She was in the new Coffee Shop and he decided to wait for her on the sidewalk before they went to Hoi-Hoi on the Range.

That was when he spotted him.

John was privileged to know that Dean was out of population, and the man, identical to Dean, who was walking down the sidewalk, had to be the one and only clone.

He watched him. He walked like Dean, looked like Dean, but didn’t at all dress like Dean.

He had to talk to him.

Was there a difference?

“Dean,” John called out.

Roy looked up and waved. A friend? He thought so. Just in case he called out, “Hello, Bright and Shiny Day.” 

John approached him. “Thinking of playing?” he asked Roy.

He had been staring at the musical instruments. “These?” Roy answered and pointed to the window. “Oh yeah, I love to play.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“You didn’t?”

“No,” John said. Acting coy. “Which do you play?”

“All of them.”

John looked at the window. Three guitars, a base, drums, and several varieties of horns were displayed. “All of them?” John asked.

“Yes. I think. Yes.” Roy nodded.

“What uh, brings you to Bowman?”

“Poker and drinking. It’s poker night.”

“Ah, that’s right. Say Dean, that’s a spiffy shirt you’re wearing.”

“Thank you.” He ran his hand down the front. “I just purchased a new one. A cowboy one.”

John was stunned. Speechless. He expected the clone to be exactly like Dean. But he wasn’t. He didn’t even feel as if he were talking to Dean at all. How was he getting away with being Dean?

Yet, no one noticed the difference.

Or did they? Maybe John saw the difference only because he knew about the clone.

“John?” Jenny sang out pleasantly.

‘Jenny’, John thought. She would be able to tell. If she said something, then John would have to go to Frank and tell him the plan wasn’t going to work. Something was up with the clone.

“Jenny,” John waved her over.

“Hi, Dean!” Jenny said upbeat.

Roy matched Jenny’s enthusiasm. He looked at her. Her vibrant red hair. Big and full. “Hello, heat wave!”

John shifted his eyes from Roy to Jenny. “Stop.” He said with a chuckle. “Why did you call me Bright and sunny day, and call my wife Heat wave?”

Roy snorted a laugh. “John.” Roy nudged him. “I’m doing the customary weather greeting.”

“Excuse me?” John asked.

“Yeah, when you greet a friend you call them by a weather pattern.”

John was about to slip up, but recalled, they couldn’t let the clone know they knew he was a clone. “Yes. Yes.” John shook his head. “I forgot about that one. It’s been a while since we said we’d do it.”

Jenny interjected. “Greet a friend by calling them a weather pattern? Who started that?”

Roy answered. “It has to be Andrea; she is very free with it.”

John nodded. “Yes. Andrea. She started it. Seemed to be the only one doing it.”

“Oh my God.” Jenny placed her hand on her chest. “That is an amazing, refreshing idea! Well, I for one am gonna start doing it.” She cleared her throat and looked at Roy. “Hello, to you, too, Shifting winds.”

Roy smiled.

John rolled his eyes.

Jenny sighed. “Now all we need is a way to greet those who aren’t your friend.”

“I agree,” Roy said. “Then they’ll know right away they aren’t your friend.”

“Or you’re mad at them.”

“We could find one word that we could use to say hello and goodbye.”

“Yes!” Jenny said with excitement.

“It would eliminate that useless calling of body parts when leaving an enemy.”

“W  ... what?” Jenny stated.

“It lacks creativity,” Roy said. “Henry uses the same one all the time. One would think with over 350 bones alone in the human body, he would use one more creative and less vulgar than asshole.”

“True.” Jenny agreed.

John’s eyes shifted. Did his wife even comprehend what he was saying?

“I got it,” Jenny said. “An old enemy of the past. Someone who has a weird name that no one else has.” She tapped her lips in thought.

Roy thought, too. He remembered his enemy. Mr. Balzoff. He worked for the Department of Agriculture and was always yelling at Roy for not generating a power growth formula that didn’t affect animals. “Balzoff.”

“Excuse me?” Jenny asked.

“He worked for the Department of Agriculture. Used to bother me all the time. Ezekiel Balzoff.”

Jenny laughed loudly, “I love it. Balls off. Now I can say, Balls off to you to Ben from Fabrics.”

“Ben is your enemy?” Roy asked.

“Oh, sometimes, Just sometimes.”

“He makes wonderful clothing.”

“Doesn’t he though?”

“I just bought something.” Roy said.

“May I see?”

Roy handed her the bag.

Jenny opened it and pulled it out.

John smiled. That was it. The moment he saw the tacky shirt, he knew his wife would suspect something was up with Dean. She had to know. Dean wouldn’t be caught dead wearing that shirt.

“Oh I love it!” Jenny boosted.

“Huh?” John asked.

“Love it. It so you,” Jenny handed it back. “Oh, Dean, did you  ... are you planning on joining us for dancing and karaoke?”

With a blushing tilt to his head, Roy nodded. “No one knows how well I dance. I only danced in my lab.”

“Really?” Jenny asked. “And you kept it a secret all these years.”

“Yes, I had a revelation today that I have to do more things that are enjoyable.”

Jenny nodded. “Oh, I agree. Andrea said you had a new attitude. I like it, Dean. I like it a lot. So, you’ll join us tonight?”

“I’d love to. I’ll stop by Hoi-Hoi on the Range after I play poker and drink Frank under the table.”

“Drink Frank under the table?” Jenny asked then giggled. “Maybe we won’t see you, but will you try?”

“I will.”

She exhaled. “Well, we got to go eat. John?”

John just stared at Roy.

“John?”

“Sorry. Dinner waits. Dean, see you later.” John took Jenny’s hand.

“I look forward to it.”

Leaving Roy behind, John escorted Jenny down the street. He had to know. “Jenny, did you … did you notice anything different about Dean?”

“Different?” she asked.

“Yes, different. Did he seem different to you?”

“Hmm.” Jenny hummed out as she strolled along with her husband. “Physically?”

“Any way.”

“Hmmm.”

“Jenny.”

“John I’m thinking,” she said. “Is this a trick question?”

“No.”

“Is there something I should have noticed?”

“No.”

“Then why are you asking?”

“I just … he just seemed different.”

“Then what? Then yesterday?”

“No  ... just …” John grunted. “Just forget it.”

“Well, you don’t have to get mad. I didn’t notice anything.”

“I’m not mad, Jenny. I just... never mind. Probably my imagination.”

“Probably,” Jenny said. “But in your defense.”

“Yes?”

“How well do any of us really know Dean? I mean, how much do we see him, talk to him, hang out with him to know he’s different.”

Truth. At the moment John realized no one was going to know the difference between Dean and Dean the clone. No matter how badly dressed, how geeky, weird, or strange the clone was, no one knew Dean well enough to know he wasn’t secretly any of those things. 

 
   





  
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
Hal looked at his watch. “Well, he certainly takes after Dean in the punctuality department.”

Robbie, carrying a drink, walked around the table set for poker and sat down. “Hal, he’s like five minutes late.”

“Frank? Why didn’t you bring him?” Hal asked.

“He wanted to come early,” Frank shrugged. “Wait until you meet him.”

Hal breathed out heavily and joined Frank, Robbie, and Elliott at the table. “He’s been part of Beginnings all day. Has anyone said anything to you?”

Frank shook his head. “Wait until you meet him. You’ll know.”

“Odd. He must be very difficult to distinguish from Dean,” Hal said.

“Wait until you meet him,” replied Frank.

Elliott added. “His speech patterns, dialect, wordage… is it the same. I mean, one would think it isn’t considering the fact that he’s form a totally different era.”

“Wait until you meet him.”

Hal gave a quick cross look at Frank. “What if his entire purpose and existence was to eventually come to Beginnings and take Dean’s place.”

Robbie nodded. “Then he would have had to study Dean and would be hard to know who was who. Frank?”

“Wait until you meet him.”

Hal grunted. “Wait until we meet him. Is the plan simply to gain his trust? To get him to open up to us that he is the clone? Or do we want to bust him?”

Elliott answered. “I believe we want him to open up to us. “

Frank stated, “Yeah, maybe he’ll like us, feel sorry for us and one day say, ‘Hey, I’m not Dean my name is ….Roy.”

Hal quickly looked at him. “Roy?”

“Yeah or something like that,” Frank shrugged.

“That’s an odd guess Frank,” Hal said. “Is that a guess? Or did you read his mind?”

“A guess.”

“You guessed his name is Roy?” Hal asked. “Why do I not believe you?”

“I don’t know. I’m telling you, I just don’t have the knack anymore that I had when I died. Maybe it was a temporary gift that God gave me when I died.”

“I don’t believe you died Frank,” Hal said.

“I did too. I died and met God who looked like John Wayne.”

Frustrated, Hal wave his hand. “You’re retarded.”

“Obviously, I am not. I’m president.”

“Obviously, that didn’t make a difference.”

“You know …” Frank said. “When you say ‘retarded’ you show a total disrespect to our mentally challenged citizens.”

“Hmm, yes, you’re right,” Hal said. “Maybe as their ring leader you can smooth things out.”

“You suck.”

“You’re slow.”

“I run fifty-five miles per hour. How fast do you run?”

Robbie interjected. “Not fifty-five miles per hour, I can tell you.”

Hal looked at Robbie. Thank you for your assistance.”

“Anytime. So, Frank?” Robbie asked. “I didn’t get to meet him today. What’s he like?”

“Wait until you meet him.”

Hal slammed his hand on the table. “Will you knock it off with that? I am awfully suspicious now. You with your wait until you meet him responses.”

“What can I say?” Frank lifted his hands. “Wait until you meet him.”

At that moment there was a knock on the door.

Robbie, who had been rocking in his chair, snapped forward. “First difference already.”

Hal stood. “What do you mean, you haven’t met him yet.”

“Dad would pick up on it right away,” Robbie said.

Elliott added. “Dean taps. Never knocks.”

Frank gave a thumbs up.

Hal shook his head. “You all are digging.” He reached for the door. “We’re about to find out.” He opened it.

Roy stood in the hall. In one hand, he held a small sack and the other a clear and obviously Unique Boutique bag.

Hal’s eyes shifted downwards checking out the shirt and the brown leather jacket. “Good God.”

“Yes, he is, isn’t he?” He gave a pat to Hal’s arm. “Good evening, Moonlight. I’m here for poker and to drink you under the table.”

As Hal opened the door wider, he spun and shot a look to Robbie who laughed loudly. Elliot sat, mouth agape, and Frank just grinned arrogantly.

“Have a seat,” he instructed Roy.

“Frank said it was my turn to bring a sweet treat.” He handed the bag to Hal.

“Thank you.” Hal passed it to Elliott. “Sgt. Ryder, can you spread the goodies. I need to speak to Frank in the kitchen.”

“Yes, Captain.” Elliott nodded.

“Frank.” Hal gave a twitched of his head toward the kitchen.

Frank stood up.

Hal, leading Frank into the other room, only paused once with a hard look to Robbie who told the clone, “Nice shirt and jacket”. He walked into the kitchen, waited for Frank, and then closed the door.

Frank gloated.

“Is this insane?” Hal asked in a whisper.

“Nope.”

“He’s … he’s no way like Dean and I’ve only met him for a second.”

“Nope.” Frank shook his head. “He’s nothing like Dean. Barely speaks like him. Fuck, look at the way he dresses.”

Hal smacked himself in the face, drawing his fingers down his lips. “How are we going to pull off that this is Dean? There’s no way. People will know.”

“I doubt it,” Frank said. “No one really knows Dean. He hangs out with only people he’s close to.”

“Fine. Point taken. But what about Ellen. Surely she’ll know.”

Frank shrugged.

“You shrug?” Hal shook his head. “We have to get the info out of him. He can’t know we know he’s the clone. Ellen will know.”

“Then I guess we teach him.” Frank walked to the kitchen door.

“Teach him what?” Hal asked.

Another shrug and Frank opened the door. “How to be Dean.”

Thinking ‘easier said than done’, Hal threw up his hands in defeat and followed Frank.
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‘Never in a million years will it work,’ thought Hal as they sat around the table, playing poker. Never will any of them succeed in making the clone be like Dean. Frank wasn’t even trying, in fact, Frank made matters worse.

Hal understood the philosophy that Dean only hung out with those he cared about. To others in Beginnings they knew him, but true traits were not known. He was an anomaly. Which explained why everyone was always so quick to jump on Dean and believe the bad in him. They never knew him well enough to know he was not capable of all the things he was accused of.

He looked at those around the table. Robbie found total amusement in the whole thing, going along, as usual with Frank.

Elliott stared and studied the clone as if he were a history fact.

Frank found amusement in ‘messing’ with the clone. Misleading him.

Obviously, the clone was brilliant. He was able to create another time machine. He worked in the lab all day and according to Andrea did all the lab work fast and enthusiastically.

So he knew what he was doing.

Hal was willing to wager anything that the clone was genius beyond genius … but somehow, he had the innocence of a twelve year old. And that made sense. According to Fort, the clone was not in population and locked away.

What if the clone had been locked away for his whole life, Hal thought. That would explain his naivety. His lack of knowledge in the common sense, life world. How he questioned nothing.

Then again, if he knew very little about Beginnings, why would he question what Frank showed him.

Hal grunted in irritation when Frank bellowed out another, ‘Man! You won again. You are so good at this game.”

‘Of course he’s good at this game, Frank, you moron,’ Hal shook his head thinking the words. “It isn’t a real game. You just made it up.’

In fact, Frank kept switching the rules for the clone to win.

A game called ‘One Eyed Jacks’, was nothing like Frank taught the clone. Basic poker with the exception for the rule when you had a black Jack in your hand, you had to keep one eye closed the entire time you played the game. It was any card you wanted, and two black Jacks, game over, if you had them both you win.

Hal had to give it to Frank for being smart enough to pick up that the clone didn’t know what it meant to drink someone under the table.

There was no way he knew, in fact, Hal was pretty certain that the clone never touched alcohol in his life. That was evident by when Frank made the clone down a shot under the table, and the clone jumped up, screamed, gasped, held his throat, and reacted as if he consumed acid.

What did Frank do? To not allow the clone to realize his alcohol reaction wasn’t normal, Frank did the same thing as the clone.

Then Robbie jumped in as well.

One shot and the clone seemed tipsy. He could only image what a second shot was going to do. If Dean’s tolerance level was low, he could imagine how low the clones was.

“Time again.” Frank said, and poured two shots. “Robbie I think it’s your turn to get under the table.”

“Dear God,” Hal murmured.

Saved.

A knock at the door.

Hal stood up and retrieved it. “Ellen?”

“Hi Hal.”

“What  ... what are you doing here?”

All activity at the table stopped.

“I know I’m not supposed to be here, but I heard Dean is here.”

“Yes, we are playing poker.”

She nodded and stepped in. “Hey, Dean.”

“Ellen.” Roy smiled. “Are you playing poker, too?”

Both Frank and Robbie quickly answered ‘no.’

Frank shrugged. “It’s a guy thing, Dean.”

“Actually …” Ellen said. “I know you guys probably planned on playing longer. But … I was at Hoi-Hoi on the Range and saw Jenny. She told me that you were planning on line dancing and singing tonight Dean.”

“I am.”

“I am so excited about that. The lineup is big; I put you in rotation to sing. And I don’t want you to miss it.”

“Oh, really?” Roy stood up. “What song did you pick?”

“I didn’t. I just held your spot,” Ellen said.

“Oh, I can’t miss it. Will you guys excuse me?” Roy asked.

Frank nodded.

Hal smiled. “Be our guest.”

Roy raced to the couch, and grabbed his Unique Boutique sac.

Ellen asked. “Is that the shirt, Jenny told me about?”

“Yes. Yes it is.”

“Oh, Dean, you have to put it on. Jenny says it’s so nice.”

“OK. Can you wait?” Roy asked.

Ellen nodded.

Roy darted into the other room.

“So.” Ellen exhaled. “How was the game? You guys aren’t mad at me are you?”

Frank shook his head. “No. It’s fine. We were finishing anyhow.”

“Yeah,” Robbie said. “I have something I have to do tonight anyhow.”

Hal added. “It was getting boring.”

Robbie choked and coughed.

Hal wondered what he said that caused it until he saw the reason for Robbie’s physical reaction. Roy returned into the room.

Hal’s eyes bulged at the shirt.

Frank gave a thumbs up.

Elliott said nothing.

Ellen shrieked with joy. “Oh, my God, that’s perfect. I love it!”

“Me, too,” Roy said. “Shall we.”

“Yes.” Ellen nodded. “Oh, you look so hot.” She walked to the door with him. “Singing, dancing, that shirt. I don’t know if I can control myself.”

The door closed.

Robbie laughed.

Frank stood up. “Fucker.”

“Whoa.” Hal held out his hand. “You have no one to blame but yourself, Frank. You made the understanding with Dean before you snatched him from Beginnings. Ellen is crucial, you should have told her.”

Elliott spoke up. “She knows.”

Hal turned to him. “Excuse me?”

“She knows,” Elliott repeated.

Frank shook his head. “I didn’t tell her. She doesn’t know.”

“I know you didn’t tell her,” Elliott said. “But she knows.”

“She doesn’t know,” Frank said.

Hal added. “She has to know.”

“She doesn’t know,” Frank reiterated.

Robbie tilted his head. “I think she knows.”

“She doesn’t know,” Frank insisted.

Elliott shook his head. “She knows.”

Hal asked. “Why do you think she knows?”

Elliott explained. “It is well established that only those close to Dean really know what he’s like. Ellen is the closest person to Dean. She is going to see the difference right away.”

Robbie questioned. “But if she knows, then why isn’t she saying anything?”

Hal replied. “If she knows then maybe she doesn’t think we know, and she’s trying to figure things out.”

“Frank?” Elliott said. “You are going to have to tell her. Get her into this. She is vital. She can also be very influential in the cover up. Of it. You have to tell her if you really think she doesn’t know.”

“She doesn’t know,” Frank said.

“Then we have a problem.” Hal said. “If she doesn’t know, she will know, and who knows what she will do.”

“Worse,” Robbie added. “If she doesn’t know and she then knows and finds out we know, but didn’t tell her what we know, then I didn’t wanna know what she’ll do. You know?”

Hal nodded. “I know.”

“Fuck.” Frank blurted out.

“What?” Hal asked. “Revelation?”

“No. Confusion. What the fuck are you guys saying?”

Elliott explained. “In a nutshell Frank. She has to know. Period. If she finds out that we knew about the clone. She is going to be pissed.”

“But how is she going to know?”

“How can she not?” Hal asked. “When, Big Brother, was the last time you knew Dean to line dance and sing Karaoke?”

“Last week.”

“What!” Hal blasted. “He did not.”

“Did, too,” Frank came back. “Maybe not line danced. But he talked about it. He definitely sang Karaoke. Faithfully, by Journey. Wait. Or was that me.” Frank paused. “That was me; I sang Faithfully, he sang Tiny Bubbles.”

“Oh, he did not,” Hal retorted.

“Did, too. Sang good too. Got a standing ovation.”

“You are so full of goddamn shit.” Hal shook his head. “He didn’t sing karaoke nor talk about line dancing, and you know it.”

“Ok. Whatever. But what does that have to do with anything?” Frank asked.

“He didn’t do it before, but he sure as hell is doing it now.”

No sooner did Hal say that, Robbie jumped noisily from his chair.

“Where are you going?” Hal asked.

“If the clone is going to line dance, sing karaoke and wear that tacky blue shirt. I don’t know about you guys. I’m not missing it.” Robbie flew from the apartment.

Robbie was out of the door a matter of seconds. And after a few glances at each other, Frank, Hal, and Elliott followed.

<><><><>

 

When did Dean become such a crowd pleaser, George wondered? He was genuinely impressed with his line dancing and even more so with Dean’s rendition of ‘The Twist’. He sang the song perfectly and proceeded to get everyone in the room twisting.

The only thing George would change was that shirt.

Turning back to the bar, he saw the smirk on Jason’s face.

“Watching Dean?” George asked.

“Yep.”

“He’s certainly not the Dean I remember,” George said.

“Me either.”

“Really?”

Ellen approached the bar. “Hey, guys. George you’re not dancing.”

“Watching tonight, Ellen. I will later.”

“Watching Dean,” Jason said. “So, tell me, is he drunk?”

“No. Not at all.” She shook her head. “Why?”

Jason shrugged. “He’s such the social butterfly tonight.”

Ellen giggled. ‘Yeah he is. Isn’t it great?”

“Odd,” Jason said. “Don’t you think? Have you checked the drugs in the lab? Maybe he’s on something.”

“Good idea.” Ellen sipped her drink. “I will. He’s been stressed. I don’t think it’s that, though.”

George asked. “What do you think it is?”

Ellen exhaled. “Dean has had problems with his chip. It’s affected his personality, mostly negative. He’s been getting that healing agent to help his brain. I really think, the treatments are affecting him, too. Only to the positive. So I won’t complain.” She smiled “Excuse me.”

As she walked away, George looked at Jason. “The treatments. Healing agent? Is that possible?”

Jason nodded. “Yeah, anything can affect behavior.”

“Do you think that’s it?”

“Nope. Not at all. He’s on drugs,” Jason stated.

“Why do you say that?”

“Because he’s not gay.”

“What?” George laughed.

“No straight man or man not under the influence would wear that shirt. Drugs.”

George could only nod his agreement.

<><><><>

 

The chill in the air for the hour made the cemetery even creepier, Robbie tremble slightly.

He was a bundle of nerves as they entered the cemetery and the private mausoleum.

“You OK?” Dean asked.

“Yeah. Fine.” Robbie cleared his throat.

“So, finish, talk to me while we do this.”

Robbie took a breath. “Think of the biggest nerd you know.”

“Me.” Dean said.

“No, not even you. Television, movies biggest nerd.”

“OK.”

“The clone make him look cool.”

Dean paused at the tomb. “You’re kidding.”

“Nope.” Robbie shook his head. “Which makes matters worse.”

“Why is that?”

“Dean.” Robbie stopped moving. “He is not a killer.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, you just know. This guy is far too innocent and naive to be a killer.”

“Maybe it’s an act.”

Robbie closed his eyes and shook his head. “It's not an act. I’m telling you. If he was that smart to pull off the naïve act, then he would be smart enough to know that you, let alone any man in Beginnings wouldn’t wear that shirt.”

Dean groaned.

“He sings well.”

“So do I.” Dean said.

“No, you do not.”

“Yeah, I do.” Dean chuckled. “Last...” He paused to laugh.

“What? Tell me.”

“Ok, I promised Frank I wouldn’t say anything.”

“Go on.”

“He was kind of down in the dumps, and it was about … four in the morning. He and I went to the Social Hall, had a drink or two, and turned on the karaoke system.” Dean laughed.

“You sang Tiny Bubbles.”

Dean looked up surprised. “How did you know?”

“Frank told us and no one believed him.”

“Well, it’s true. And …” Dean started at the concrete tomb. “If you’re ready.”

“Yeah.”

“You’re sure?”

“I have to know, Dean. We have to know.”

Dean set down his flashlight, as did Robbie and they both lifted the crowbars. Prying the lid from the seal wasn’t too difficult, but lifting it enough to move it was harder. Sliding it off was strenuous and tedious.

They grunted and groaned, sliding it carefully into a position that would make it somewhat easy to replace.

They both gasped at the sight of the coffin.

“You or me?” Dean asked.

Robbie lifted the flashlight. “You. Go.” He nodded.

Dean gave a look of assurance to Robbie and gripped the lid to the coffin. “Robbie. Before I do this. You have to brace yourself for several factors. The body may not look the same. You have decomposition … he wasn’t embalmed.”

“I know. I know. Let’s get this done with.”

Dean nodded. “Hold the light.” He undid the latches and grabbed the lid. After a brief hesitation, Dean lifted it.

Dean’s eyes closed.

A groan of painful defeat seeped from Robbie and the flashlight toppled from his hand into the open casket. He dropped to the floor.

“I’m sorry,” Dean said. “I’m really sorry.”

“Oh, God. What did I do?” Robbie buried his face in his hands. “What did I do, Dean?”

“Robbie you had every reason to think the way you did. Hell I did,” Dean said. He couldn’t look. One glance was all he needed to confirm that Joe was in there.

“Let’s just go. I have to look at a different angle.”

“We need to find who helped him and why. OK. I’ll help you in any way I can. After all, what else do I have to do?”

“Thanks, Dean.”

“I’ll close this up,” Dean said. “I’ll just need your help putting the lid back on the tomb.”

Robbie nodded.

Dean knew he had to get the flashlight. Holding the casket lid open with one hand, he reached inside. Grab it. Close it. Go. His fingers gripped the light, and as he pulled it from the coffin, the beam shot over Joe.

Dean paused.

“Robbie.” He whispered. “Robbie …”

“What?” Robbie said defeated.

“What’s the one thing your father always teased Frank about?” Dean asked, holding the flashlight on Joe.

“Being dumb?”

“No. What else?”

“I don’t know.”

“Think, Robbie. Joe joked, teased, and rubbed it in. What?”

“Dean,” Robbie nearly snapped. “What? Why’s this important.”

“Think, Robbie. I need you to say it. I need you to remember it. How old is Frank?”

Robbie grumbled. Just as he was about to spew out Frank’s age, he sputtered the answer Dean sought. “Gray hair. Frank has gray hair.”

“And your father.”

“About four strands. Why?”

“Come here,” Dean said.

“No, Dean.”

“Robbie, why are you here tonight? Your father’s prints were on that bomb. You wanted to see who was buried here. We opened this coffin; we looked at the face and body. But we didn’t look. Come here.”

Robbie slowly stood and walked over.

“Look.”

“I can’t.”

“Look!” Dean blasted. The beam of the light shone on the face. “I knew your father well. You knew your father well. If he had ten gray hairs, he was lucky. To the best of my knowledge, hair doesn’t turn gray in a month post mortem. Look.”

Robbie’s eyes widened when he saw where Dean indicated.

“Hold this.” Dean said of the lid.

Robbie did.

Dean brought the light closer, and moved the hair above the right temple. There was a distinctive path of gray. The same was said for the other said. “See.”

“My  ... my father wasn’t gray when he died.”

“Nope. Not at all.”

“That’s gray hair.”

“Yep.”

“And it didn’t turn gray …”

“Impossible.” Dean said.

“Dean …” Robbie breathed heavily. “Dean … is this a clone.”

“I don’t know,” Dean said. “I don’t know. I could find out with examination. But exam or not. I know one thing. I know for sure, this isn’t Joe.”

“Then if it’s not him.” Robbie looked at Dean, then to the body. “Who is it?”

“And a bigger question.”

Robbie swallowed, and spoke breathless. “Where is my father?”

 
   





  
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
March 30th

 

If he was exhausted, Dean could only imagine how Robbie felt. They didn’t get back to Dean’s house until just before six AM. Robbie had to hurry to Beginnings. His shift was starting. He told Dean there were things he had to do, and he’d send the computer equipment requested, out with John Matoose when John made the afternoon visit.

That worked for Dean. As long as Robbie didn’t say what the equipment was for.

He didn’t think John would ask. After all, Dean had to find things to do while out there.

But Robbie was unable to return until later that evening. Too much to do, plus, he had to get some rest.

Dean was fine with that, that afforded him work time, and time to sleep.

But would he be able to sleep?

Art first, the discovery of the Joe double was hard to swallow. Even Dean doubted his initial finding of the gray hair, wondering if it were wishful thinking. But the more he looked, the more he realized there were differences.

To confirm or deny it was Joe, Dean had test to perform.

Only problem was, they couldn’t bring the body back. They couldn’t exhume it.

They spend hours taking photographs. Entire body photographs. Skin samples, hair samples. Cultures. Anything and everything Dean needed to make that determination.

There were things Dean noted mentally, then photographed close up.

But he wouldn’t even be able to look at the photos until Robbie brought out the second computer and line to download the pictures.

The body identity, or rather, dismissal of identity was a vital piece of the puzzle. One, Dean was pretty sure, he could confirm before the next day. But that was only one piece. After that was found, Robbie still had the whole picture to complete. And to Dean, it was abstract, and was not going to be an easy task.
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It was weird to Roy sleeping in Dean’s bed. However, he couldn’t go back to the trailer, not if everyone thought he was Dean.

He had to stay at Dean’s place. The night was a blur. Ellen brought him back to the house, they giggled a lot.

She said that his roommate Richie wasn’t home. Roy wasn’t sure how he felt about having a roommate, or even who Richie was.

He’d find out.

He remembered the bed spinning when he laid down. He didn’t understand how Dean slept that way. Perhaps some people in Beginnings liked their bed spinning. He couldn’t figure out how to turn it off. He looked everywhere, finally he fell asleep.

The spinning bed caused a massive headache the next day. Making the headache worse were Dean’s selection of clothes.

How did he have so many black tee shirts? Boring.

In the back of the closet, Roy found an interesting green striped shirt and placed that on. It was appropriate for office work.

He showered and stepped out to the ‘sweet’ smell of body fragrance spray.

That had to be his roommate, because Roy couldn’t find any body fragrance in Dean’s things.

The whiff grew stronger and a blur of a small person shot by him.

“Morning, Dean.”

Before Roy could register what weather pattern to use, the person was on the stairs.

“Morning … Richie.” Roy snapped his finger. “Richie.”

“Yeah.” Richie stopped halfway up the stairs.

“Do you have any of the sweet smell stuff you’re wearing? It smells good. I want to smell good.”

“On my dresser,” Richie said and headed down the steps. “Coffee should be done.”

“Thanks.”

And he was gone.

Thinking, ‘Boy he moves fast’, Roy went into the other room, and found the bottle that he assumed was the smelly stuff. It was stronger smelling than what Richie had on, so Roy only dabbed a little.

Smells.

That was the difference.

Dean’s house had smells the trailer did not. Smells that were nice.

Like coffee.

Something else.

“Jess worked night last night,” Richie said. “Relieved me and gave me some of his Mexi Mix Eggs.” The microwave beeped and Richie opened the door. “There’s plenty if you want some.”

Roy sniffed. “Wow they smell good.”

“They are. I just wish I could enjoy a plate. I’m in a hurry.” Richie tossed a spoonful on a piece of bread and folded it. He took a bite, washed it down with coffee.

“Are you sure?” Roy asked. “I’d love some.”

“Have some. Can’t stay and eat with you, though.”

“That’s fine. I hope it helps this headache. The spinning made my head hurt.”

Richie laughed. “Did you drink a lot last night?”

“Of what?” Roy asked.

“Alcohol.”

“Oh, yes.” Roy nodded. “I drank Frank under the table.”

“No wonder you have a headache.” Richie shook his head. “That would do it. Since you don’t do it much, coffee and a big old glass of water works for me.”

“Thank you. I’ll try that.”

“See ya later.”

“Have a good day.”

Mid wave, Richie was gone.

“Boy, he moves fast.” The first thing Roy did was pour and drink a huge glass of water. It caused a knot in his stomach, which almost spawned vomiting. Roy stayed in control. He took a small plate of the colorful eggs and a cup of coffee to the dining area.

He sat at the table and reached for his cup. The second he brought it to his nose, he flashed back.

Coffee.

 

“Coffee,” General Spade set down a small paper bag. “You don’t know how fortunate you are to have this. Not everyone is issued coffee once a month.”

General Spade. For the longest time Roy thought the general was his Uncle. He remembered when the general was a major, accompanying another general during visits. Then Spade took over the project.

“I need this,” Roy said. “It keeps me moving for all the work you give me.”

“I know. That’s why you get top priority.”

Neither General Spade, nor any other military man was anything like in the history books or portrayed in Happy Days. He didn’t wear ribbons and pins. He had two stars on the lapel of his black uniform and that was it.

General Spade looked around. He laid another small bag down. “The wife made you a sweet bun.”

“Mrs. Spade is the best.” Roy smiled. He recalled the first time he saw Mrs. Spade. She came with the general and Roy was only twelve. She stood by the window looking in. When Roy made eye contact with her, she tilted her head and gave a Marion Cunningham, mom like smile. Roy walked to the observation window that day and stood closer than he had ever stood to anyone there. His fingers touched upon the glass and she reached for him.

Roy snapped out of that memory when he saw the general tapping his fingers on the bag.

Roy felt the bag. The softness of the sweet bun, and under, a hard feel. Roy nodded.

“I’ll leave you be. Can you get that done today?”

“Yes. Although the laser still does not seem to be cutting through the adult LEP skin.”

“Try.”

“I will.”

“You’ll see why.” General Spade said, and then a few seconds later he left Roy’s domain.

Roy had lived in the same loft style place for as long as he could remember. One giant area separated into living and lab space.

Always, there was an observation window.

Someone was always watching him.

He slid the sweet bun from the bag and then turned the bag over. Taped to the bottom was a tiny black flat cartridge. He opened his desk drawer and pulled out the news player.

Such high tech. Roy was privileged to it, but that wasn’t the way of the world.

He had never been outside the walls of his room, ever. Artificial sun gave him color, but then again, artificial sun gave a lot of people color.

Only those truly privileged, rich, or in command had access to the high tech equipment. All equipment that Roy had invented in his lifetime.

The rest of the world … it saddened Roy.

He could see out his window what it was like.

Buildings of the past were partly destroyed. Tents were roofs as people lived like vagabonds in the streets. They begged for food, and waited anxiously for the food carts to come around.

What happened to the world?

The news cartridge told him, and the news cartridge was the reason for General Spade’s visit. Ulterior motive.

The LEPS, or as Beginnings called them, grown up killer babies, had exceeded the normal human population.

They not only were a civilization of their own, but humans from a faraway land commanded them.

The LEPS were devastating. The only way to get them were to use the invisible suits, because then the LEPS couldn’t+58/q see, smell, or sense the hunting soldiers.

But they were outnumbered because there was no simple way of killing them.

They were created to withstand the elements, and they did. Even the elements of war.

They were they only ones who progressed.

No one else had the initiative to bounce back after the war.

They started to after the plague, but then came the Great War, and that was it.

It took decades and Danny Hoi to build back technology. Even then, that was a struggle.

They had to beat the odds. Danny did his best to try to invent a means of fighting, but they couldn’t. The world just didn’t have it to bounce back. At least not everyone. The only way to remain alive was to pocket different areas of civilization. A lottery was the only way people moved into the pockets, unless they were farmed into this world. The rest of the population would try to fend for themselves with help of the government.

But even the protected pockets weren’t completely safe.

Most of the money the government had, went to technology. Building a population to protect and farm, another large chunk went to defense; the tiny bit remaining went to the people.

Roy wasn’t paid for anything he did.

He was fed, protected, and given anything he needed.

He had to be protected. He had to be sheltered.  That was the plan. Roy would be fed information that they wanted him to have and only information pertinent to survival.

As he ejected the cartridge from the news player, he noticed something else on the bag.

“Happy Birthday, Roy.”

Roy smiled. It was his birthday. Funny. He was alive for thirty-nine years, but his embryo had been created over eighty years before that.

He remembered the birthdays of his youth.

Movies, old television series, old Hoi Vision shows, all courtesy of Danny Hoi.

He never got to speak to Danny. Not speak personally, they communicated via messaging. Roy was told it was because Danny knew Dean Hayes and didn’t want any influence, but he saw Danny Hoi often, through the observation window. He imagined Danny’s voice and how it sounded. Deep, and with authority.

Roy was Danny’s brainchild.

That was what General Spade had told him.

When a world void of scientists and brilliant doctors started being ravished by disease, Danny was the one who came up with the idea to bring back the mind of Dean Hayes.

He knew where the clone was hidden in the old world of Beginnings. It was Danny who created the artificial womb, he had information and education pumped in utero to Roy.

It was Danny who dictated that Roy would exceed Dean’s intelligence capabilities. Theorizing that if unscathed by the world, uncomplicated by life, a great mind would be a vat and develop as such.

It did.

Danny would give Roy things to invent, or take one step further than he did.

Danny Hoi invented up until the day he died. He lived a long life. Way past a hundred years old.

Despite the blood recharging transfusion that Roy created, Danny’s body simply wore out.

It was empty for a while after Danny.

It was that emptiness that stayed with Roy. It was also Danny Hoi that made him plot and plan for over half his life on what he could do.

He didn’t know the younger Danny Hoi that lived in Beginnings. He looked different, thinner. But he knew the mature Danny of the post world of the Great War.

The Great War was the turning point.

It had been said that had the Great War not had happened, or been handled differently, the world would have turned out differently.

How Roy wanted to live in a world like Happy Days or like Beginnings.

“If you could go back and change it would you?” Roy asked Danny during a messaging session. Roy was all but about Twenty-five. Danny was in the final years of his life.

“You mean time travel?” Danny responded.

“Yes. Like they had in Beginnings.”

“To determine the point would be difficult,” Danny said. “There are lots of points. I would if I could. If I could figure out where. The mind isn’t as quick now.”

“So you would?”

“If I could. The world was not meant to be like this. History was not meant to be like this.”

“What do you mean?”

“Can’t tell you.”

“Would the world be different, Danny?”

“Yes. Very. I told you this before. You’re like a child with a bedtime story. You have to hear it over and over.”

“I like to hear it,” Roy typed. And he did. Many times Danny shared the story of the Aragon Window, and a future Dean told of when he went through.

Danny continued, “But even if I could. Time travel was outlawed decades ago and the regressionator destroyed.”

“Was the research data?”

No response.

“Can you get me the research data of Dr. Godrichson, Danny?”

“Please erase that last line and clear the memory of your computer.”

Roy was taken aback by that, and more surprised that Danny ended the conversation.

But Danny sent him a box three days later.

A box no one else could make heads or tails out of.

A note accompanied it.

A note that simply said. “It is a secret. It shall always be a secret. Do what you can. Let no one know.”

Danny.

The time machine, or HG Wells was Roy’s side project for a decade. But he was smart about it … of course. Even though no one was supposed to know, chances of his observers knowing were great. Therefore he invented two.

One that the government would know about, and one only he would know about.

The HG Wells 2 would be Roy’s means of travel.

HGW2 was the better machine. It could be pinpointed for the traveler. Roy could target anyone as long as he had the coordinates, unlike HG1 which had to be near the travelers.

When it came time to test the time machines, he let General Spade in on it.

The test was a success, and as suspected, the government snatched it up. Not for use, time travel was outlawed, but for monitoring. Ever since the Regressionator was destroyed years earlier, they were looking for ways to monitor time travel anywhere. Should anyone invent it.

Roy figured out the quirks for them, leaving out a few things for his benefit, and added a self-destruct mechanism to the government machine. It was linked to Roy’s and should Roy’s ever stop working, HGW1 would cease to work until Roy entered his restart pin code.

That would stop them from using the machine to find him.

Roy set his own with a safeguard. After so many trips within the same zone, the machine would ‘burn out’, Roy never though that would be a problem.

He thought wrong.

He had it planned out.

One trip back was all it would take.

One trip and if what he wanted to do was correct, the future he returned to would be bright and perhaps like the Aragon Window history.

Roy knew the second he fired up the time machine, the government tracking would pick him up.

He had to find a reason for the government to use theirs.

He did.

General Spade was drawn that day. His wife had died in a LEP attack.

“You can bring her back,” Roy said. “You stay in the time room. You’ll feel the joy of her return.”

The look on Spade’s face told him he knew what he was talking about. “We can’t go back and stop the attack,” Spade said. “Time travel is …”

“Illegal. But what if we present to the counsel and government a one time trip. Maybe more. Send LEP soldiers in invisible suits to wipe out the LEP population before they progress.”

“Go back to Beginnings where they started.”

Roy nodded. “We have a date on that one, or time frame.”

Spade conveyed that it was indeed a great suggestion for the future. Half the problems would be solved without the LEPS. Even though Roy knew the possibility of that was slim. With Frank and his men, the LEPS soldiers didn’t stand a chance and they would fail in their mission.

A month later, it was approved. There would be two trips. A week apart future time. First LEPS soldiers would go to kill the LEP infants, the second trip was their backup to ensure no one stopped them.

 As they set the Beginnings time, and the date and so did Roy. The government picked March 1st and March 5th, Beginnings time to send the LEP invisible soldiers back to.

Roy had to use the two trips wisely. They were only a week apart future time.

During the government’s first release of the LEP soldiers, Roy went back to February 13th and borrowed the SUT tracker from Danny. He could track Dean to make sure he wasn’t around when he made his next trip.

When the government sent the second wave of soldiers back. Simultaneously, Roy went back to Beginnings, a few weeks earlier than the arrival of the LEP soldiers. His purpose, to return the SUT tracker and to change the future forever…

 

The snow was falling hard and Roy landed oddly between the Containment building and the Social Hall. He knew the area from pictures, and made a mental note that should he have to go back, he would change coordinates. He checked the SUT tracker, Dean wasn’t around.

There was laughter carrying throughout the streets as people walked and slid on the slippery surface.

Hearing the music get louder every time the door opened, Roy headed to the Social Hall. As he thought, Joe was there.

He coughed from the smoke and walked up to Joe.

“Just like you not to wear a coat,” Joe said. “What’s up?”

“We need to speak.”

“If it’s about Frank or …”

“Joe Slagel please. It is imperative. Can we go somewhere private?”

There was a look in his eye as his mouth hovered over his drink, Joe cased Roy, up and down, and then he nodded.

Jess was working Containment, and Joe used that office while Jess did lock down with the residents.

“First, let me tell you, it is an honor.”

“Who are you?” Joe asked.

“How do you know I’m not Dean?” Roy asked.

“The way you talk, look … Dean looks worn. You look like you’ve been laid.”

“I’ve had much rest, thank you.”

“Who …are you?”

“My name is Roy Rogers 354.”

Joe laughed. “Sorry.”

“I am from the future.” From his pocket, Roy pulled out a disk. “This should work in your history. I have a copy, so I can have proof of what history was. The traveler safeguard.”

“The constant,” Joe said. 

Roy nodded. “It is a self-extracting program that will work with your computer operation system. You have nothing like it in Beginnings so therefore you will have no problem believing what is on it. It isn’t much. It should be a secret, promise me, Joe Slagel, you will keep it a secret.”

“You have my word.”

Roy handed him the disk. “Your program information will disintegrate after you have viewed it. So take notes.”

“You don’t trust me?”

“I trust you. I just need to convey the information to you. Just information.”

Joe took a deep breath and took the disk. “So after I watch it once, it’ll be a plain old disk.”

“Yes.”

“What is it?”

“A future you do not want. A great war happens upon us. It is called the Great War. The information contained herein should give you the insight needed to plan and defend. You must do all in your power Joe Slagel to stop the war or win the war. You were ill prepared when it happened. Now, you will not be.”

“Holy Mother of God.”

“Save the future, Joe. You must.”

Roy was grateful Joe didn’t give him a hard time. Maybe it was because he wasn’t wearing clothing of Beginnings time, whatever the reason, the information was passed.

Roy thanked Joe, shook hands, wished him luck, returned Danny’s SUT tracker and went back to the future.

He was filled with excitement as he prepped the HGW2. What would the new future be like, he wondered? He went through and returned to the future. His room was the same. That surprised Roy, but not much. Filled with excitement he looked out the window. He expected to see beauty, instead he saw the same. Poverty, hunger, homelessness.

Curious, he went to the computer and pulled up history.

Nothing changed. There was some defensive troop movement, but nothing in history had changed. Joe had the information. Joe had the foreknowledge.

What went wrong? Why didn’t Beginnings win the Great War?

It was then Roy realized he had to do more research. Obviously, the invasion happened in the Aragon Window history. But what was the difference? How did Beginnings win in that future?

He’d make another trip, but before he did, Roy would learn all he had to learn, come up with every scenario, and make sure he didn’t fail.

For the people starving in the streets, being killed by the LEPS, and for the dying civilized world, he would keep doing it until he didn’t fail.

 
   





  
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
In a promise to himself that he had to keep, Robbie had to focus on his other work as well as the investigation. Plus, eventually, during the day he had to get some sleep. He scheduled with Dan for him to cover his last two hours.

Dean gave Robbie a list of equipment he needed to work on the body analysis. Some was in the old trailer lab, some in his cryo lab. Knowing Ellen was in the cryo lab, Robbie would have to wait, or divert Ellen. Then again, Frank was supposed to talk to Ellen about the clone, and then Robbie could just go to Ellen and get the correct stuff.

John Matoose was in charge of the afternoon check in on Dean, and Robbie had already placed that call to John about the things Dean needed. John had no problem taking them out.

He secured his morning rounds bright and early, and then headed out to the trailer to work on the investigation and other things.

He wanted to examine what the clone left behind, to see if there was any clue about what he knew.

Arriving at the trailer, Robbie parked in the back and walked around to the front door.

He paused when he saw it.

Flashes of light coming from Jason’s quantum lab.

Flashes.

Usually that was consistent with one other thing … time travel.

Had Jason fixed the time machine? To the best of Robbie’s knowledge, it was still broken.

He walked to the door of the trailer lab and stopped.

“Fuck.”

He twitched his head in disgust. Totally forgetting they had changed the locks, Robbie left the new keys back at his office.

He had a choice. Break in or drive back.

Opting for driving, Robbie took advantage of the jeep time and called Dean.

“Flashes?” Dean asked.

“Yeah, blue.”

“Time machine.”

“That’s what I’m thinking.”

“Which would make perfect sense,” Dean said. “If Jason were in on it, he could be lying about the machine not working to keep us from even suspecting Joe was in the future or …”

“Stop us from stopping the death.”

“Frank,” Dean whispered.

“What?”

“What was one of the first orders of business Frank did?”

“Outlawed time travel” Robbie said in discovery. “I said it before Frank could be a part of it.”

“I don’t know. First we have to determine if the body is that of a clone or imposter. Then we can go with the ‘Where is Joe’ theories.”

“This is the biggest mystery yet, Dean,” Robbie said. “Not only where, but why.”

“You know it has to do with this war. It has to.”

“I know. So, should I stop and see Jason or what?”

“I would watch. Just watch. Ask Henry about any power surges in the area.”

“Good idea.”

“Unless he’s using the titanium.”

“True. OK. I better get to work. I’ll call you.”

“Hey when you come out can you bring me the footage of the clone?” Dean requested.

“Sure thing.” Robbie hung up, and drove the rest of the way into town in thought.

He arrived at the line of utility buildings and parked the jeep by Frank’s trailer. He paused to see how well the construction was going on the new office. Just as he walked around the jeep, he spotted Andrea coming from Frank’s office.

“Sweetheart!” She sang. “There you are. I have been looking all over for you.”

“I’ve been working.” Robbie accepted the kiss on the cheek.

“You look tired.” She rubbed his forehead.

“I am. Been working like a dog.”

“But doing a great job.”

“What brings you out here?” Robbie asked.

“Oh, I made brownies.”

“Brownies? Really?”

“Yes, I did.” She smiled. “Dropped a plate off for you and Frank. Better get some before he eats them all.”

“I love brownies, Andrea. You’re the best mom.”

“You’re not going to Bowman are you? I have some for Hal.”

Robbie shook his head. “John Matoose is.”

“Oh no. I won’t bother him. I want to go hit the Unique Boutique it’s a Sunday Sale today only. I’ll drop them off for him.” She exhaled and looked at her watch. “Well, I missed you at service.”

“Sorry. How’s the new guy working out?”

“Divine. He’s not Robbie.”

“Thanks.”

“And Joe was restless.”

Robbie chuckled. “I bet.”

“I better be going. I want to drop off a plate to Jimmy then catch the Dan Tram and be back home for Sunday Supper. You’ll be there, right.”

“You bet.”

“You know how your father gets.” She kissed him on the cheek. “Be good and safe.”

“You  ... bet.” Robbie’s words slowed down.

He stood there watching Andrea stroll away. Since his father’s passing, Andrea had been upbeat and bubbly, never really the mourning window. Insisting her grief was buried because she was blessed with the ghost of Joe.

Robbie chuckled and laughed at that notion, playing along with Andrea with the sake of her mental state.

But suddenly, her words seemed different.

Since discovering the body, he didn’t feel like laughing anymore at Andrea.

<><><><>

Hal stared at the phone. He spoke briefly, pleasantly, with only a few nods, mainly yes and fantastic, but then after saying goodbye, he stared.

“Captain?” Elliott called his attention.

“Sorry.” Hal shook his head. “It was my stepmother.”

“Everything OK?”

“Oh, yes. She’s on her way to town, asked if I would like to shop with her, and plans to drop off brownies.”

“That’s really great.”

“Brownies, Elliott. My whole life we wanted a mother to make us brownies and I get it in a post-apocalyptic world.”

“Better late than never,” Elliott said.

“Yes. So, where were we?”

“You are going shopping with Andrea.”

Hal only glared.

“My apologies.” Elliott cleared his throat. “You are wanting to send three teams of four.”

“Yes. Exactly. North. Northwest, and Northeast.” Hal exhaled. “Why couldn’t the scout give us a viable SALUTE report?”

“Because he wasn’t being a scout. He wasn’t there to scout them, plus he was new.”

“But we train them to do those. That’s part of our basic training.”

“In an essence he did,” Elliott defended. “Not just with the info we needed. In his defense, sir, he thought of safety. They were in pursuit.”

“He gave us eight men. Eight men who retreated north.”

“Yes.” Elliott nodded.

“Hopefully, our new scout teams will be able to give us more.”

“Shall I instruct them this is only surveillance? If they find the eight men they should just give us info,”

“Exactly. However, if they find the eight men. I want them observed. See what they’re doing and so forth.”

“Yes, Captain.” Elliot nodded.

Hal stretched. “I can use some coffee before we continue.”

“Me, too. I have no problem getting some.”

“Do you mind? I can go with you.”

“No, no problem.” Elliott stood. “They have left over Oodles of Dan Noodles.”

Hal grumbled.

With a snicker, Elliott left. He walked out of the office, down the hall, and the stairs.

Outside, he paused to place on his bandana.

“Sgt. Ryder,” a young voice called to him.

Elliott turned around. “Yes, Corporal.”

“Is the Captain in?”

“We’re in the middle of a meeting.”

“Maybe you can be the one to give him this information.” The Corporal handed Elliott a sheet. “I’d really rather not be the one to deliver this. Since you’re his right hand man.”

“What is it?” Elliott asked.

“Detailed report. Our patrol.”

Elliott lifted the stapled sheets. “Detailed is right.”

“In a nutshell, they spotted suspicious activity. Dismissed, as you can see. But when they went back to investigate.”

“The cemetery?” Elliott said.

“Yes, Sgt. Seems … it appears someone may have broken into the tomb of Mr. Slagel.”

A bit shocked, Elliott nodded. “Thank you, Corporal. Keep this under wraps until I speak to the captain.”

“Yes, Sgt.”

After giving a nod, the corporal dismissed himself and Elliott looked at the papers.

He would give the report a read through and learn what it said before he informed Hal. Even then, that task would be difficult.

<><><><>

 

“Remember the days when no one worked on Sunday?” Ellen asked Roy.

“No. I don’t. I’ve always worked.” He spoke, working on the computer.

“So, like how’s the uterus?”

“Ellen, it is wonderful. Ready for implantation as soon as the embryos are ready for implanting.”

“Pup-bryos.”
“Excuse me?”

“Dean, we call them pup-bryos.”

“Yes. Sorry.”

Ellen nodded, and then looked at her watch. “Well, I have to go meet the stranger.”

“Who is the stranger?” Roy asked.

“Frank.” Ellen slid off the stool. “Where on the new Dean agenda will you be in an hour?”

“Here. Right here.”

“Great, see you shortly.” Ellen walked over to Roy and kissed him on the cheek.

He brought his fingers to his face.

“What?” she asked curiously.

“I just like when you do that.”

Ellen smiled, then touched the tip of his nose. “See you in a bit.” She took off her lab jacket, and left the cryo lab.

The invitation to speak to Frank was so official, it actually pissed off Ellen. He sent her an email... She took the printed request for her presence, her travel mug of coffee, and leisurely walked to Frank’s trailer park office.

 

“What are you going to tell her?” Robbie asked, shoving a brownie in his mouth.

“I’m gonna talk about Dean,” Frank said. “Ask her questions, then …. Then I’m going to tell her the truth.”

Robbie nodded. “Ryder is right. She could be instrumental in this. I mean, lab wise, and work wise she can keep things under wraps. Also, she works so closely with him …”

“He’ll break to her before us.”

“Exactly. I can see it,” Robbie said. “She can really get to know him. His purpose for being here. Frank …” Robbie paused. “Do you really think the clone has something to do with Dad’s death?”

“Why are you asking?”

Robbie shook his head. “Gut instinct. I don’t know. He just doesn’t strike me as a killer.”

“Me, either.”

“He plays a role somewhere in this, but how?” Robbie stated. “I mean, it doesn’t make sense.”

“Plus, we have the unknown prints.”

Robbie looked up suddenly. Perhaps it was his guilt of not being honest with Frank.

“Any luck with them?”

Robbie shook his head and thought about a gray wall. Just on the outside chance Frank was tapping into his thoughts.

“The more I speak to the clone, the more I wonder if he came though the machine to warn Dad.”

Robbie blinked. “Holy cow.”

“What?”

“I didn’t even think about that.”

“Really? I did. It’s possible.”

“Yeah. Yeah, it is.” Robbie nodded. “I mean, what if he went to the office to warn Dad. That would make total sense about what Darrell said.”

“Which was?”

“That Dean told Dad it was time.”

“He could have warned him, left thinking Dad would get out of there and then the explosion happened early.”

Robbie drifted into thought.

“Robbie?” Frank snapped his finger.

“Um … yeah, that actually might make sense. Who knows?” Robbie shrugged. “I’m heading to the trailer.”

“Still gonna go through his things?”

“Yeah, you never know what we might find aside from bad clothing.”

Frank laughed.

“See ya in a bit, big brother.” Robbie opened the door to the office and stepped outside. There he stood on the step thinking. Frank had given him more food for thought.

“Did you get an invitation, too?”

Ellen’s voice snapped Robbie out of it. “Huh?”

“To meet Frank?” she asked.

“No. Actually, I came for brownies.”

“Leaving?”

Robbie nodded. “Yep. Good luck.”

“Do you know what he wants?”

Robbie pointed to the door. “No but you can easily find out.”

“What’s up with you?”

“I’m sorry.” He kissed her on the cheek. “Just a ton on my mind.”

“I understand.” After wishing Robbie a good day, Ellen knocked once and stepped inside.

“Hey, babe.” Frank grinned and walked to her, giving Ellen a hug and kiss.

“Frank.”

“What’s wrong?”

“What the fuck is up with sending me an email to meet you here?”

“You didn’t answer your phone.”

“You didn’t call.”

“Yes, I did.”

Ellen sighed. “I didn’t get the call. Oh, well, I’ll check my voice mail. Anyhow, what’s going on? Are you just doing this to try to spend time with me?”

“No.”

“No?”

“I mean … I’m sorry about not seeing you much.”

“God, Frank, I never see you anymore. You used to stop and talk to me during the day. I … I’m sorry, but right now I’m pretty glad I have that understanding with Dean.”

Frank’s eyes widened.

“What? What is it?” she asked.

“That’s what I want to talk to you about.”

“The understanding?”

“Dean.”

“Shoot.” Ellen sipped her coffee.

“Have you noticed anything different or unusual about him?”

Nonchalantly, Ellen shook her head. “Nope.”

“Nothing.”

“Um ….” She closed her eyes in thought. “Nope.”

“You don’t think it’s strange the way he is dancing and singing now.”

“Nope.” She shook her head. “Actually, I know Dean well. I know he’s always wanted to dance and sing.”

“Really.” Frank said with some disbelief.

“Oh, yeah. Many times we danced in the lab. We used to practice all the time.”

“Why didn’t I know that?”

“He didn’t want you to make fun of him.”

Frank folded his arms. “And nothing odd about the way he dresses?”

“Not at all. He’s had those clothes for as long as I can remember.”

“Weird.”

“Why are you …?”

“Personality. You haven’t noticed a change in his personality.”

“Yes.”

“Ah,OK. What?”

Ellen took a breath. “He’s nicer. But I attribute that to the fact that the healing agent finally worked on the damage done to his frontal lobe.”

“From the chip.”

“Yep. Frank, why are you asking me this.”

“I have to tell you something.”

“Go on.”

Frank leaned against the table. He hesitated for a while, inhaled a deep, loud breath, and stated. “It’s not Dean.”

“Excuse me?”

“The line dancing, karaoke guy with bad taste in clothing. That’s not Dean.”

“What do you mean it’s not Dean?”

“El. Exactly what I said. That isn’t Dean.”

“Frank,” she said. “Why would you say that?”

“Because I know.”

“How do you know?”

“Because …. Because Dean is living in a house six miles outside of Bowman. We put him there to draw out the clone.”

The deadened ‘thump’ rang out, followed by a grunt when Ellen’s travel mug sailed into Frank’s chest.

“El! What the fuck!”

“You moved Dean?”

“Yes.”

“You knew it was a clone. You knew and you moved Dean and didn’t tell me! You asshole!”

“What the fuck?”

“No, Frank. No what the fuck. Don’t you think I should have been told? Don’t you think I should have known? You should have told me.”

“I’m telling you now!” Frank blasted.

“You should have told me before!”

“Before what!”

“Before I slept with him.”

Silence.

A glare swept over Frank’s face, his veins bulged from his neck, and he raged to the door.

“Where are you going?” Ellen asked.

“I’m killing the clone.”

“Frank.” She grabbed his arm. “I didn’t sleep with him.”

“Why would you say that?”

“To get you as pissed as I am right now.”

“Well, you did it.”

“Good.” Ellen folded her arms.

A break in tension. They both took a moment to get calm.

“El, I’m sorry, I should have to come to you about it.”

“I pissed that you moved Dean away without telling me.”

“You should be.”

“And I am pissed that you didn’t trust me enough to tell me.”

Frank nodded.

“That you thought I was that stupid not to know I wasn’t working with Dean.”

Frank’s expression changed. He gave a curious look. “You didn’t.”

“You don’t think?”

“You knew he was the clone.”

“I knew the second he opened his mouth it wasn’t Dean. I have lived, loved, and worked with that man for eight years. You didn’t think I’d notice?”

“No.”

“You’re an asshole.” Ellen shook her head. “The second I saw him in the cryo lab. I knew something was up. It was clean. Then … he speaks differently, dresses differently, dances, sings. He looks younger than Dean; he doesn’t have that scar above his lip.”

“Fuck.”

“Yep. And … I knew something was up the moment he told me he invented a viable artificial womb. Dean’s good, but we’ve been battling that womb for a while.”

“Did you know he was a clone?”

“I’ve been waiting on the Dean clone for a while.”

Frank sat down. “Now, I’m getting pissed. What do you mean?”

“Fort. He kept saying he was chasing a clone. He didn’t know the identity. But I knew the one and only clone we didn’t destroy was Dean.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“First, you never said anything about believing Fort about the clone. So how could I know you were looking for him? And the whole, Dean is the mutilator thing.” Ellen shook her head. “That told me it was the Dean clone. Joe thought the clone was Dean.”

“He never told me.”

“He told me, but I was scared to tell him we didn’t destroy Dean’s clone.” Ellen finally took a seat.

“Why didn’t you come to me and tell me that Dean’s clone was being Dean.”

“Because I wanted the clone to tell me he was the clone, and then I could find out what happened to the real Dean and why the clone was here.”

“If you thought something happened to Dean, you should have come to me.”

“Yeah well, you should have come to me, too.”

Frank nodded.

“When did you find out?” Ellen asked.

“John Matoose found a video tape of the explosion at my dad’s office. Dean or rather, the clone left the office seconds before the explosion. Dean tracking showed Dean at the clinic.”

“You think the clone killed Joe.”

“We found the explosive device, and prints, but they weren’t the clone’s prints. So we don’t know why he was in the office and if he had anything to do with my dad’s death.”

“He doesn’t seem like the killer type. He’s way too innocent.”

“I know.” Frank rubbed his chin. “Which totally throws out our theory.”

“Maybe he was here to warn Joe.”

Frank pointed. “I’m starting to think that. But we won’t know until he opens up. If he was only here to warn my dad, why is he still here?”

“Stuck.”

“Possible.”

“So, why are you finally telling me?” Ellen asked.

“One, I figure if you didn’t know, you were going to know. Two …. If that clone is gonna get close to anyone and open up. It’s gonna be you.”

“And you’ll need me to get all the info I can out of him.”

Frank nodded. “Who he is, why he’s here. What he knows about my dad’s death.”

“It’ll be easy. Opening up I mean. What he’ll tell me will depend. I don’t think he’ll tell me everything right away. But we’ll see.”

“You really think he’ll open up to you?”

“Without a doubt. And easily. He’s scared, Frank. He’s scared and confused.”

“How did you know?”

“Just a hunch.” Ellen stood up. “I better get back before he starts doing even more stuff in the lab.”

“Go on. Thanks, El.”

Ellen smiled peacefully.

Frank stood, walked to her, and kissed her. “I’ll be home tonight.”

“Promise?”

Frank nodded and kissed her again.

Ellen reached for the door. “Can you take me to see the real Dean?”

“Yeah, I will. In a couple days.”

“Thanks.” Ellen turned to the door.

“Wait. One sec. You think it’ll be easy to get him to open up. How?”

“Simple.” Ellen shrugged. “Show him my boobs.” After opening the door, she flashed a smile and left.

With a grumble, Frank closed the door.

<><><><>

If there was one thing Dean and Frank had in common, it was nail biting when they were antsy.

And Dean was antsy.

He had waited all morning. Barely slept over the excitement. All he wanted to do was get to work on the case with the body. He wanted to view the pictures, look at the samples  ... run the DNA.

John Matoose showed up in the early afternoon with all his equipment, and Dean immediately began hooking it up. But he couldn’t start his work, because John was still there.

Why was he hanging around?

“So what did you do all day yesterday?” John asked.

“Not much,” Dean said. Not that he minded John. OK, he did, but it wasn’t a social call, or was it.

“So I have an hour,” John said. “What do you want to do? We can talk.”

“Um  ... sure.” Dean rolled his eyes, without John seeing and thought, ‘swell.’

“I think Frank is coming out tonight. Yeah. He is.”

‘Great,’ Dean thought. ‘More time I can’t work.’

“It has to get lonely out here.”

“Actually, I haven’t been out here too long, John. Not long enough to get lonely.”

“Well, hopefully, we’ll all stop that from happening,” John staid. “Hey, Dean, if it’s only you out here, why does this cage have a 'don’t stick your finger in the cage' sign?”

“For Frank.”

John laughed. “Frank sticks his finger in the cage?”

“Yeah, did it yesterday three times and the Killer Fetus bit him,” Dean explained. “So I put the sign up.”

“You think it’ll work.”

Dean partially smiled. “Probably not. He’s convinced he’ll break him.”

“What’s his name?”

“Harry,” Dean replied with little enthusiasm.

The hour dragged. John did most of the talking, and finally, Dean conceded that he wasn’t going to finish until after John left. He waded through the stories of Jenny and her fashion dilemma. He grew tired of hearing about how well he’s learning to ride a horse, and he certainly didn’t want to hear how much everyone in Beginnings loved the clone.

The new Dean.

Courtesy of the healing agent.

“What!” Dean blasted.

John shrugged. “Ellen is telling everyone that it’s the reason for your personality change. The chip caused damage; you took a healing agent, the healing agent work on your frontal lobe … that’s that.”

“Then she has to know it’s the clone.”

“As far as we know she didn’t,” John said. “But, last I heard Frank was telling her.”

“Actually, that’s wise.”

John snorted. “Yeah, especially since you two have the understanding. Ellen could very easily be intimate with the clone. Though I don’t know if he knows what to do.”

“What?” Dean laughed.

“Yeah, he’s pretty naive.”

“That’s what I heard.”

Idle talk.

Finally, John left and Dean was able to get to his work.

It was difficult to look at the pictures of the body. He had to remind himself that he didn’t think it was Joe. Focusing on the gray hair that covered his temples. He had pictures of everything.

And since Joe was buried in only his underwear as he always requested, Dean got his first glimpse of the damage to the body.

The hands were a sure sign.

Joe wasn’t holding the explosive device when it went off.

In fact, he was a distance from it. Close enough to crush his sternum and cause an immediate heart attack, but far enough away so as not to cause burns. Lars had cleaned the body before burial and did not for the exam.

Lars’ autopsy report stated that Joe died of force blunt trauma to the chest which crushed his heart.

Joe died instantly.

Or at least the man whose body was in the tomb did.

Dean was able to examine the body when he was there, and take the pictures. All to aid him in coming to a conclusion. However, there were several things that were confusing.

Elements that lead to it being Joe, and elements that led to not being Joe.

Dean would have to wait for the test results. Test results of DNA, and cultures that would give a metabolic break down.

He would wait for those results and make a judgment based on those, the pictures, and his exam. Hopefully, Dean would come up with the correct conclusion.

The entire thing grew more mysterious by the day. With the biggest mystery to Dean being, if the body in the tomb was not Joe, then where was Joe Slagel?

 

<><><><>

 

Imagination, sounds that were weird, spirits, and an old movie by Vincent Price, called ‘Last Man on Earth’, were all detailed in the report as reasons why the patrol guards did not go into the cemetery the night before.

Even religious beliefs were mentioned.

In short, Elliott knew the men were freaked out.

That was confirmed when the line, ‘if we have killer babies, who is to say there are not zombies’.

But they heard and saw suspicious activity at the mausoleum.

They did investigate in the morning and found evidence that the tomb had been tampered with.

They listed the reasons for believing it, and marked down they didn’t touch anything.

Elliott decided that before he went to the Captain with the information he was going to see for himself.

He arrived at the cemetery and walked to the mausoleum. It held an eerie, silent feel to it.

As told by the patrol, the lid to the concrete tomb was slightly off. Elliott noted that, and with a slight shove of his body was able to replace it.

What looked like a smudged and muddy fingerprint was found on the edge of the concrete tomb.

Clearly, his patrol was correct in their assessment.

The biggest lead and indicator was the floor.

The patrol mentioned that the exterior ground was damp the night before and footprints were inside the mausoleum.

Elliott found those. Two different shoe sizes. Two different style shoes and that told Elliott more than any report could. Even more so, the possible identity to one of the people.

One foot print was that of a boot, the other was that of a tennis shoe. And not just any tennis shoe, the sole to a pair of Chuck Taylor, Converse All-Stars, and Elliott knew of only one person who wore those shoes.

Or possible two people, since in an essence they were one in the same for the time being.

 

As hard as it was, he took the information to Hal. How would he tell the captain that his father’s grave was ‘broken’ into?

“More so than someone going into the Mausoleum,” Hal said as he read the report. “What baffles me is to why we have patrolman afraid of ghosts.”

“That will be changed, Captain.”

“Someone opened my father’s tomb.” Hal stood. “Why?”

“I’m sorry.”

Hal shook his head.

“It’s disturbing, I know.”

“It is.”

“More so, is something I discovered.”

“What is that?” Hal asked.

“The shoe prints. One was that of a boot, the other Chuck Taylor’s.”

Hal looked at him immediately. “Only one person wears those. Dean.”

“When Dean is the only Dean in Beginnings.”

“The clone?”

“More than likely. I mean, why would Dean go into your father’s grave?”

“The clone does have more of a motive.” Hal rolled the report. “Let’s go, Elliott.”

“Where?”

“Beginnings.” Hal lifted the report. “I believe this is valuable information my investigating brother needs.”

“Or doesn’t.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your brother is already boggled and baffled as to why the clone’s prints aren’t on the explosive, and that we have a mystery bomber. Now we have to tell him about this.”

Hal exhaled. “True. But he has to know. This is going to really bother him.”

Even though he dreaded being there when the Captain delivered the shocking and disturbing information to Robbie, Elliott went along with Hal to Beginnings.

 

<><><><>

 

Jason wasn’t in his lab, and Robbie really wanted to talk to him. Perhaps that could be something for later.

He made his way into the trailer portion of the lab. Still locked, still untouched and appearing the way it did when Robbie was there two days earlier.

The clone really didn’t clean up much or change much. Then again, he really hadn’t been there and couldn’t get in since they added that new lock.

Robbie hooked his keys to his loop and looked around the living room of the trailer. Two plates, both with partially eaten jam sandwiches perched on the table.

The clone was meeting with someone in Beginnings, but who. Robbie wished there was a way to find out who had eaten off that second plate.

The instant he had that thought, he stopped.

Eaten.

Saliva.

DNA

Bingo.

Robbie smiled. He pulled a plastic bag from his pocket and carefully placed the remains of both sandwiches into the bag. He’d take it to Dean to find out. If Dean could pull the DNA, then the identity of the clone’s Beginnings cohort would be discovered.

Grabbing the phone, he called Dean. If he could get the sandwiches to Dean right away, perhaps when he returned that night, Dean would have an answer.

Importunely the phone rang and rang. Robbie gave up. Placing the plastic bag in his pocket, Robbie walked to the bedroom.

The bed was slept in, ruffled some and Robbie started his search.

Nothing was in the drawers and a comb lay on the dresser. Just as he turned to leave he caught glimpse of it sticking out from under the bed. A black strap.

Bending down, Robbie reached under the bed and pulled out a black backpack. It had to be Roy’s. It had some emblem on it Robbie had never seen.

Unzipping the bag, his phone rang, starting him.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Robbie, did you call?” Dean asked.

“Oh, hey, Dean. Yeah. I got an idea.”

“Shoot.”

“You know how I said it looked like someone else up here with the clone?”

“Yeah.”

“If I brought you a half eaten sandwich, can you see if you can find DNA or saliva on it?”

“Absolutely, you have one?” Dean asked with excitement.

“In my pocket.”

“Excellent. Did you find anything else?”

“A backpack. I’m looking in it now,” Robbie balanced the phone between his shoulder and ear.

“What’s in it?”

“Some really awful looking clothing.” Robbie pulled items out. “Just clothes. He must have brought this through with him.” Reaching further into the bag, Robbie pulled out the last item. “Dean would never …” The thump of something hitting the floor, caught his attention. Something had fallen out of the bag.

“Robbie?”

“Wait a second. Something was wrapped in the shirt.” Robbie looked down to the floor to see two pieces. One a box approximately eight by six inches in dimension, and three inches deep. The other, a small flat object that matched the color of the larger box.

“What the hell?”

“What did you find?” Dean asked.

“It must have broken when it hit the floor.” Robbie bent down to pick them up. “Some sort of box and …” he saw. The open space of the back of the larger box was a perfect match for the smaller object. “Yeah, it broke.”

“What is it?”

“I don’t know. Oh. Hold on. Looks like the one piece is a battery or power supply.” Robbie slid the smaller object into the bigger one. “Fits. Cool. Now what is it?” he turned it over. The flat front surface contained an alphanumeric keypad. Tiny little keys. Above them, a peach button, blue button, and green button, all with a symbols he had never seen. “Hey, Dean, he definitely brought this from the future,” Robbie said, examining the box further. Above the peach, green, and blue buttons, was an LCD display, above that a tiny circle, no bigger than an eraser. It matched the type on the side of the box. Like tiny lenses to a camera.

“Hello, Robbie!” Dean called out. “What is it?”

“I don’t know. I’ll bring it to you. Maybe together we can figure it out. I’ll call you back.” Blindly Robbie hung up the phone. He hooked his phone back to his belt, and stood with the object in his hand. Like a kid with a toy, Robbie pressed buttons.

The top circle lit up and from it emerged a blue funnel light about five inches above the box. The blue light transformed into a holograph. A holograph of a woman, wearing a white robe, her hair in swirled buns on both sides of her head.

“Huh?” Robbie asked. “Princess Leah?”

The woman was bent over. “Help, me Obi-won-Kenobi, you’re my only hope,” she said. She then stood and faced Robbie. “Hello Roy, my you look handsome. Where do you want to go?”

His left eyebrow cocked high, and trying to get rid of the image, Robbie pressed another button.

Zap.

A quick sensation of electricity, a blinding white light, and suddenly ….

War call! Encircled by the sunshine, and the smell of fresh air, the sound of thunderous stampeding carried to Robbie along with screaming, and hooting of Indian war cries. He looked up to see a wall of horses, dust clouds forming under their hooves, American Indians on their backs, riding fast and furiously his way. 

“Uh!” Robbie stifled a scream and panicking, pressed buttons on the box.

Closer. Closer. He even saw one Indian draw back a bow, ready to shoot an arrow in his direction.

Trembling hands with thoughts of ‘What the fuck is going on?’ Robbie played with the buttons like a video game until…

Zap.

Quiet.

He was in the trailer.

His chest heaved up and down in the post excitement of what transpired. His mind spun, adrenaline pumped.

“Ok. Ok,” he spoke to himself. “Calm. Calm. Fuck. Where am I? Or rather when?” He grabbed his phone. “Please be there. Please be there.” He dialed.

“Hello.” Dean answered.

“Dean … Dean when did I talk to you last.”

“Thirty seconds, maybe why?”

“OK, just checking to make sure I was still here and not somewhere else.”

“What?”

“I’m on my way. Oh my God, I’m on my way.”

“Robbie …”

“Bye.” Robbie hung up.

He extended and looked at his trembling fingers. Clenching a fist, he took a deep breath, shoved the box in the backpack, zipped it up, and hung it over his shoulder.

He flew to the living room, and flung open the door.

“Uh!” he screamed when Hal stood there.

“Robbie? Are you OK?” Hal asked.

“Yeah. Yeah. You scared me. I have to go.” Robbie rushed by him.

“Robbie, I have to talk to you,” Hal said. “Do you have a minute?”

“Actually, Hal, I don’t. Can we talk over supper?” Robbie head to the jeep, waving to Elliott.

“It’s about the case.”

“What case?” Robbie reached for the jeep door.

“Dad’s?” Hal walked to the jeep.

“What’s up?” Robbie asked as he slid inside and over turned the ignition. “I’m in hurry, Hal.”

“This is important, Robbie. It seems someone, perhaps the clone, may have tried to break into Dad’s tomb.”

“Oh. Wow. Ok. Thanks.” Robbie tossed the jeep in gear and sped off.

Hal turned slowly to Elliott. “Oh. Ok? Wow? Thanks?”

Elliott shook his head.

“He either wasn’t paying attention or he knows something. I’m willing to bet  ...” Hal said. “He knows something.”

 

<><><><>

 

“I was overseas…”

Bertha reflected on something her father told her.

“It was you know. I was infantry. I was doing my job. There were these four men, with guns, and they were firing at us. I remember this well, because it was the first time I recalled seeing the whites of the one man’s eyes  ... before I shot him. Years later, in the US, I met a man from that country. He became my friend, and into our friendship, he told me how his father was killed in the same war. By Americans. He gave me details that gave me chills. Time, date, Bert … that was my unit. I kept thinking, was it me? Did I kill this man’s father?”

Her father’s words stayed strong with her. He was sharing a war experience. War brings out the best and worst. But acts of war, hazards of war are not personal, they are just that. Acts of war. Men doing what they had to do. Their job.

Mike’s mission was an act of retaliatory action. An act of war. He didn’t shoot Bertha for personal reasons; he did so because she was in the way of his mission.

She called Robbie hours earlier to discuss what his feelings were regarding Mike.

“I’m pissed; I mean it’s obvious he was just trying to get me out of the way. Can’t say the same for you,” Robbie said.

Mike had to know it was Bertha. He had to know she was carrying his grandchild.

So Bertha had to know before she made her final call on the forgive or forget issue, whether or not he intended to harm her personally.

She knew the answer to that the second she stepped into Mike’s cell.

He was sitting on the bunk, hands to his face. And with a shocked expression, he pulled the skin to his face as he stood. “You’re all right,” he said with relief.

“Yes. It’s been one hell of a recovery though.”

“I’m sorry. If I had known it was you … You looked like any male soldier …”

Bertha held up her hand. “I know. I lost the baby.”

Mike nodded. “I figured as much.”

“Tigger is doing well,” she said, pulling up a chair.

“That’s good to know.”

“Mike, you don’t belong in here,” she said. “You have skills that are needed. Beginnings and the Society have called a truce. In fact, they have formed a pact.”

“I find that so hard to believe.”

She shook her head. “Don’t. We have. We really have Mike. Beginnings doesn’t want you dead or prosecuted. The Society doesn’t want you dead or prosecuted. Both sides want you to help out. Every man is needed. Every skill is needed. If Beginnings and the Society can put things aside, hell George is vacationing there. If that can happen. You need to make it happen with you, too. For the sake of everyone.”

Mike chuckled. “You sound so gloomy. As if some sort of bug war is gonna happen.”

Mike didn’t need a verbal response from Bertha. The look on her face said it all, and he stopped chuckling.

 

<><><><>

 

“Hal knows,” Robbie greeted Dean when dean opened the door.

“Hello, to you, too Robbie. Man, what did you do, fly here.”

“Pretty much,” Robbie said. “Hal knows.”

“Hal knows what?”

Robbie laid the backpack on the table. “He knows we dug up the grave. OK maybe he doesn’t know it was us. He might. But he knows the grave was tampered with.”

Dean’s head spun, Robbie was speaking fast. “How … how does he know?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t have time to ask him.”

“Robbie, slow down.”

“I can’t. I have to get going.” Robbie laid the plastic bag on the table. “Here are the sandwiches for the DNA. And here  ... here’s this box.”

“Why are you in such a rush?”

“Running from Hal. I lost him on the way here. Had to go to Jordan, spin back down the back way…”

Dean laughed. “Why are you running from Hal? Wait. Why is he chasing you?”

“Who knows?” Robbie shrugged. “I’ll be back tonight. Run those DNA tests.” He walked to the door.

“What is this box?” Dean lifted it.

“It’s cool. It’s weird. I haven’t a fucking clue how or what it does and why. Don’t touch it. We’ll play with it together tonight. Two people should do it. Wait until you hear what happened.”

“What …”

“Put that down, Dean. I gotta go.” Robbie opened the front door.

“Robbie what …” The door closed. “Happened.” Dean exhaled. “Typical Slagel.” Shaking his head, he set down the box and focused on the sandwiches. Until he heard Robbie’s voice in his head.

“It’s cool. It’s weird. I haven’t a fucking clue how or what it does and why. Don’t touch it.”

Dean’s eyes shifted to the box. Cool? Weird? Don’t touch it. It was like telling a kid not to peek at his presents.

Don’t touch it.

Dean chuckled and lifted the box. It was unlike anything he had ever seen. The alphanumeric keypad. He recognized, that was obvious. The shift button next to those  ... obvious as well, to shift from numbers to letters. The three top buttons just under the blank LCD display he didn’t have a clue.

The symbols looked Greek.

Sort of. Almost hieroglyphic.

Two camera lenses, one on top, one on the side. Was it a photo machine? A projector …

Dean smiled. A projector.

Only one symbol was encased by a circle. Using what he thought was common sense, and thinking ‘O’ for on, Dean pressed it.

The blue funnel light swirled up.

“Help me, Obi-won-Kenobi, you’re my only hope.”

Dean chuckled.

“Hello Roy. My, you look Handsome. Where do you want to go?’

Curious, Dean looked down to the LCD display; it read ‘set time’. He looked at his watch.

13:22 

Dean pressed in the military time of 13:22.

“Ok,” he spoke out loud. “Where is am or pm?” It wasn’t the power button, he tried the Green one.

Zap!

Thump.

“Shit.” Dean found himself on the ground, midst of a wooden area. He picked himself up and looked about. “Oh my God.” He looked down to the box. “I’m so stupid!” shaking his head, and hoping common scientific sense would kick in, Dean pressed the green button.

Zap!

He was back.

He shook the electric chill from his body and laughed at his own stupidity. “Green means go. Of course. Of … shit.” If he had been zapped elsewhere, like Robbie, he wondered where he zapped for his return. He put down the box and lifted his phone. He dialed. “Hey, Robbie. Um … just checking in. How long ago did you leave here?”

“You touched the box, didn’t you?”

“No. No, I didn’t.”

“Dean. You touched the box.”

Dean sighed. “Yes.”

“I told you not to touch the box.”

“I know. But that made me do it.”

“And?”

Dean paused. “We have to talk, figure it out, and learn this thing.”

“It’s really cool, isn’t it?”

“Without a doubt.”

“Should we tell anyone?” Robbie asked.

“Absolutely not. Not yet.”

“I agree. See you tonight. Don’t touch it again. Wait for me.”

“I will.”

“Promise.”

“I promise. See you tonight.” Dean disconnected the call. The box set on the table, and though the scientist in him really wanted to touch that box again, learn more about it. He gave his word to Robbie. It would drive him insane not being able to play with it, so Dean threw his focus on the remnants of the sandwiches and the DNA to be found.

<><><><>

 

Lunch time. Of course, it was a late lunch, but Roy didn’t mind. He had to admit being a bit frightened when he saw the Slagel clan, minus Robbie walking across town.

They were like a wall. Roy carried his lunch sack and was going to sit in the park like everyone else in Beginnings. He tilted his head when he saw the newness of it.

“What’s wrong?” Frank stopped to ask.

“That concrete square.” Roy pointed to the large object in the park. “What is that?”

“The base of the statue,” Frank said. “For my dad. You know, you even told us you saw that when you went through the Aragon Window.”

“Yes.” Roy nodded. “Yes. I did.”

He mumbled the Aragon Window as he walked to the park and took his seat on the bench. It was a great day. As he unwrapped his sandwich, he watched the Slagels walk into Containment.

Roy smiled when he realized it.

The Aragon Window. Frank referenced the statue of that time frame, yet Roy never recalled hearing about a statue in his future history.

Had it worked?

Had he succeeded?

When he had returned from his first time trip and realized nothing had changed, Roy went into a learning frenzy. He knew he had to make another trip, and he had to prepare for it.

But in order to do so, he had to get the government to do another one.

“It’s a waste,” General Spade said. “We sent the first LEP soldiers through. We sent the second batch through. Nothing. No change.”

“But I think you are missing the point,” Roy said. “I think you need to send assassins in with the mission to stop anyone that tries to get in the way of our LEP soldiers.”

Roy knew he was taking a risk. But also knew the history of Beginnings and Frank. Even wearing invisible suits, they couldn’t be victorious.

“No,” Spade said. “I don’t think so. We’ve sent thirty.”

“Then what is ten more?”

“First, the power supply …”

Roy fluttered his lips. “Power cell is unlimited. You know I invented that.”

Spade nodded.

He knew it was a subject of debate and thought for Spade, and until he had his information of when the government’s next trip would be, he had to figure out what he had to do.

He had to realize his error.

Roy believed that by giving Joe the forewarning of the war then Joe would be prepared.

Joe tried. But preparedness wasn’t the wrong doing.

He heard of the Aragon Window history. 

They had a Great War there, too, but the world was different. It was free. Pleasant, not hungry and dying.

What was the difference?

Frank was the leader in that future. Danny explained to him that Dean was supposed to die and when his death was averted, he was able to be around to cure Joe from disease. Joe lived, when otherwise he would have died.

That was the one big difference he could think of.

The invasion would still take place, the same way, the same time, no matter who led Beginnings. Both times it would have been a surprise hit. But it was the action of the leader that made the difference.

History dictated Joe as a great leader. A founding father of the country. What could he have possibly done wrong?

During coffee, something General Spade liked to do with Roy, he broke into a conversation about that.

“The Great War,” Roy said. “Did you study it?”

“Yes,” Spade replied. “I love history.”

“What do you think Joe Slagel could have done to make a difference? Or do you not know that much about the war.”

“I know a lot about it,” Spade said. “See Roy, leaders make decisions all the time. Some good. Some bad. They don’t deliberately make bad decisions. They truly believe that they are correct in what they are doing. Advisors tell them differently. Example. In 1991 The President of the United States, George Bush defending Kuwait against the Tyranny of Iraq, went into Iraq and stopped them from invading Kuwait. George Bush should have pushed further, taking the leader of that country. He should have done that. He didn’t. Had he done so, it would have averted the Iraq war of 2002. During World War II, MacArthur told the president to push though Russia while they were weak. The US president didn’t do it. Had he done so, he would have avoided the cold war. See?”

Roy nodded.

“Now to say what Joe Slagel did wrong is easy in hindsight. It’s always easier in hindsight to see what you did wrong. I can sit here and tell you the decision he made. And what I would have done. But who is to say, in his position, at that time, I wouldn’t have made the same decision. There were a lot of factors to consider at the time of decision making. Factors, I know now, that they didn’t know.”

Roy slipped into thought. Did Frank know those factors when he was leader in the Aragon Window? Frank knew as much as Joe. What made Frank make such a different decision?

Roy asked. “So is it possible a different leader would have made a different decision?”

“Very possible,” Spade said. “It depends on the man, the views, the humanity.”

“Hmm.” Roy rubbed his chin. “So then tell me. What error did Joe Slagel make? What decision was it that you may not have made?”

General Spade proceeded to give Roy a history lesson and tell him all about the factors he knew regarding the Great War. He then told Roy the one crucial turning point. The one decision Joe and his cabinet made that was the wrong move. It was one decision. One error. One thing that totally changed the outcome of the world.

General Spade even pulled up history dockets where experts wrote about the error. How it was deemed a human decision that brought about inhumanity.

Roy copied that history information, just like he did the other information, tucked it in his backpack for safe ‘time travel’ constant keeping and made his move.

He plotted, planned, and knew his direction.

When the time came and the government was sending one last squad through, Roy made his trip.

Only instead of going back pre Great War, he went mid Great War.

He had to. It was the only way to get Joe to see that he made an error and that he had to make a change. If he went before the war, it was conceivable that Joe would feel the impact.

 

It wasn’t the scene he expected to see. It wasn’t the happy Beginnings. It was a scene of tents, fires in cans, gunshots, and explosions in the distance.

He asked where Joe was and was directed to the tent.

Roy could see the amber glow of a warming fire and stepped inside. “Joe.”

Joe looked up. “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be with the others?”

“Not me, Joe.” Roy stepped closer. “You know who I am, don’t you.”

Joe stared for a few seconds, long and hard. “You. What … how …”

“Again.” Roy nodded. “Joe, I thought … I thought it would work.”

“I did, too.”

“But truth be known, Joe. You made some bad decisions. You didn’t think they’d be bad, but they were.”

“I made human decisions,” Joe said. “Human.”

“And you and I both know you’d do it again if you had the chance to do it over.”

“I based it on what I saw...”

“You based it on what you saw, yes. That is what made you make the decision.

“At the time, I felt it was right. Anyone would have done the same.”

He shook his head. “Not anyone. Not everyone. Would they have?”

Joe looked at him.

“Do you think Frank would have made that same decision?”

Joe chuckled in sadness. “Frank isn’t the same as me. He’s the only one who wouldn’t have made that decision.”

“He is.”

Joe closed his eyes briefly. “Why are you here, again? At this point …”

“At this point what?” Roy asked.

“Nothing can be done. “

“It’s not over, Joe. Not completely.”

“It’s never over. But at this point.”

“I think you know what needs to be done. None of this had to happen.”

“You’re right. But don’t you mean I know what needed to be done?”

“Need. Present tense. We can still make a change. You … you can make a change.”

“What are you saying?” Joe asked.

“It’s time, Joe, to make a decision.” Roy paused. “The ultimate decision.”

On that, Joe peered up with a heavy sigh.

“We have to go back.”

“Warning me again, may not …”

“Not warning you.” Roy interrupted. “Not warning you. Making you make not just the ultimate decision, but the ultimate sacrifice.”

Joe knew. He closed his eyes.

“You have to die.”

 

The ‘Hey, watch out!’ caught Roy’s attention in enough time for him to move his head to the side before being hit with a ball. He snickered as the boy ran by him, grabbed the ball, and stopped.

“Hey, Dad.” The child smiled, and ran the other way.

Roy tilted his head. He looked like another clone? Had Dean produced a clone in Beginnings?

Dad?

He lifted his hand in a wave to the child, took the last bite of his sandwich and stood. He had to get back to work. But before he did he looked at the concrete pedestal being erected for the statue of Joe Slagel. A statue to grace his Joe Park in his honor.

Still lingering in the feel of his flashback, Roy walked to the concrete base. He rested his hand on it and looked to the empty space where the statue would stand.

The laughter of children was his background music and Roy smiled. “We made the right decision, Joe Slagel. We made the right decision.”










  
 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
The phone in the communications room still had a swirly chord, the old fashioned type, connected to the base of the phone. Jimmy wedged the phone between his shoulder and ear, kicking back in the chair, while playing with the chord.

“Oh, yeah?” he asked slyly and soft. “It’s Sunday, Muffin, should you be speaking to me like that?” He laughed. “I can’t. You can go ahead. I can’t. No, no naughty girl.” He giggled, and then looked at his watch. “Well, my relief isn’t due for a half an hour. Not that type of relief. Hold on.” He reached down for his belt. “Undoing my belt now. Now my button. My zipper.” He paused to give an ornery moan, lifted his rear from the chair, and loosened his pants.

The door opened and Frank walked in.

Jimmy froze.

“I don’t even want to know,” Frank said.

“Gotta go.” Jimmy said embarrassed, and hurriedly pulled up his pants. “I wasn’t having phone sex Frank.”

“I didn’t say you were.” Frank pulled a cigarette from his pocket.

“That was uh … Lars.”

“Lars.”

“Lars.” Jimmy fastened his pants. “Seems there’s some sort of rash that is hitting guys in the genital area. Well, only the guys who peed at the farm house.”

“Really.”

“Yeah.”

“Wow.” Frank shook his head.

“So, what are you doing here?”

“Aside from being the president and pretty much allowed to stop in any time I want. I heard you have brownies.”

Jimmy slid the plate his way.

“Thanks.” Frank took one. “Plus, I thought this would be a really cool chance for us brothers to get together before dinner with Andrea and talk about how this is going. She hates us talking shop over food.”

“I know. So when do the other brothers get here.”

“They should have been here.”

No sooner did Frank say that, the door opened and Hal walked in.

Jimmy cocked back a little by Hal’s presence. “You look frazzled.”

“I am.” Hal took a breath, “Let me just catch myself here.”

Frank asked. “Would that be the same thing as touching yourself here?”

“What?” Hal asked aghast.

“Yeah, it’s like the newest rage in communications.”

“Good God, Frank, where do you get this stuff from?” Hal asked.

Frank pointed to Jimmy. “Walked in just in time to stop him from having phone sex.”

Hal’s mouth dropped open.

Nervously, Jimmy responded. “I told you Frank Lars said a rash is going around and I was checking.”

“Yeah. Yeah.” Frank nodded. “I believe that one.”

“Good Lord, Jimmy,” Hal said. “Have a little more respect for yourself than to masturbate in a public place.”

“In my defense,” Jimmy raised his hand. “It’s not public.”

“It’s a work place.” Hal snapped. “You just don’t masturbate in a work place.”

“Hal?” Frank called him. “Why can’t you just say jerk off.”

“Why can’t I have a little class when I speak?” Hal said.

Frank fluttered his lips. “I don’t know about you, but doesn’t matter how you say it, it still comes off crude. Masturbate, jerk off, jack off, whack …”

“Frank,’ Hal tried to interrupt.

“Off.” Frank continued. “You have your monkey references. Spank the monkey, whack the monkey…”

“Frank…”

“How about being original  ...” Frank nodded. “Slapping the ham, flogging the dolphin, jerkin the …

Jimmy laughed.

Hal shook his head. “You encourage. Frank!”

“Gherkin, punching the clown, choking the chicken…”

“Frank! Knock …”

“Jerk before work or in this case at work.”

“Enough!”

 “And the ever popular …roughing up the suspect.” Frank cleared his throat.

Hal’s mouth formed the ‘R’. “Ever popular? Roughing …”

“Up the suspect, yeah.” Frank nodded.

“Roughing up the suspect?” Hal asked.

“Yeah.”

“How is that popular, Frank?”

“Uh … Hal …jerking off has always been popular with guys.”

“That’s not what I mean, you asshole.” Hal shook his head.

Another opening of the door, and Robbie walked in.

“A-ha!” Hal pointed.

“What?” Robbie asked.

“Robbie?” Frank asked. “What does roughing up the suspect mean?”

“Jerking off,” Robbie replied.

“See.” Frank pointed at Hal. “Popular.”

“Why do you ask?” Robbie questioned.

“Because Hal never heard of the term and I was telling him the term when I walked in and Jimmy was having phone sex.”

“No!” Jimmy shouted. “I was examining my penis for a rash.”

Robbie laughed. He stopped laughing when Hal stepped to him. “What?”

“Why were you running from me?” Hal asked.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Robbie said.

“Bullshit. You do. You ran from me.”

“I believe I wasn’t running anywhere, I was driving,” Robbie said.

“Running. Driving. Same difference in this situation.”

“Actually …” Robbie said. “It’s only the same difference when you’re talking about Frank.”

Hal rolled his eyes.

“Were you guys playing a game?” Frank asked.

“No, we were not playing a game,” Hal replied. “I was trying to catch our brother.”

“So you were playing a game.” 

“No! Christ!” Hal blasted. “I wasn’t playing a game! Robbie!” Hal faced him. “I told you something very important, and you ran.”

“Drove.”

“Whatever.”

Frank interjected. “I hate that.”

“Who cares?” Hal snapped. “Robbie why did you drive away from me.”

“I had somewhere to go.”

“There,” Frank said. “Settled.”

“It’s not settled. I was trying to catch him. He wouldn’t stop.”

“Maybe he didn’t know,” Frank said.

“He knew. I flashed my lights. Beeped my horn. Called him …” Hal said. “And I lost him.”

This surprised Frank. “Robbie, why wouldn’t you stop?”

“I was in a hurry.”

“Oh.” Frank nodded.

“Oh?” Hal asked sarcastically. “He says ‘Oh’ and you accept it. I don’t Robbie why were you running from me?”

“Why were you chasing me?”

“Why were you running?”

“Why were you chasing.”

“Enough!” Hal yelled. “We will talk later about this. Right now …” he inhaled “We have a brother’s get together.”

Jimmy spoke up. “I’m glad you guys are here. I’ve made a lot of progress on this. Watch the board.”

They did.

At first it lit up, differently than the other one.

Frank blinked. “That’s new.”

Jimmy nodded. “It shows the entire globe spread out. Now I’m gonna ask the system to scan the skies for anything coming this way.” Jimmy clicked away. “I can also set it to scan every minute, two minutes …. There.” He sat back. The system ‘blinged’ and massive amounts of lights appeared to the east, west and south of the United States.

Hal’s ‘Holy shit’ was matched in volume with Frank’s...

“Fuck!” Frank backed up. “Robbie get on the horn we have …”

“Hold it.” Jimmy yelled. “This isn’t real. This is what it would look like if it were. I can assess what’s coming in the computer, can approximate what type of aircraft and how many. Right now, it’s saying five hundred.” Jimmy explained. “I can scan for sea, land, air … set a perimeter. It’s only gonna pick up a bigger movement. But we can tweak it to pick up as little as one man.”

“So we can conceivably find more people?” Hal asked.

“And you know they’re out there,” Jimmy said.

Frank exhaled. “This is what? What are we looking at?”

“A training software,” Jimmy said. “I was able to pull it out. It trains on different scenarios and on how to use the system. I’m learning it. That way when I really find the program, the real program, I’ll have it down pat and there’ll be no mistakes.”

Frank asked. “How long?”

Jimmy lifted his hands. “I’m not sure. Soon, though. Soon. I’ll find it, program it and we’re good to go.”

“Wow” Robbie said. “Ok, you know what I think.”

“Yes,” Frank stated. “I do.”

Robbie snickered.

Hal rolled his eyes.

Robbie continued. “I think now that we have this program, we should start training people on this. That way when this is up and running, we can have full round the clock surveillance.”

Frank agreed. He stepped closer to the board, facing it. “This has to be it. It’s fucking brilliant. It has to be the difference that is made in this war. If in the other futures we didn’t have this, we were hit by a surprise attack. This way, we can see it coming and get ready. Yeah … this has to be it. What else can there be?”

Robbie didn’t know for sure, but one thing he did believe was that the AL3S system couldn’t have been the one thing. If it was, then why the big plot to get his father out of the picture.

No. The difference in the war was Frank. He had to be. But how? What was it that Frank was going to do, that neither Hal, George nor his father would do?

It was all part of Robbie’s mystery to solve.

At least he thought …. Until Danny walked in.

“Whoa, hey.” Danny smiled. “It’s all Slagel and testosterone in here.” He smiled. “What’s going on?”

Robbie replied. “Picking on Jimmy.”

“About jerking off,” Frank said.

“Good God.” Hal shook his head.

Danny laughed.

“Actually,” Frank pointed to the screen. “Jimmy unearthed the training program.”

Danny looked at the board. “Simulation?”

“Yep.” Frank replied.

“Sweet. I just stopped by to make sure things were OK. We got a power surge alarm.”

Jimmy asked. “When?”

“Couple minutes ago. I was on my way home when they told me. It was the third one today,” Danny replied. “But I’m wondering … is this the third time you ran this?”

“Third time I fired it up,” Jimmy replied.

Robbie interjected. “So this thing is draining power?”

“Yeah upon powering, maybe. I’ll check it out tomorrow. If need be, I’ll see what I can do to get it its own power source, this is too vital to chance blowing out like the time machine.”

Frank nodded. “Sounds good.”

“Ok, well, I’ll let you guys bond and pick on Jimmy.” Danny walked to the door. “Oh, hey.” He snapped his finger and spun around. “Before I forget. Not real important, just a bit of a mystery.”

Robbie’s attention was piqued.

“By chance, did your dad give you his password to history files?”

Each brother shook his head.

Hal asked. “Does his unlock something special?”

“No, not really. Not at all actually, just gave him access to history at odd times.”

“Hey.” Frank said. “How come I don’t have one?”

“We thought you were using your dad’s,” Danny said.

“Why would you think that?” Frank asked.

“Someone has. After he died. I changed it though.” Danny shrugged. “Probably Jason. See ya …”

“Danny.” Hal called out. “Someone was using my father’s password to view history.”

“Yeah, at odd hours. But … we think it’s Jason or maybe Andrea. So, it’s not a big deal. Whoever is using it is only viewing info everyone else can see anyhow.” Danny opened the door. “Nothing to worry about.”

Robbie saw by his brothers’ reaction that they heeded what Danny said and shrugged it off. But Robbie didn’t. He couldn’t. It just seemed too valuable of information and a possible piece to the bigger puzzle.

 

<><><><>

 

With some work, he was able to draw saliva from the sandwiches. Unfortunately for Dean, he had a fifty-fifty chance of running the tests on the person other than the clone. He picked the wrong sandwich. The results came up with a match to his own.

At least he knew whatever DNA he pulled, wasn’t a match to his own.

Dean was just as curious as to who the other person was.

It was also possible that the identity could be unknown. The other person might not be in the DNA database.

While the tests ran, Dean found himself staring at the box. He really, really wanted to play with it. Learn it. It was driving him insane.

Living alone, with no outside influences, afforded Dean the opportunity to do work in a few hours that previously would have taken him days.

He had everything ready from the pictures, slides, cultures, and body examination. A report ready for Robbie. One that didn’t quite make as much sense as he hoped, and one that didn’t give him any answers. In fact, it made things more confusing.

The computer sounded off that the DNA program analysis was complete and Dean moved to the computer. He pulled up the results and they literally stumbled him backwards.

The computer found a DNA match. The buddy or dining partner of the clone was without a doubt from Beginnings. And the results shocked Dean. It was the last person’s name he expected to see on the screen.

 

<><><><>

 

Roy panicked.

He wasn’t able to get into the trailer. Someone had changed all the locks and sealed it up tight. His things were in there, but he took comfort in the fact that they were hidden. Who would go under the bed anyhow?

He was supposed to meet his friend again before heading to Ellen’s to see the kids. But since the meeting place was locked tight, he didn’t know if he’d see his friend.

The last they spoke, his friend told him that if he had nervous energy Roy should go work in the lab.

That was a good idea. Roy decided after meeting with the kids, he’d go to the cryo lab and work on things. It would be quiet and no one would bother him.

Plus, since he was filling in for Dean as Dean, perhaps Roy could help out his original by not just solving problems, but by giving him really cool tools that Dean didn’t have. Tools Dean probably would have invented had he thought of it. Dean would be grateful.

First problem first.

The children.

Roy was clueless on not only how to handle them, but who they were and all of their names.

 

Elliott Ryder looked proper as he stood a small distance from the dining room table where Ellen instructed the children.

“So, you see, he may seem a little different. Be on your best behavior.”

Alex asked, “Is he dangerous?”

Billy rolled his eyes. “I cannot believe you just asked if our father was dangerous. She said ‘different’ not dangerous. God!”

“Well, sorry.” Alex snapped.

Hand to the side of his head, Billy asked. “What exactly do you mean by different. Looking different? What?”

“A little. Mainly personality wise,” Ellen answered. “He’s been giving himself the healing agent for the damage caused by the chip and he’s very  ... very pleasant and different.”

“So you’ve said,” Billy stated. “And this has happened in two days.”

“Yes.”

“Really. I find it hard to believe.”

“Why are you questioning me?” Ellen asked.

“Because I think there’s something you’re not telling us.”

“If there’s something I’m not telling you, there’s a reason for it. Just … be nice. Be good and don’t saying anything to him about being different.”

“Fine.” Billy tossed his hand upward.

The doorbell rang, Ellen walked to retrieve it. “Dean. Come in.” she opened the door wider.

Roy stepped inside.

The second he did Alexandra and Joey pelted him with screams of, ‘Daddy!’

Roy jumped back with a scream of his own … shock.

Billy looked over his shoulder at Ellen. “Different.”

“Hello,” Roy said to Alex, shaking her hand, then did the same to Joey.

Again, Billy delivered a glance to Ellen. “Different.”

“Shh.” She placed her finger to her mouth.

Roy walked further into the house. “Sgt. Elliott Ryder. What brings you here?”

Elliott smiled peacefully. “I came to help Ellen get the children situated. I’m also her escort tonight.”

“That is very nice of you,” Roy said. “You are a very nice man.”

Billy snorted a laugh. “That’s not what you said last week. Last week you said he was gonna cut through the middle and take mom from Frank.”

“Take her where?” Roy asked.

“Marry her.”

“Oh,” Roy scoffed. “She is already married to Frank. You must have heard me incorrectly. I would know better than to say that.”

“Right.” Billy nodded.

Ellen sighed out loudly. “OK, well.” She cleared her throat. “We won’t be long, Dean.”

Roy did a double take. “You’re leaving?”

“Um  ... yes.” Ellen nodded.

“You’re leaving me alone with the children?”

“Yes,” Ellen said. “Dean, you said when I asked you this afternoon if you could sit with the kids, you said yes.”

“Yes, I did,” Roy said. “But when you asked me to sit with the kids, I thought you meant sit with the kids. Like at a table. That table.” Roy pointed. “It’s a nice table.”

“Are you not feeling well? You don’t want to be alone with them?” Ellen asked.

“No. I’m... I’m fine.” Roy examined the faces of the kids and swallowed hard. “It won’t be a problem. They’re just miniature people, right.”

Ellen smiled. “Right.” She grabbed her coat. “You’re sure you’re OK with this.”

“Yes. Yes.” Roy gave a thumbs up. “Where are you going?”

Elliott answered. “To the Dan-a-Plex. We’re gonna catch, The Saw.”

“Oh, that sounds dangerous,” Roy said.

Elliott chuckled. “No. not at all.”

“But I’m sure you know what you’re doing. I hope you catch it without slicing yourself.”

Billy crinkled his brow. “What the …”

Ellen’s hand quickly covered his mouth. She clenched her jaw and whispered to Billy. “Shut up.” She changed demeanor with a smile. “Alex, why don’t you take Joey in the back?”

“Fine. I always get stuck with him.” Alex grabbed his hand. “He’s not very bright you know.”

Billy chuckled. “You should relate.”

Alexandra flipped off Billy.

“Mother, did you see that display of physical vulgarity.”

“Yes.” Ellen kissed him on the head. “You deserved it. Ready Elliott?”

“Not really, I’d like to stay and see …” he stopped talking when Ellen yanked him. “Or not.”

“Night, Dean. Make sure they go to bed early. They have school.” Ellen opened the door and quickly left with Elliott.

When the door closed, Roy stood in awkward silence. He looked at Billy who just stared at him. “You and I have an amazing likeness.”

“I should hope so, you’re my father,” Billy said.

“But it is seems more than just a genetic link.”

Billy shrugged. “Some people call me your ‘mini me’ or clone.”

“Ha! I knew it. I knew it.” He peered closer. “Amazing. May I see your hands?”

“Sure.” Billy held them up.

“Do you find them hard to maneuver? I know I did at your age.”

“Sometimes.”

“Would you like to sit at the table with me?” Roy asked.

“Sure.”

Roy walked to the table and sat.

So did Billy.

“This isn’t very exciting,” Roy said.

“Not really.”

Both of them tapped their fingers on the table.

Billy sniffed with an upward motion of his chin. “So, I hear you invented a viable artificial womb.”

“Yes, I did. It looks great.”

“You think it will sustain the life.”

“Without a doubt, and expand like a normal uterus.”

“Sweet.”

“Yes.”

Billy paused. “Do you have anything else planned to just … I don’t know, invent out of the blue.”

“Oh, yes. Without a doubt,” Roy said. “After I am done sitting with you, I plan on going to the cryo lab and working all night on new and exciting things for Beginnings.”

“Really?” Billy asked with excitement. “Like what?”

“Can you keep a secret?”

“I’m a scientist.”

Roy cocked back. “Oh, you are like me. Good.” He patted him on the head. “Ok, as a surprise, I am going to  ... I have designed a DNA identification program. Can’t tell you more, but it is unlike anything we have.”

“Serious?”

“It is a serious thing. Yes.”

“Can I come with you and watch?”

“I would like that but … but you have to be in bed early. You have education tomorrow.”

“I hate school.”

“Why? Learning is fun.”

“Learning is very fun, when they can teach you something you don’t know.”

“The school doesn’t teach you anything you don’t know?”

“I’ve told you this,” Billy griped. “They teach me like I’m a normal nine year old.”

“And you are not a normal nine year old. You’re intelligence capabilities far exceed that of child your age.”

“I know. Jenny is nice, but she doesn’t know what I know. Dad … she doesn’t know calculus.”

“And she is teaching you?”

“Yeah.”

“Oh, that doesn’t seem right. I’m sure you know calculus.”

“It’s a breeze. You taught me.”

Roy smiled. “Then if you are smarter than Jenny. You should teach the class.”

“She wouldn’t let me.”

“Why?” Roy asked. “Learning is fun. Surely, she would like to learn. It is established that you are more intelligent than she, right?”

“Yes.”

“Then it is not only your duty but your obligation to instruct the class.”

“Can you tell her that?” Billy asked.

“Yes. How does this sound. Tomorrow when you go to school, you march right up to Jenny and you tell her, you are smarter, you will be taking over as teacher.”

Billy laughed. “She’ll yell at me.”

“Oh, she can’t do that. You’re my... how did you put it? My mini me. If she gets angry, you send her to me.”

“Ok.” Billy got excited. “I really should have a lesson plan if I’m going to do this.”

“I can help you.”

“That’s even better. What should we teach them?” Billy asked.

“Science, without a doubt.” Roy paused in thought. “We should start with something easy, interesting, and fun.”

“Any suggestions?”

“I know. We’ll start with nucleated red blood cells.”

“Perfect.” Billy jumped up. “I’ll get the hematology books.”

Roy nodded and smiled while watching Billy dart away. Sitting with the kids wasn’t a bad thing, and he actually enjoyed talking to another clone. He could relate on so many levels.

 

<><><><>

“What are you working on?” Frank asked Dean.

“Just stuff,” Dean replied, standing across the room in the new make shift lab at the house. He kept going from computer to Frank.

“So … anyhow  ... ow,” Frank said. “Down at the Dan-a-Plex, they’re playing The Saw. Ow.”

“Aw, I love that movie.”

“It’s a great classic.”

“I wouldn’t call it a classic, Frank.”

“Ow. Why not? What’s the definition of classic?”

“Serving as a standard of excellence or recognized value.”

“There you have it. Ow,” Frank commented. “Anyhow, he hadn’t a clue what the fuck Ryder was talking about. Fuck. Ryder couldn’t talk, he was laughing so hard.”

“That’s not his fault Frank. He’s from the future.”

“True. Ow. And he isn’t dumb. I made the comment that he was a CAT four and Ellen said, oh, yeah, well, CAT four’s can’t invent viable artificial rooms, that expand with growth.”

Dean suddenly turned around. “He invented what?”

“A viable …. That’s what she said … ow … artificial room.”

“Artificial …room?”

“Yeah.”

Dean blinked. “Womb.”

“Huh?”

“You mean artificial womb.”

“Are you talking like Alex?”

“No, Frank. Womb. Uterus. Not room. He made a viable artificial womb that expands with growth.”

“I don’t know about that, but he did make an artificial room.”

“Fuck.” Dean slammed his hand down. “How did he do that?”

Frank shrugged. “I don’t know. Ow. With wood. No, wait, wood wouldn’t expand that much.”

“He couldn’t have invented it in one day. He had to have had the design before he got here and only implemented it.”

“Whatever. Ow. Why are you getting mad? You created him. He’s you.”

“In a sense.” Dean tapped his hand on the table. “I will be able to use it.”

“Really?” Frank asked. “Where?”

“In the lab.”

“Is it portable?”

“Probably. But once you get it situated, it can’t be moved. I wouldn’t think. Wow. I really can’t wait to see it.”

“What are you gonna use it for? Ow.”

“Create babies.”

“A place for sex?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Dean.” Frank snapped. “You're gonna make babies.”

“Yes.”

“In the artificial room. That means it’s …”

“No, Frank! God. Womb. Womb. Womb. Not room. Room. Room. Artificial womb.”

Frank stared.

Dean calmed himself. “I’m gonna use the artificial womb to make babies. Not the artificial room. An artificial room is pretty useless.”

“That’s what I thought. I couldn’t figure out … ow... the big deal.”

“Frank.”

“What? Ow.”

“If he’s biting you, why do you keep on holding him?”

Frank looked down to his hand. “He’s cute. Aren’t you Harry?” Frank ran his finger over the top of Harry, the Killer Fetuses’ head. “Look, Dean, look how he cuddles to my finger.”

“Hmm.”

Frank walked over with Harry in his hand. “Look at him curl up.”

“He’s biting you.”

“Nibbling. See. No real blood. He’s probably teething or something. Dean, trust me, if he put a hole in my boot, he’d put a hole in my hand if he didn’t like me. Like his parents …” Frank sighed. “I am his God.”

“What can I say, Frank. You’re everyone’s God.”

“I am.”

Dean laughed.

“Dean, doesn’t he look like a short, hairless ferret?”

“A short, hairless…” Dean chuckled and looked. “No. he looks like a fetus, Frank.  A four month old fetus with stubby arms, legs, a tail, and undeveloped features. Only he’s probably about ten days old.”

“But he doesn’t have that Killer Baby look. You know. Pug face, wrinkled skin.”

“He’s not done developing yet,” Dean replied. “Trust me; he’ll turn into a killer looking baby in no time. He’s still forming.”

“Man.” Frank shook his head and stroked Harry. “Too bad you can’t get into his DNA now, huh? I mean, if he was mutated to grow into a Killer Baby, maybe he would mutate back.”

Dean drew up a bright look. “Frank. You know what? You may be on to something.”

“What do you mean?”

“When El and I went to the future, one of the problems was the Killer Baby population went out of control. What if we stopped them from being Killer Babies, by halting the formation in the fetus stage?”

“How?”

“Find the mutation factor and change it,” Dean said. “This way we wouldn’t have to kill them we can make them as normal as possible by going into their DNA early. Hell, you’re part jackrabbit.”

“Sounds good.”

“Yeah.”

“But, Dean. I can’t do that.”

“Do what?” Dean asked.

“Change their DNA.”

“Not you.”

“You?”

“No.” Dean shook his head. “The clone.”

“Why the clone?”

“Because he’s smart.”

“How do you know?” Frank asked.

“He’s me, he has my brain power, and he invented an artificial womb.”

“And room.”

“Yes.”

“If he’s so smart and he’s you,” Frank said. “Why can’t you do it?’

“I could. But I’m still in my infancy on DNA. Most of what I do and accomplish is by chance and or accident. If he has full knowledge or has a better grasp of DNA, he could do it.”

“OK. So how do we get the clone to do it?”

“Take Harry with you,” Dean said. “Bring him to the clone and tell him your theory about stopping the mutation during the developmental phase.”

“But you’re working with Harry.”

“True.” Dean paused in thought. “Can you get him one?”

“Yeah, sure.” Frank shrugged. “I’ll get it tonight.” He looked at his watch. “Anyhow, I have to go. You need anything?”

“No, I’m good.”

Frank took Harry to the cage. “Night, Harry.” He leaned into him. “Ow, he bit my lip.”

“Well, if you wouldn’t kiss the Killer Fetus, Frank, that wouldn’t happen.”

“He has to feel the love, Dean.” Frank put him in the cage. “Love stops him from gnarling flesh.”

Dean laughed with a shake of his head.

Frank walked to Dean. “Is my lip bad?”

“You’re bleeding.”

“Oh.” Frank shrugged, wiped the blood, and gave a pat to Dean’s back. “See ya’ tomorrow.”

Dean nodded. When Frank left, and he was secure in the fact that he was gone, Dean quickly pulled out the HG Wells. He set it on the counter and stared at it in wonder. “Come on, Robbie. Hurry up. I have information and I wanna play with this” He looked at his watch. Like a kid at Christmas time staring at a wrapped gift, Dean grew more excited and anxious by the minute.

<><><><>

 

There was a Donny Osmond song in the seventies called, Sweet and Innocent. The words starting out, ‘I love the little wiggle in your walk.’ George couldn’t help but sing that song in his head when he looked at Tigger.

Tigger climbed up on the bar stool next to George.

“You wanted to see me?” he asked.

“How are you, Tigger?”

“Bored. How about you?”

“I’m good,” George said. “What do you mean bored?”

“They haven’t really found me a job yet. Stuck me in the fields.” Tigger signaled for a drink.

“You know, you really are much too young to be drinking.”

Tigger laughed. “I could say you’re told old to be drinking. But we all defied a plague, so who the hell cares, we’re on borrowed time. When did you start drinking?”

“Drinking for real?”

“What’s that supposed to mean when you drink, you drink for real.”

“Forgive me,” George said. “I mean regularly. Not until I was thirty.”

“Wow. You waited a while. So what’s up?”

“I have a very big proposition for you little man.”

Tigger tilted his head. “Is that a dig?”

“Yeah, actually,” George nodded. “If you can toss them out, you gotta take them.”

“OK, I’ll give you that.”

“All right. As you know, we have your father in a jail of sorts.”

Tigger nodded.

“And as you know we are on the verge of war with an unknown foe,” George explained. “Every man is needed Tigger. You’re father has skills, viable skills that are needed. We have bridged the differences between us and we have to unite. I have an idea that I think will finalize the bridge, but that’s neither here nor there right now. You’ll find out later about that. I don’t want to punish your father. Beginnings doesn’t want to punish your father.”

“You want my father to work for you?”

George held up a finger and shook his head. “Work for us all. Be part of the team. That is step one of my plan.”

“Get my father to work with the plan?”

“Yes. Cross working,” George said. “We send people here, Beginnings sends people our way. Something I’m gonna bring up to Frank tomorrow is the fact that I want to send men over here to be trained by the UWA.”

“Show unity.”

“Exactly. Your father is not buying the unity bit. I think after my final step in the plan he will. But the country is a big country; the west isn’t big enough for him and Frank.”

Tigger laughed.

“I want Mike to be stationed on the East Coast with us and work with Bertha.”

Tigger’s eyes lit up.

“See, I knew that would spark you.” After a shudder, George continued. “Tigger I want you to come back with me to Quantico. I fly out tomorrow or the next day and I would like you to come with me. First, you would be able to get through to your father.”

Tigger chuckled. “I don’t think so.”

“Oh, I do. He’s trusts you. He knows you wouldn’t lie. You convey how he is needed and how he has to move on and work as a team player. I think he would.”

“What will you have him do?”

“Train leaders. I already have that figured out. He would train men to be in leadership positions. To get that started, I’d like you to come with me.”

“Join the Society?”

“You’re wrong there. You wouldn’t be joining the Society; you’d just be living on the east coast. Working with us.”

“Can you get me a job where I’m not bored or picking tomatoes?”

George laughed. “I can use a good clerk. How are your organizational skills?”

“Suck, but I can type and all than other stuff.”

“So does that mean you’ll fly out with me?”

“Do I get to see Bertha?”

George swallowed. “Yes.”

“If I don’t like it out there, I’m not stuck, right?”

“You’re not a prisoner. It’s no longer one side or the other. If you want to leave, you leave.”

“You’re not using a bad recruiter line on me are you?’

Again, George laughed. He watched Tigger tap his hands on the bar. “Well? Does this mean ‘yes’?”

Tigger downed his drink. “I’ll start packing.”

 

<><><><>

 

“Jesus Christ, Robbie.” Dean flung open the door. “It’s midnight. I’ve been waiting forever.”

“Dean, I had to work. Geesh.” He took off his coat and laid it on the couch. “I wanted to get here as soon as possible.”

“Sorry, I’m just antsy.”

“I know.” Robbie followed him into the other room, Dean’s lab. He noticed the HG Wells. “You haven’t played with it, have you?”

“Not since I initially touched it,” Dean said.

“I can’t believe I found this.”

“Me either.”

“So, like, Dean. Obviously it took you somewhere. Where?”

“The woods. You?”

“The great plains complete with Indians.”

“No, shit.”

“Scared the fuck out of me.”

“This needs our attention. But we also can’t just press buttons, we are going to have to learn this machine.”

“Without a doubt.”

“But first …”

Robbie nodded.

“Sit down, Robbie.”

Robbie did. “I take it you got results?”

“Yes, I believe I have come up with a conclusive answer.”

“And?”

“Not so fast.” Dean joined him at the table. “I’m gonna give you some whys first, OK?”

Robbie nodded.

“Your science lesson for the day. There is no such thing as taking an adult, cloning an adult, and getting an adult. You take an ovum, remove all chromosomal values and traces, and insert it with the DNA of a subject. After chemicals and generations, you get cell division much like the conception process. When the embryo is old enough it’s planted into a host mother. It’s called Embryonic or reproduction cloning. It is never a one hundred percent exact clone.”

“Why?” Robbie asked.

“Because one, especially a male, his DNA is inserted into a host egg. A woman different than the mother is going to carry that. There will always be traces from the cell division or host mother in the clone. Minor, very minor, but differences. Unless the egg is that of the actual mother, and an artificial womb is used. Which we know they have in the future. My clone would be a perfect clone copy of me if I hadn’t used Melissa’s egg. He was grown, I’m gathering in an artificial womb. I … cloned myself. My embryo was frozen. The purest clone we have or had was Ellen. I used her egg, her DNA, and if she could have carried her clone. Perfect. But, I destroyed her clone and all other clones except my own.”

“My father’s too.”

“Yes.”

“Could someone have dug up his grave and extracted DNA to create a clone in the future?”

“Possible. But unless they came up with a new way in the next hundred years, I doubt it, the clone would still have a marker in its DNA to say it is a clone.”

Robbie nodded his understanding.

“So with that lesson out of the way, I can say, with a hundred percent certainty that the body we dug up is not a clone.”

“So what …”

Dean held up his hand. “I am really serious, Robbie, I went back and forth on this issue. Was it Joe was it not Joe? For the purpose of this discussion, we will say Joe One and Joe Two. Joe Two being the body of … Joe.”

“So my father did die?”

“Listen to me.” Dean pulled forth a folder. “Several things can mutate DNA, a virus, radiation. Joe Two had our virus, but Joe Two also had traces of radiated mutation, meaning his was exposed to radiation at some point.”

“Radiation?”

“But he hung out at Jason’s lab. However … I’ll get to that in a minute. Differences, Joe Two had a bite mark on his left leg. Severe, matching that of a wolf. He also had traces of sulfur in his hair, which could have come from the explosion. Do you recall your father being bit by a coyote or wolf?”

“Not to my knowledge.” Robbie said. “So there are differences. How can this be? Could it be a new type of clone?”

“A clone would not have the same scars as its original. Joe Two had the procedural scars on his chest from his treatments. Joe Two also had the DNA mutation of my healing agent. The DNA I used to clone Joe was that of pretreatments.”

“The hair …”

“The hair is different. Gray. When Joe One died, his hair was not gray.”

“Dean, I’m confused. First, you give me reasons as to how it isn’t my dad, and then you give me reason to why it is my dad. Which is it?”

Dean paused. “This is where it gets tricky. Robbie, I firmly believe one hundred percent, without a doubt, that the body in the tomb, was indeed … Your father.”

Robbie’s head hung low.

Dean continued. “But the mystery continues.”

Robbie looked up.

“We have your father in a tomb buried six miles from here,” Dean said. “And we have your father a few days ago eating a jam sandwich at the trailer.”

Suddenly, Robbie’s whole demeanor switched.

“Your father is the one who had lunch with the clone.”

“Oh, my God.” Robbie’s eyes closed. “Oh my God.”

“The password thing Danny told you about … that’s him.”

“So Andrea knows. That’s why …”

Dean shook his head. “We can’t be certain of that.”

“But she claims to see him …” Robbie shook his head. “No, she doesn’t claim to see him. She claims to sense him. Hear him.”

“His ghost.”

Robbie smiled. “Invisible suit.”

Dean nodded.

“Joe’s not in the future. Joe’s not dead. Dead men don’t eat jam sandwiches a month after their death. Your father is alive and well and is hiding out pretty damn well.”

Robbie finished the sentence with a tone of relief. “In Beginnings.”

Dean lifted a finger. “End of mystery one. Now onward to another. If Joe isn’t dead and is hiding in Beginnings, then …”

Robbie nodded. “Why.”

“Exactly.”

 
   





  
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
April 1st

 

When Johnny Slagel started bartending at the Dan at the Creed Saloon, he became, in a short period of time, much like the Creedvillians. A person who rarely saw the light of day. Closing shop about four in the morning, Johnny would stay up all night and sleep all day.

Tigger, though out late himself, needed little sleep. And aside from that, he had to go to Beginnings to pick tomatoes at eight in the morning.

He didn’t know when he’d see Johnny again and had to talk to him.

Johnny felt it in his sleep. At first it was vivid, snapping him to a lucid state while he dreamt, then he realized, the warm breath he felt was actually someone close to him. He opened his eyes.

“Morning sunshine,” Tigger said. “Can you get up?”

“What time is it?” Johnny asked.

“Seven.”

“Is it some sort of joke?”

“Could be. It’s April first.”

Johnny groaned and rolled over.

“Johnny seriously, I have to talk to you.”

“Tig, I’ve only been in bed an hour and a half. Play your April Fool’s joke on me later, I promise you can ‘get me’ then.”

“It’s not an April Fool’s joke; I really need to talk to you.”

“About what?”

“One me, the other  ... your father.”

It didn’t take long for Johnny to open his eyes fully. He gave a just a second finger to Tigger and removed the covers.

Even though he had only been in bed a short period of time, his bladder felt full and he went to empty it.

“By chance you didn’t make coffee, did you?” Johnny asked, flushing the toilet.

“Yes, I did. I don’t have much time. I have Hector the horrible on my back about being on time.”

Johnny laughed as he came from the bathroom. “What’s up?”

“Last night I went to Beginnings.”

“Oh, yeah, I wondered where my town drunk went. You missed it. Sebastian did a strip tease for a bachelorette party last night.”

“Why would I …” Tigger’s eyes widened. “Did you see? Did you see?”

“Tig.”

“No, Johnny, you had to see.”

“I know you’ve been wondering.”

“I have. No one would show me.”

“Well, that’s because you can’t walk up to these people and ask them to expose themselves.”

“Ok, that’s true.” Tigger handed Johnny a cup of coffee. “Did you.”

Johnny sipped. “From where I stood, he had no hair, but it looked as if it were normal.”

“Aw.” Tigger shook his head. “I thought it would be neat to see it translucent like everything else.”

Johnny shrugged. “It looked normal.”

“Oh, well. I still wonder about the women. Maybe they’ll make that Creedville Porn like I wanted.”

“You’re twisted. So what did you want?”

“I was in Beginnings last night. I heard … this is what I heard from very reliable sources, I hear your father is coming to town to see you today.”

The coffee nearly dropped from Johnny’s hand. “You’re April Fooling me.”

Tigger shook his head. “No, that’s what I heard.”

“From where?”

“George.”

“How does George know?”

“Seems George talked to your dad about mending fences. I mean, if Beginnings and the Society can do it, so can your dad and you.”

“Ah, Tig, that would be so cool. I hope he does.”

“I do, too. Johnny. I do, too. Speaking of Dad’s …” Tigger cleared his throat. “My dad is in prison in Quantico for trying to kill George, shooting your Uncle Robbie, and disabling the love of my life.”

“I know.”

“So, George called me to talk to me. With this impending war, they need all the men they can get. All the good men. He wants me to go talk to my father, to get him to wise up and work for us all. He wants to have him run a leadership school.”

“Wow. So what does this mean?” Johnny asked.

“I’m leaving Johnny. I hate to leave you, but I am. Even if for a short time. I’m heading out with George.”

“You’re joining the Society?”

“No. There is really no Society anymore, it’s all part of the US, and I’m just living on the east to do my job. This would be, get my dad to make a turn around, see Bertha, and work as a clerk.”

“Tig … Tig I don’t know what to say.”

“Tell me I’m making the right decision.”

“Well, yeah, you are. Especially now since the Society isn’t the enemy. I think that’s cool. You going, you working over there, will help everyone over here understand things better.”

“Why don’t you go John?” Tigger asked.

Johnny looked up. “What?”

“Go.”

“With you?”

“Yes.”

“Did George ask?’

“No. he didn’t this is my idea. George loves you. You love George. He’s always been there for you. I think he needs you, Johnny. Come with us.”

“I can’t. I can’t.”

“Why?”

“Because I have to atone here. I really do. I have to make up for all I did, or at least try.”

Tigger nodded. “I understand. Hey  ... there’s gonna be constant trips back and forth. Maybe you can visit. Maybe if things don’t work out here, you can come there.”

Johnny nodded. “I’ll miss you.”

“We can talk on the phone. Hoi mail. We can stay in touch.”

“True.”

“It’s a big country, Johnny,” Tigger said. “But doesn’t it feel good that it isn’t no longer a divided country.”

Johnny smiled peacefully. “Yeah, it does. And you know what will make my life even better.  When my family is no longer a divided family. I have my work cut out, but if it’s the last thing I do, Tigger, I’ll get my family back together. I’ll be part again.”

“I believe that. I believe that.”

With a warm smile, Johnny leaned into Tigger and embraced his friend. He would miss him, but he would stay in contact.

For the first time in the post plague world, a cross country friendship wasn’t just possible it was plausible.

 

<><><><>

 

Sleep didn’t come easy for Robbie. Not at all. In fact, when he left Dean’s at four in the morning, his mind buzzed with all they talked about and all they discussed. Not to mention the fact that they never touched the HG Wells, or at least that was what they assumed it was called.

They planned to get together later and work on it. But the truth was, neither Robbie or Dean knew much about it.

Both of their minds were flowing with the revelation that Joe ate a jam sandwich in Beginnings a few days earlier.

It was a lot to digest.

Especially since they both believed his father was still alive and living in Beginnings.

Deliberately Robbie stopped at Andrea’s and had breakfast.

He waited, watched, and hoped she’s say something about his father.

She did.

“I don’t know why he doesn’t touch his breakfast,” Andrea said.

“Who?”

“Your father.”

“Do you make him a plate every day, Andrea?” Robbie asked.

“Oh, yes, that would be rude not to, don’t you think.”

Robbie smiled.

Then Andrea did something she hadn’t done. She sighed and sat down. “Not that I think he’ll be able to eat it. You don’t believe me, do you?’

“Why do you ask?”

“No one does. They pacify me.”

“Maybe if you told me why you believe you speak to my father.”

“Because I can,” She said.

“But why?” Robbie asked.

“I feel him.”

“Do you …” Robbie hesitated. “Do you see him?”

“Not really.”

“Then how do you know he’s there.”

“I sense him. I smell him,” Andrea said. “I know. I know. I was one of those people who said that ghosts didn’t exist, but Robbie.” She grabbed his hand. “I was getting dressed, right after your dad died, and I heard him cough. I heard his cough, it came from outside. I ran out. Nothing. But I sure as anything could smell him. That’s when I knew the good Lord was giving me my husband. I felt him and didn’t feel alone. I know it sounds nuts …”

“No, Andrea, it doesn’t.” Robbie paused. “Does he ever talk back? I know you talk to him.”

“No. No.” She shook her head. “Well, once I swore I heard him say, Christ Andrea.”

Robbie laughed. “That’s so great.”

“So you believe me? You believe his ghost is around.”

“More than you realize,” Robbie said. “I do.”

He felt better when he left Andrea’s, almost as if without realizing it she concurred information.

But for as much as Robbie wanted to think about his father all day, even look for him, hang around Andrea, he couldn’t. He had things to do.

 

As tired as he was he had a full day. Actually, part of it he looked forward to. He and George would be gone most of the day, together, flying west to examine the coast line. What damage if any was done by the Fredrickson.

They never received confirmation that it hit. Even though the astronomers in Jordan say it did.

They would fly out, survey, and hopefully be back by early afternoon.

He saw George at the bakery having coffee and getting a roll before the trip. He dangled his lunch bag like a carrot in front of George breeding a chuckle. Andrea packed them a lunch for the flight.

“You look tired,” George had told him.

Robbie nodded. “I haven’t really had a day off in forever.”

“It looks like lack of sleep.”

“That, too.” Robbie smiled. He had been living off of mid-day short sleeps and night time naps. But even when he was tired, he tossed and turned, mind racing with thoughts of the investigation.

He supposed he wouldn’t sleep well until he had some answers.

While everyone assumed Robbie was running around, beating himself up, trying to find out who killed Joe, Robbie knew who did it, he just didn’t know why. He could only guess.

A brief meeting over coffee determined that George and Robbie would only radio their arrival at the coast and detail a full report using video and pictures.

Robbie had full intentions of being the one to fly the plane, but when he saw the shine in George’s eye about flying close to the coastline and seeing, Robbie didn’t go there. He merely stated, he was glad George was flying because he would get to take the pictures.

Plus, he was tired.

They would take the truck to the airstrip in Bowman, but Robbie had to run to the trailer lab first.

He had his camera there along with video equipment.

It didn’t take long and pulled around to the back of the lab out of habit. Walking to the front, he stopped when he saw it.

The flash of light in the windows at the quantum lab.

After checking out his watch, and seeing he had a few minutes, Robbie walked over to Jason’s lab.

He had to know and he knocked.

“Who is it?” Jason called out.

“Robbie Slagel.”

“Come in.”

Robbie opened the door. “Hey, Morning Jason.”

Jason lowered his glasses. “Happy National Holiday to you, Robbie.”

Robbie chuckled, shifting his eyes around. “That’s Frank’s baby, I just aid and abet.”

Jason laughed. “What brings you up here?”

“Actually, I was heading into the lab and I saw… I saw the flash of light. It’s the second time I saw it.”

Jason nodded.

“No one sees you much, Jason. Actually, Andrea says you do what you need to do at the clinic and that’s it.”

“There are no cases in Bowman at this time.”

“Maybe we should encourage some crimes,” Robbie joked.

Sadly, Jason lowered his head. “As much as I hate to say it I wish there were. My mind needs something other than this obsession with the machine.”

“You OK?”

“Not really, Robbie. I always handled death and loss pretty good. Unless it hit home. I lost everyone before the plague and only allowed myself to get close to two people. Real close. Grace and your father. Grace … killed. Your father … killed. He was my best friend. We spent so much time together … I just am having a hard time dealing with people now that he’s gone.”

“I understand.”

“So …” Jason exhaled. “I’m throwing myself into my work. My machine.”

“And?” Robbie asked.

“It powers up. But, it won’t work. It started getting weird before the last trip, and it acted up after the future message. But since then. Nothing. I get the subject in the doorway, the doorway lights up.”

“They don’t go anywhere?”

“Oh, the rabbits disappear. They just aren’t going where I send them. Which is two minutes in the future.”

“You think it’s something Danny did. I mean, you guys were working together.”

Jason shook his head. “No. Actually, as crazy as this sounds, I think this is deliberate and out of my control. I’ve looked at everything, from every wire to sequence. Nothing is out of the norm.”

“I’m lost.”

“So am I. It’s almost as if someone said, enough, and locked it down without my knowledge, or changed my formula on time travel. Perhaps maybe, my machine has just seen it’s time. No pun intended.” Jason grunted. “It’s like a puzzle I have to solve.”

“I know that feeling.”

“So I pound away. It’s my focus. It has to be,” Jason said. “It’s my entire life’s work. My entire work is right here, for the moment I could time travel. So I have to do this.”

“It’s your baby,” Robbie said.

“It is. And it burns me that there’s time travel in the future. Or was”

“Why do you say that?”

“What? The ‘was’ part?”

“Both.”

“Well, Fort came from the future, and he can’t get back. Ironically, not long after his trip to us he got stuck here, no return door and my machine stopped working. It’s a strong coincidence I cannot ignore.”

“It’s a weird coincidence. You think they shut his door down in the future and it affected yours.”

“Crossed my mind. And the other thing is they have this great time travel or ability to do so in the future. All based on my machine. But it’s in the future. I take comfort in the fact that I have been a godfather for it all.”

“I’m sure you’ll figure it out,” Robbie said and glanced at his watch. “Well, I have to get going. George and I are checking out the coast and seeing damage done by the Fredrickson.”

“Sounds exciting.”

“Kind of is.” Robbie reached for the door. Before he left, he took one more look at Jason who immediately returned to his computer. Jason looked down, beaten. Not that Jason was the most pleasant of people but he never was such a loner and recluse.

Robbie wished he could help. At least for his father’s sake. Reaching for the door knob, Robbie paused.

Jason’s words rang in his mind, “Maybe my machine has just seen its time. No pun intended.”

“Maybe.” Robbie murmured aloud.

“Did you say something?” Jason asked.

“Yes, yes I did.” Robbie turned around with a bright look. “Wanna snap out of it Jason.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Wanna snap out of this funk? I mean like instantly.” Robbie snapped his finger. “Snap. Gone. You’re back to being you, maybe even a bit more excited.”

“I don’t understand.”

“This investigation about my father has taken a weird turn. I haven’t shared with anyone in Beginnings, at all. My father trusted you because he could confide in you. You have a theoretical mind that I can use and I can use some help with this puzzle I’ve found myself with. I think Jason … I think you’ll find it fascinating, and I think you’ll thank me.”

Jason chuckled. “I would love to help. I can use the diversion. Let me know what I can do. I’m sure I’ll thank you if it does take my mind off of things.” Jason returned to his computer, stating in a joking manner, “I’d thank you more if you got my machine to work.”

Robbie grinned. “I can do you one better. Actually, Jason, I can do you ten better.”

Jason quickly turned back to Robbie.

Robbie opened the door. “I’ll pick you up tonight about ten at the hall. I have to go. See ya then.” Robbie walked out, paused, and stuck his head in the door. “And don’t say anything to anyone.”

The door closed.

“Ok,” Jason spoke to himself. “You told me nothing.” Shrugging, he simply returned to his work.

 

<><><><>

 

To Ellen, Billy was always an odd child. Too intelligent and mature for his own age. Like William had told of Dean’s youth, Billy was the exact same. Lacking any normal child’s social skills. In Ellen’s opinion, Billy felt he was an adult waiting for his body to catch up.

That was evident when she woke up and smelled coffee.

Usually the first to rise, if she didn’t sleep in, Ellen liked to have her coffee before dealing with the kids.

To her surprise, Billy was already awake and sipping coffee at the table.

“What are you doing?” Ellen asked.

“Preparing for my day.”

Passing him, Ellen stopped. Billy was literally wearing his Sunday best. Brown pants, white shirt, blue tie, complete with pocket protector. “Is there something I’m missing?”

“I don’t know.”

“Why are you dressed like that?”

“It’s a big day. My … that man who sat with us last night suggested this look.”

“The man who … you mean your father,” Ellen stated.

“Hmm. Sure. He said this would work best for impact.”

“He would,” Ellen mumbled.

“In fact …” He at his watch. “I’d better be going.”

“School doesn’t start for forty minutes,” Ellen said.

“Yes, I know, but I have to prepare.” Billy hopped from his seat, grabbed a jacket, and walked to the door. “Have a good day.”

“You, too.” Ellen crinkled her brow watching Billy lift a briefcase almost the same size as him and walk out the door. She wasn’t going to give it much thought; after all, Billy excited about school was a good thing and about time.

 

When Jenny received the upbeat phone call from Ellen, she had to admit she was thrilled to hear that Billy was excited about school. She knew eventually she would hit a subject that enticed him and made him want to learn.

And of course, he was a boy, why wouldn’t he want to hear the story of Cowboys and Indians, especially with Elliott Ryder coming into the class to give a speech on the differences and similarities between Indians and Savages.

Ellen told Jenny to not be taken aback when she saw how Billy was dressed.

Jenny had a visual in her mind. Billy showing up in a little cowboy hat, wearing jeans made by Ben.

It was time to open the doors, and Jenny wrapped up her breakfast sandwich, straightened herself, and walked to the door.

As she expected Billy was the only one there, first in line. But not dressed as she expected.

“You locked me out,” Billy said.

“I never open the doors until eight,” Jenny replied.

“But today is special.”

“Yes, it is.” Jenny smiled. 

“I’m very excited about this.”

“You don’t know how glad I am Billy that you have this attitude today.”

“Good. Good.” He nodded. “You’re gonna have a great day, Jenny, filled with excitement and learning.”

Jenny, giddy, clapped.

Billy paused. “I’m not a two year old who just used the potty.”

“Sorry.” She held back her smirk.

Billy walked to her desk.

“What … what are you doing?”

Setting his briefcase on the desk, Billy popped open the lid. “Will you be sitting in my seat? You’ll have a better view.”

“Why would I sit in your seat?” Jenny asked.

“To learn.”

“To learn what?”

“What I’m teaching.”

“What you’re teaching?”

“Why are you repeating me?” Billy asked.

Jenny huffed. “Billy get away from my desk.”

“My desk.”

“My desk!” Jenny blasted. “I am the teacher, you are the student.”

“Not today.”

Jenny marched to the desk. “Every day. Why would you think you would teach the class?”

“My father told me.”

“Oh, really?” Jenny placed her hand on her hip. “I am the teacher. You are not teaching the class.”

“I am. My father said. And ...” Billy straightened his tie. “He also said if you don’t like it, go see him.”

“I think that might be an option,” Jenny said sternly, then after making sure his little fingers were free and clear, she slammed his briefcase closed.

 

<><><><>

Roy stumbled as he entered the clinic lab, bumping into things on his way to his computer.

“You’re late,” Frank said.

Roy shrieked. Frank startled him.

“You OK?” Frank asked.

“Yes. Yes. I’m just rushing. I want to get everything done up here and get back to the cryo lab to finish the project before Ellen arrives.”

“Just do what you did before.” Frank shrugged. “Blow off the clinic.”

Roy gasped. “It is my duty and obligation. I can’t do that. I don’t know what I was thinking. I probably was late all the time before, too.”

“Pretty much.”

“I hate being late. Look at the time.”

Frank did. “You’re not late. I was joking.”

“I’m to be here at eight. It is one minute after.”

“That’s not late. Technically, yeah, it’s late, but in the scheme of things, it’s not late. Why are you late?”

“I thought you said I wasn’t late.”

“Ok. Why are you rushing from and back to the cryo lab?”

Roy answered. “I have nearly completed something special. Something that will surely aid Beginnings.”

“What is it?” Frank asked.

“I can’t tell you. I have to tell Ellen first. But it has to do with DNA.”

“Yes!” Frank clenched his fist. “Perfect. That is exactly why I’m here.”

“About DNA.”

“Problem solving.”

“With DNA?”

“Dean. I can’t problem solve DNA, only you can,” Frank said. “Which is why I’m here. You can solve a problem.”

Roy smiled. “Yes, I can. I can solve many.”

“Check this out. Remember when you went to the future with Ellen through the Aragon Window. You said everything was rosy except one thing. The killer babies had grown up and they had been out of control.”

“LEPS.”

“Yeah, that’s right. That’s what you said they were called. They were out of control.”

Roy whistled. “And deadly. Killer. They were massive and couldn’t be stopped.”

“Wouldn’t it be fuckin sweet to remove the problem now so we don’t have that problem in the future?”

“It would be a grand idea.”

“Like the one Iffy said. He said he came in the invisible suit to eliminate the problem. Good in theory.”

Roy shook his head. “But that didn’t work.”

“No.”

“I wouldn’t think it would.”

“Fuck no. You can’t fuckin invade Beginnings, attack me, and meet your mission.”

“Perhaps they should have found you first and said what they wanted.”

“Perhaps.” Frank nodded. “But if they did I wouldn’t see them. Anyhow … I got a solution.”

“Go on.”

“What if we stop it now?”

“How?”

“We start here.” Frank reached to the sack on his hip. “Ow.” He reached. ‘Little fucker.” He pulled out another subject. “This one was a bitch to get. I got the leash around him, though.”

Immediately upon seeing it, Roy screamed and jumped back. “What? What is that!”

“You know what it is. What does it look like?”

“A fetus!” Roy peered closer. “Whose uterus did you extract it from?”

“I didn’t,” Frank said. “It’s a fetus. A Killer Fetus.”

“Oh my God! Did it tear its way out?”

“No. You fuckin know this, Dean. They nest.”

“They nest?”

“Dean. Stick with the program.” Frank flung the fetus about as he spoke. “Killer Fetus turns into Killer Baby, then it turns into a Killer Toddler, and finally a killer adult.”

“This is a fetal LEP?”

“Yes.”

“Holy cow.”

“So I was thinking. He looks pretty normal huh?”

“As normal as a fetus can look,” Roy said.

“Except for this prickly teeth. But … listen to what I’m thinking. They are DNA enhanced. What if we get them right now, at this stage and do something with their DNA to either stop the mutation right here, or try to mutate it to normalcy. What do you think?”

Roy stared.

“Dean?”

“Frank. That is brilliant. Absolutely brilliant theoretical thinking. The notion alone is plausible and exciting. You are a genius. Pure genius. I do not care what the history books say.”

“Thanks.”

“Can I have him to start working?” Roy reached.

“He bites.”

Roy retracted his hand. “Can we cage him?”

“I’ll take him to the cryo lab for you.”

“Thank you.”

Just as Frank started to leave, he stopped when Jenny stormed in. She tugged Billy along with her by his ear and boomed her voice with a hard point to Roy,

“You!” she blasted.

“You!” Roy pointed back.

Frank laughed.

Roy walked to her. “Why do you have him by his ear? Is there something on his hands that you can’t touch him that way?”

“Oh, you arrogant dick!” Jenny shouted.

Frank’s eyes widened.

“You son of a bitch!”

“Actually …” Roy said. “I am not the son of …”

“I don’t care!” she screamed.

Roy jumped back. “That is a scary voice.”

“You haven’t heard the half of it.”

Roy hunched. “Not sure I want to know the rest.”

Frank held up his hand. “What happened, Jenny? Calm down.”

“I can’t. I can’t.” She took a deep breath” Frank. He told Billy to teach my class. No, wait; he helped Billy with the lesson plan.”

“How do you know he helped Billy?” Frank asked.

“Because he prepared a lesson plan on nucleated red blood cells.”

Billy rolled his eyes. “If you knew me, you’d know I don’t need his help to learn that stuff.”

Jenny tugged his ear.

“Ow!”

“Jenny,” Frank said. “Stop that. My dad used to do that to me it took until I was fourteen for me to stop looking like Dumbo.”

“Fine.” Jenny folded her arms.

“Now, why exactly are you mad? What can I do?” Frank asked.

“First,” Jenny said. “You can tell Billy that he is the child. I am the teacher He can’t just march in, tell me to take a seat and teach the class. Second, he...” He pointed to Roy. “Can’t encourage. I’m doing the best I can, Frank. I am.”

“I know you are.” He turned to Roy. “Dean, you can’t tell your kid it’s Ok to take over the class.”

“Why?” Roy asked. “If he is smarter than she is …”

Jenny screamed.

Roy closed off one ear. “Why does she do that?”

“She’s female. She’s allowed. Bill,” Frank looked down at him. “No one likes school. No one likes to go. It’s what we do. You’re nine. So drop the briefcase, get rid of the tie, lose the pocket protector, put on a tee shirt, show Miss Jenny some fucking respect, and get to school.”

“But, Uncle Frank, I don’t want to.”

“I don’t care Billy, it’s the rules. You go to school.”

“But…”

“Now!”

“Fine.” Billy dropped the briefcase, whipped off his tie and pocket protector, folded his arms and spun on his heels. “But I won’t like it.” He stormed away.

“Dean.” Frank turned to Dean. “Everyone has a job to do. Jenny is teaching. Don’t interfere and don’t tell Billy he’s smarter.”

“He is.”

Frank cringed. “You don’t tell a kid that. He needs to respect her and he’s not doing it. How would you like it if Lars came in here, said he was smarter …?”

“But he’s not.”

“But say he was. Say he came in here and said he was smarter and was doing your job.”

Roy scoffed. “He could not. He’s not smarter.”

“Dean! Fuck!” Frank blasted. “Pretend he is and could.”

“Fine!” Like Billy, Roy responded. “I wouldn’t like it.” He huffed. “I will not interfere again.” He extended his hand to Jenny. “I’m sorry.”

Weakly, Jenny shook his head. Then with a changed attitude faced Frank. “Thank you Frank. You really are a good leader.”

Frank smiled.

“What’s that in your hand?” she asked.

Frank whipped it forward. It snarled and snapped its jaws at Jenny. “Killer Fetus.”

Jenny screamed at the top of her lungs and ran out.

Frank chuckled and exhaled. “Oh, yeah. Once and a while I gotta have those old Frank moments. See ya’ later, Dean.” Killer Fetus in hand, Frank left the lab.

<><><><>

 

“An important speaking engagement?” Hal asked Elliott.

“In Beginnings, yes.”

“Let me get this straight. You cannot meet with me until after twelve because you have a prior, important, speaking engagement in Beginnings.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Good God, Elliott where? This isn’t the old world.”

Elliott gave no more details, in fact was secretive about it, which led Hal to believe he wasn’t being honest. Actually, Hal was starting to get a complex, considering one of the topics he needed to talk to Elliott about was avoidance.

Situating things in Bowman, Hal took off for Beginnings.

He asked around and was surprised when he received an answer that Elliott was at the school.

Hal slipped in the back of the school and the only one who seemed to notice was Billy. He sulked in a corner while he wore a ‘Life Bites’ tee shirt.

Sure as he was told, Elliott stood before the class.

He listened to his right hand man discuss the Savages and how they committed crimes out of survival because they were too lazy to do anything productive, and American Indians and how they displayed violence striving to protect their homes. This land was theirs and they fought for it.

Much like what Beginnings and the UWA strived to do.

Which was an error on Elliott’s part. Soon the children began asking if the UWA soldier’s scalped people, if they did a war call.

He was literally saved by the bell, and Hal like the children applauded thunderously.

“Wonderful speech, Elliott, I only wish now I had caught the entire thing,” Hal escorted Elliott outdoors.

“It wasn’t that great.”

“Care to tell me why you didn’t want to share?” Hal asked. “Embarrassed?”

“No.”

“What is it?”

“You would want to do it.”

“Absolutely, in fact I am a bit hurt that Jenny asked you and not me.”

“You broke her heart.”

“Hmm.” Hal stopped walking. “Good Lord, Elliott, look at the people flocking to the Joe Park. It’s amusing how they think it’s a big deal.”

“It is. It is a return to normalcy.”

“When exactly do you think people will stop wanting a return to normalcy and realize this is normalcy? It’s been eight years.”

“True.”

“Can I give you a ride back to Bowman?”

“Yes, I took the Dan Tram.”

Hal led him to the truck.

“So, why exactly did you seek me?” Elliott asked. “I told you I’d be back.”

“Yes, but I didn’t believe you. How many speaking engagements are there in Beginnings,” Hal embarked into the truck, as did Elliott. He turned over the ignition and just sat there, hand on the wheel.

“What’s going on?”

“I need to speak to you. Get some advice.”

“On?”

“Robbie.”

“What about him?” Elliott asked.

“He has been avoiding me since yesterday. I mean, every chance he gets he avoids me. First he runs from me, then when I approach him at the brother bonding, he argues with me.”

“Did you bring this up to Frank?”

“Absolutely,” Hal said. “And Frank said I could be imagining it. But how? How do I imagine him not returning my calls? Running down the street from me saying he’ll be back. And when I did have him cornered, he changed the subject. Several times.”

“He is busy today.”

“How nice of you to jump to his defense,” Hal said. “But you saw how he tried to lose us yesterday. Hell, he thinks he did. Little does he know I just gave up.”

“And you are trying to speak to him regarding.”

Hal huffed. “Elliott, he is in charge of the investigation. Someone was breaking into our father’s tomb. As a son and as the investigator he needs to know this. He seems to want to avoid the entire conversation as if it isn’t important, when it is.”

“Did … did it dawn on you maybe, Captain, that he wasn’t surprised, and was avoiding it because he knew. Robbie can’t lie.”

“You mean someone already told him?” Hal asked. “Perhaps. And maybe he was avoiding me because he didn’t want me to know that he was aware and didn’t …” He saw Elliott shake his head. “No? Where am I wrong?”

“Two tracks of footprints in the tomb. One boot. One Chuck Taylor’s.”

“Clone and someone else.”

“Maybe. Maybe not.” Elliott paused. “What if the Chuck Tailors belonged to the real only person that wears them?”

“Dean? Why would Dean dig up my father’s tomb?”

“That’s not where I was going. I’m thinking about the other print. Where had your brother been every night?”

In defeat, Hal exhaled. “God, am I being a Frank. He’s been with Dean. He knew about it, because maybe he was there.”

“Just a theory.”

“It makes sense up until the part of why.”

“One way to find out,” Elliott said. “Ask him right out.”

“Yes, Robbie would tell the truth, but the problem is …” Hal put the truck in gear and sped off. “I have to catch him first.”
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He felt better about it, less anxious, since he could touch it. Dean knew one thing for sure. He wasn’t going to touch the green button. He kept telling himself, green meant go, and if by some chance he found himself zapped elsewhere, that green button returned him.

He hoped.

The box told him a lot. The existence of it confirmed that his clone was indeed intelligent, and by how Robbie and Frank described him, he was pretty much a social recluse. Perhaps locked away. Dean knew with no outside pressures his mind was free to work, he could only imagine being given the tools. Who knows what he could create.

The alphanumeric keyboard and shift buttons were easy,

The Blue button with the circle and ax meant power. When he turned that on the twisted vision of Princess Leah made him laugh.

The LCD display walked him through the process, but it also stopped him. He just had to figure out what destination meant. It seemed to be five digit codes of either letters or numbers or both. When Dean tried to enter a destination, it stopped.

That took some figuring. He never got passed that destination screen.

The ‘set time’ definitely meant year, he was able to move to the next screen by pressing the blue button again. Almost as if it were not only a power button but an enter key. The peach one, he couldn’t understand, it changed the numbers, and it was a scrolling button, up and down of some kind.

It was all confusing, and Dean lifted the box often.

But he contemplated something else.

The body information.

The body was Joe. But Joe was also eating a sandwich a few days earlier with the clone.

Eating with the clone told Dean, they were not enemies. Maybe even friends. They were somehow in the entire thing together. 

Why?

They communicated. It was weird.

The body in the tomb was the kicker, the thing Dean couldn’t figure out. He could only temporarily conclude that the clone had something to do with the body. Either created him or something. That was all he could conclude at the moment, his cluttered mind was racing too fast, and too much, for any one true defining theory to come to the surface.

Hopefully, another evening session of talk and theorizing with Robbie would bring them closer to answers. And once they had concrete plausible answers then they would move on to another problem, confirming their answers.

And there was only two ways to do that. The clone or with Joe. Neither was likely to talk.
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Robbie slept two hours of the flight and George didn’t bother to wake him. There was no need to other than to have someone to talk to.

The nudge and ‘hey’, we’re here, made Robbie sit up. 

“Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”

“That’s OK, get the gear.”

Reaching down for the bag, Robbie stopped when he saw through the windshield. “Oh my God.”

“I know,” George said somewhat defeated. “A part of me is sad, but this is an awesome sight.”

“Yeah, awesome in the truest sense of the word.”

Robbie pulled the film gear out of the bag and began to record. They were flying over San Francisco. It was once known as the Bay City and from their point of view it lived up to that name.

Only the tip of Alcatraz could be seen, the Golden Gate Bridge was a twisted, mangled wreck, dipping into the ocean.

The skyscrapers of San Francisco were like buoys in the water. Only the homes on the highest hills survived, and even then, the hills were like islands just peeking out.

George informed Robbie that they had been flying over water for a long time, and that the coastline actually started in Nevada.

They took their footage, commenting seriously as they did so.

There was no need to fly south to see Los Angeles, chances were that it like San Francisco were cities no more.

The Fredrickson really had hit.

One thing after another. One cataclysmic event followed by even more devastation.

The plague, the meteor, and then the war.

When would it stop?

George and Robbie did their job and prepared to fly home.
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“So I hear you never went home last night,” Ellen said upon her entrance into the cryo lab.

“Where did you hear that?” Roy asked.

“Richie.’

“Oh, he is so nice to me. He watches out for me.”

Ellen snickered. “Were you working all night?”

“Yes, I was. I was working on something. I completed it and it is a surprise for you.”

“Really?’

“Really. You will love it.”

“What is it?”

“It is something that will make medical work and investigations in Beginnings so much better.”

“How long have you been working on it? Sounds complex.”

“It is. Building it took time, and then putting the program in order. The graphics were tough.”

“Graphics?” Ellen asked.

“Yes, I had to enhance it. It may get some pixilation once and a while until we fix it.”

“So you built and designed it.”

“Oh, yes.” Roy pulled a stool out for Ellen. “Please sit.”

“Is that it?” She pointed to the covered object.

“It is. I have been waiting and waiting on you. I am so excited. I hope you will be too.”

“Oh, I am.” Ellen clapped her hands together. “Let’s see.”

Roy lifted the cloth. A flat screen computer monitor was attached to what looked like an old CPU tower.

“You invented a computer.”

Roy laughed. No. It’s not a computer. It is enhanced. It does one thing and one thing only. It is a DRIP.”

“It’s a drip? What’s that?”

“DNA Recognition and Identification Program.”

“But, Dean, we have a program that breaks down the DNA and recognizes it.”

“Yes, we do. But this goes further. This not only breaks it down it … wait. I’ll show you.”

“Ok.”

He lifted a glass slide and a finger puncture gun. “Give me your finger.”

“Why are you taking blood?”

“I only need one drop.”

Ellen held out her finger and Roy pricked it. He squeezed one drop of blood on the slide. “Thank you.” He lifted a squirt bottle and sprayed the droplet.

“What is that?”

“A sealant. It seals the blood, dried it, and makes it hard so the program can dig in.”

“You aren’t going to extract the DNA.”

“No, need to.”

Ellen’s eyes widened.

Roy took the slide and approached the DRIP machine. On the side, he pressed a button and a small tray emerged. He laid the slide on there and closed it.

“Now,” he said. “First the least impressive of its abilities.” He clicked the keyboard.

A design swirled.

Roy tapped his fingers to his lips. “It’s breaking it down. Ah... here.”

As soon as he said that, a long list scrolled up.

Ellen slid from her stool and approached the monitor. “Measles, mumps, chicken pox, our virus …”

“Those are your immunity factors.”

“Holy shit.”

“Your susceptibility to disease.”

Ellen’s eyes widened even further.

Roy continued, “Recent changes. None.”

He hand shot to her mouth.

“As you can see, your name popped up.” Roy pointed. “That is because you are in the Beginnings DNA database.” He looked at Ellen. “Are you with me?”

She nodded.

“Now, the fun part. The identification process.”

“But it identified me.”

“Yes, but look.” The screen switched. It asked four questions. Age. Hair color. Hair length, and build. “Roy filled in the blanks.” Upon hitting the ‘enter’ button, a head papered with grids, it spun around and within second, filled it with skin color, hair, and eyes. A computerized generated image of Ellen.

Ellen stumbled back.

“Notice the blinking of hair. I put in blonde, but the DNA is stating your natural color is brown.”

“What happens if you don’t put any of that in there?” she asked.

“This.” Roy hit a few keys and then the image changed to a bald Ellen.

Ellen snickered.

Roy explained. “The program does an image of the age the DNA is. But let’s say we find old DNA, that’s why the age is there.”

“I have to sit back down.”

“Are you OK?”

“This … this is amazing. Does it only work on those in the database?”

“No. I went to Containment. The new guy is not in our system.” Roy ejected Ellen’s slide and inserted a new one. “But say we found his blood, skin, semen, spit, anything that contains DNA … watch.”

Ellen watched the computer give an image of the man. “He doesn’t look worn like Matt.”

Roy shook his head. “DNA doesn’t show scars or dirt, only what you should look like.”

“So basically, the identification portion of this is like a computerized cloning.”

Roy smiled. “Exactly.”

“Holy shit.”

“So you’ve said. What do you think? Impressed?”

“Very. And you did this all last night.”

“I put it together, yes.”

Ellen nodded. Again, she slid from the stool and walked to Roy. She leaned to him.

“What are you doing?”

“Give me your ear.”

He leaned to her.

Ellen brought her lips to Roy’s ear and whispered. “I know.”

Roy jumped back and rubbed his ear. “That tickled. What do you know?”

“I know that Dean left Beginnings to isolate himself for research. He was down in the dumps and fed up. I’m the only one who knows he is gone. I know you aren’t Dean. Talk to me.”

Roy hesitated. He lifted his hand. “They shake. I am, how do you say... busted?”

“Busted.”

With his entire body he heaved out a breath of relief. “Oh, thank God I can let someone know. Am I that obvious?”

“To me because of this. This is very advanced. You did it in one night.”

“I did not invent the program in one night. I built it. It took me three years to make this program.” Roy hung his head. “So are you going to turn me in?”

“No. Not at all,” Ellen said.

He heaved another breath of relief.

“What do I do? Do I still be Dean?”

“You have to be. I don’t know when Dean is coming back and I don’t want him in trouble. Plus, this community needs Dean. You. Who are you?”

Roy held out his hand. “My name is Roy. I am from the future. I am the clone you and Dean created in this very lab.”

“So you were defrosted and grown?” Ellen asked.

“Yes. And I do not want people to know about me. About me being a clone.”

“I don’t either. Why are you here?”

“I came back to right a wrong. To make a change to make the future better.”

“Did you succeed?”

Roy shrugged. “I got stuck here before I could go back to the future and find out. I am certain though, I did.”

“What did you do?”

“I can’t tell you.”

Ellen nodded. “I understand.”

“Ellen, now that you know. Can you help me?”

“How? You mean get back to the future?”

Roy shook his head. “No. Not yet. I lived my entire existence in one room. Everything here is so new, so unique, I know nothing. I want to live life and enjoy it.”

Ellen smiled. “Roy, how can you not. You have the greatest opportunity around. You get to experience everything for the first time. There’s nothing more exciting than that. That is life. First time experiences.”

“There’s so much I want to experience.”

“Then I’ll help you.” Ellen grabbed his hand. “But first, tell me about yourself and about your life and we can start a plan from there.”

Roy was happy. He was very happy. He was filled with a sense of relief. Not only did he now have another friend, another person that knew who he was, but also it was someone he could talk to anytime and in the open.

Roy spilled his tale to Ellen.

 
   





  
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Roy laughed, sipped his coffee, and laid his hand on Ellen’s knee. “And then the Fonz said to Richie … Hey.” He laughed again with a shake of his head.

“You really love Happy Days.”

“Oh, I do. Have you seen it?”

“Many times.”

“They were my family.”

“That’s sad.” Ellen propped her head into the plan of her hand. “What makes it even sadder is I know Danny Hoi. I cannot believe that he let you live such a lonely existence.”

“My existence wasn’t lonely. It was just void of love and compassion and touch. Danny had his reasons. He believed that the brain ability and intelligence capacity of Dean was unlimited, like many, but life got in the way. If he could impede life from getting in the way, the possibilities were endless.”

“And they were.”

“I built the tele-viewer at eleven.”

“But you never got a hug.”

“That is something I wished for.”

“But you hug me now and that is truly helping.”

“You’re a very nice man, Roy.”

Roy smiled.

The cryo door buzzed. Both of them turned to look.

Robbie walked in. “Hey guys.”

“Robbie.” Ellen smiled. “You’re back. How was the coast?”

“Gone. A big beach.”

Ellen sank. “So it really happened.”

“The Frederickson hit with repercussions,” Robbie said.

Roy murmured. “The first of many.”

“What?” Robbie asked.

Roy shook his head. “Nothing.”

Pulling up a stool, Robbie sat down. “Are you guys busy?”

“Not really,” Ellen said. “Just talking. Why?”

“Feel like talking to me?” Robbie asked. “I want to pick your brains.”

“Shoot.” Ellen nodded. “What?”

“I need you to tell me some things about the Aragon History window you went through.”

Roy’s eyes brightened. Although he wasn’t there, he loved hearing about it.

“May I?” Ellen asked. “Unless you want to tell it, Dean.”

“Be my guest,” said Roy. “You tell it very good and I love hearing it.”

Ellen began, “First, the Aragon Window, as you know was the time machine.”

“How did it get the name?” Robbie asked.

“Some sort of infatuation Billy had with Lewis Aragon. Who knows?” She shrugged. “He thought it would be a cool name.”

“Why did Billy name it?”

“He invented it,” Ellen said. “He got a hold of Jason’s notes and reinvented the machine.”

Roy clapped once. “He is so bright. Billy is just like me. And here I thought with multiple replication states, there is quality degeneration. But such is not the case. Is he an original?”

Robbie had no clue what Roy was talking about. “Billy is an original.”

“Ah,” Roy nodded. “So you made two.”

“Twins,” Robbie said.

“There’s another?” Roy asked.

Ellen widened her eyes to Roy for him to be silent.

“Oh. Sorry.” He covered his mouth. “Continue.”

Ellen told the rest of the story to Robbie and all the details she knew about the Aragon Window. She even produced notes her and Dean snuck back with her.

All while Roy sat fascinated.
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The Aragon Window. Robbie had all his information and was entertained by the fact that Roy was so into the story. Just like a child at bedtime or a child watching Mr. Rogers.

Ellen and Dean were taken twenty years into the future. They were brought there on purpose because Dean’s intelligence was needed to help solve a problem.

A virus hit women making them infertile. They could carry a child but not conceive. Population was dwindling and man faced extinction.

They needed Dean and Billy, a scientist himself, knew his father had been working with cloning. Problem was, in the future, Dean and Ellen were dead. They had to isolate them from everyone.

Billy was full grown and kept referring to ‘his father’, which told Dean and Ellen that they had died in his youth. Because he adopted Frank as ‘dad’.

To both of their surprises, Frank was President of the United States.

There was a great war. Bowman was renamed Freedom City.

Ellen assumed the war was with the Society, but knowing what she knew now, that wasn’t true.

In that future the United States won.

Hal was in Washington DC. Vice President.

The Killer Baby population was out of control and dangerous and that was the battle they fought.

Frank died when they were there. Sixty-two of a heart attack, not much older than Joe.

So much was different.

Beginnings wasn’t Beginnings anymore it was a museum of what used to be. A place people went to. A tourist attraction.

It was a bright future.

With the exception of the lives lost.

Billy and Frank both erred in providing a list to Dean and Ellen of all the names of those killed in an explosion.

An explosion that took place during a suspect meeting.

Dean and Ellen were to die in that explosion.

Who would have thought their deaths would cause so much of a ripple.

They lived, therefore things Dean wouldn’t had done were completed.

Joe lived. So Robbie determined that Joe would have died sometime between that explosion and before the war. That had to be the link. Frank was the leader in that war. Joe wasn’t around.

Why would the clone and Joe himself want him dead before the war? Did he not handle it correctly? Was it all to make Frank leader.

What was it that Frank would do that Joe wouldn’t.

They were similar leaders with the exception that Frank thought in a military leader mode.

After leaving Ellen and the clone, Robbie took his notes and sat with them.

The Aragon Window history was wiped out and made bleak when Dean and Ellen lived. It was also the only thing Robbie had to go on.

A bleak future with a war when Joe was leader.

A bright future with Frank.

Was it all done to secure that future?

It had to be.

But why kill himself, fake his death. Why wouldn’t his father just step from the picture? He obviously knew something. He obviously knew he had to be out of the way. So why not step down?

Why cause his family, friends, and community so much pain?

Those were question Robbie wanted and needed answered. Answers he knew he would eventually get... from his father. That was if his father ever planned to emerge again.

If left to Robbie, he would emerge... and soon.
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“Any word from the scouts yet?” George asked, taking a seat at the table in Frank’s office.

“None. Not yet. I’m hoping soon.”

“What do you think?”

Frank raised his hands. “I don’t know. Armed men on bikes, chasing a UWA soldier don’t appear out of nowhere. Savages... yes. That no. It’s suspicious.”

“I agree.”

“OK. So … you wanted to talk?” Frank asked. “I know you’re preparing to go back to Quantico.”

“I am. But I wanted to touch base on a few things.”

Frank nodded.

“Tigger will be going with me. I also plan to ask Lars to join us on the east. Run my medical and research division.”

“You think he will?”

George shrugged. “Hard to say. Here, he’s really just a doctor. Dean outshines him. There he can shine on his own. Doesn’t hurt to ask.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

“I’d like to start an exchange program.” George said. “I’d like to send some of my troops out here for training with the UWA. I was impressed at their training. I’d also like, if Lars decides to join us, to send another doctor or two out here. I have medical doctors that really don’t specialize in anything but internal medicine. From what I saw, that’s needed.”

“That’ll work. I’ll agree.”

“Second. About six months ago, I stopped working on something. Thinking about my wife did that to me.”

“What is it?”

“We needed to build population. So we took viable women and made them into baby factories.”

“I heard about that.”

“Callahan made me see the travesty in that and I stopped. But... we have about a hundred and fifty five babies. Ages two months to a year.”

Frank whistled.

“I want to work with you or someone to find these children homes. Right now they are being raised in a daycare setting.”

“What about Creedvillians.”

“That’s what I was thinking.”

“I’ll get in touch with Creed. See how many we can take.”

“We have an impending war, Frank. Who knows when it’s gonna come. Hell, these men on bikes may just be scouts for a movement that’s already north. You and I both know this. You know what we need, don’t you? It’s too late to get a navy together but …”

“Air force.”

“Exactly,” George said. “Right now we have me, you, Robbie, John, and Johnny. All pilots, all good.”

“I’m not. I can fly. Not skillfully.”

George nodded. “And I heard Boyens flies.”

“Like me.”

“We need planes, Frank. We need lots of planes, men who can fix them besides me and Henry. We also need pilots. If we go into war we need that.”

“I’m gonna take it you have a suggestion.”

“I do. Which brings me to the final part and the purpose of this meeting. I love my wife. I want her back. I led this country for seven years before the plague and for how many after? I’m tired, Frank. I want my wife, and a life, and I want my skills to be put where needed.”

Frank leaned forward. "What are you saying, George?”

“I want to retire. I want to devise a leadership team for out west. Much like the cabinet you have here and have you oversee it. I will work as a liaison, maybe be in charge of that cabinet, will work with you.  But, I’m not gonna be the leader. This country needs two things. One leader and an Air Force. I want to retire. Live in Beginnings. Fight for my wife and fight for my country. I can best fight for my country by being an advisor for you and by getting our Air Force up and running.”

“Holy fucking shit,” Frank said. “Are you serious?”

George nodded. “I’ll fly Tigger out, set things up, and come back. After today, Frank. After flying out to the coast  ... I knew. I want to get some men together to gather viable planes. Henry and I can start getting them prepped. I have two mechanics on the east who can work with us. I want Danny Hoi to work on a simulator, and myself, Robbie and John Matoose to start training pilots to fly.”

“You want to be in charge of building an air force?”

“We won’t be big. But by God, we can train them to be damn good. This country needs a strong leader... you. It needs a strong military presence, we’re working on that. It needs a backup by air. Let me have that. I want to do that. I need to do that.”

Frank stood up. “You have a deal.”

“I truly believe this solidifies the unity between us.”

“And you’ll start right away. Because to be honest with you George, I don’t have the time with prepping troops for this war to worry about the Air Force.”

“Leave that to me. I’ll get it together. Can I work with Robbie?”

“Absolutely, I’ll get Dan and Ryder to back him up on Security.”

“This feels good, Frank." George extended his hand. “It feels good to work together and to be back home.”

“Welcome home, George. For good.”

Both men shook hands.

 
   





  
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Was he singing ‘High Hopes’? Robbie paused in walking in the clinic by the lab, when he heard singing coming from the lab.

He peeked in.

Roy was looking for something and as he did, he sang.

“Just what makes that silly old ant; think he can move a rubber tree plant. Anyone knows an ant, cant …”

Robbie snickered and sang. “Move a rubber tree plant.”

Roy spun around. “Oh, you scared me.”

“Nice song.”

“You know a lot can be learned from that song.”

“Really?” Robbie asked.

“Oh, yes. Everyone thinks that at first something is impossible. But the more you try, the more determined you get, the more you are able to see you can reach that goal. Like the ant.”

Robbie went from joking around and being factious to serious. He stood up straight.

“See,” Roy said. “There’s something that you need to do and don’t think it can be done. Right?”

“Yeah, but maybe I just don’t know how to do it.”

“Do you think the ant knew how to move the rubber tree plant? I bet he tried many ways before he succeeded.”

“I bet he did.”

“I must get back to the cryo lab. Exciting day.”

Robbie stepped aside for Roy.

He through about what he said. About that silly song.

Robbie wasn’t really convinced what he had to do. Or rather, what he wanted to do. He knew he had a mystery on his hands. He knew he wanted answers. But should he get the answers? And if so, how?

He put those thoughts aside and sought out Andrea, the reason for his visit.

He walked down the hall, found out from Melissa she was in her office, and then Robbie went there.

Raising his hand to knock on her door, he paused. Andrea was talking to someone. She was busy. He only was asking her about dinner, and that could wait. Just as he turned her heard her speak the name, ‘Joe’ and Robbie stopped.

He thought back to when he first heard Andrea talking to his father and how crazy he thought she was. Now he didn’t see it that way.

Instead of laughing, Robbie’s heart sunk. He lost his breath. Was his father in there? Or was Andrea really imagining things.

In any event, if he wanted his answers he could get them from his father, but he had to draw his father out. Get him to emerge. The key to that was Andrea. He knocked on the door.

“Yes.” Andrea responded.

Robbie walked in. It was a small office. So clearly he could see if someone was there. “I … I heard you speaking to someone.”

“Just feeling your father, that’s all,” Andrea smiled from behind her desk. “Did you need something?”

“Are you making dinner tonight?” Robbie breathed in deeply. When he did, a jolt shot through him. Was it his imagination or did he smell his father?

“Yes, did you want to stop by?”

“If you don’t mind.”

“I’d love it.”

“Thanks. See you tonight.” Before closing the door, Robbie looked in her office again. He didn’t see anyone aside from Andrea, but he sure as hell felt his father.

Not seeing him wasn’t a problem. If indeed Joe was walking around in an invisible suit then Robbie could wear infrared. But Robbie wasn’t sure he wanted his father to know he was on to him. He had to figure out another way.

 

<><><><>

 

Elliott Ryder rode like the wind on horseback down the streets of Bowman. It had been a long time since anyone had seen him fired up like that.

He had to find the Captain, and Hal was training men on the field.

Hal saw him approaching in the distance, and immediately stopped what he was doing.

Knowing and seeing the determination in which Elliott Rode, told Hal something was up.

Elliott pulled to the stables, and dismounted with a jump. “SALUTE report is in, Captain. I think you need to see it.”

It wasn’t the place for Hal to read the report and they headed back to his office.

Elliott explained. “It was north scouts, well experience scouts who happened upon them. Unfortunately one of our scouts has been taken.”

“What!” Hal stood. “They took one of our guards.”

“The four broke up to divert the men should they be spotted. Two and two. The men did spot our men and pursued. Right now that have Corporal Jenkins.”

“Is a rescue plan an option? We must free our man.”

“Our other scouts are pretty confident he isn’t hurt and they are taking him somewhere. We are following them.”

Hal nodded.

“Here’s the report.” Elliott handed it to him. “As you can see, it was ten men. Not eight as anticipated.”

“A platoon,” Hal whispered and sat down reading. “This says ten men … set up in what appears to be a temporary camp. All equipment is standard military issue, including the motor cycles they were riding?” Hal questioned. “Fifteen miles due north Ft. Peck Lake, shit.”

“Exactly.”

“Various symbols on the uniform. A uniform. This report here states that all ten men were wearing equivalent to ACU’s.”

“Exactly captain, Camouflage.”

“Did you by chance question the original scout regarding this?”

“I did,” Elliot replied. “Just before I sought you. Sir, these scouts that did the SALUTE report are very experienced …”

“I don’t give a shit how experienced they are Elliott or how inexperienced these men are. A scout is a sorry case for a scout, whether he is a terrain scout or not, if he cannot include factual information in his report.”

“Captain, the original scout was new, a bit frightened …”

“Too inexperienced and too frightened to notice this? Uniforms. That is not the biggest part.”

Elliott nodded. “Yes, I know, Captain.”

“I immediately want all scouts to be placed in classes, and I want you to instruct them on what is important and to be included on SALUTE reports. They have to test for crying out loud on SALUTE reports before they go out.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“And this scout was so frightened that he couldn’t …” Hal took a moment to calm himself. “In Beginnings, Doyle’s camp, and Bowman. Just us. Two thousand men. We have two Asians, one middle eastern, six Black men, and seven Hispanics, not including you.”

“I’m not Hispanic.”

Hal only glared. “Do you know why I just spewed those statistics Elliott? If we have less than twenty minorities in our provinces, then how in the world, inexperienced or not, could this scout not see the importance in the fact that not one of the ten men were Caucasian!”

“Yes, Captain.”

“In a world where minorities are even more of a minority, we have Eight Asian men and Two middle eastern men on military motorcycles, wearing uniforms, carrying M-4’s, and various other military weaponry.” Hal growled. “You know that there is a possibility of more.”

“Yes, Captain, that is why our men are following, Captain.”

“Good. Good. We need them to follow and find the rest of them. Then we need to get our man from them.  We gave some thought to these men, but Elliott, after reading this. I praise and I preach to my brother about the quality of my men, now I have to go to him with this. We were so off mark on these men, it’s now frightening. An impending war? Good God, it could already be on our soil and we’re just finding out about it,” Hal set down the report. “I have to call Frank.”

<><><><>

 

“Where exactly are we going?” Jason asked as he rode with Robbie in the jeep.

“We’re almost there.”

“Quite a distance from Beginnings and Bowman, should you be out here in the middle of the day. Since you’re head of Security?”

“This is important.”

“Can’t you tell me?”

“I promised him I’d let him be there when I told you.”

“Who?” Jason asked.

Robbie made the turn down an overgrown road.

“If I didn’t know you better, I’d swear you were bringing me somewhere to kill me.”

Robbie chuckled at that and pulled up to Dean’s house.

Jason peered through the windshield. “Who lives here?”

Robbie didn’t answer; he waved Jason on, and stepped from the jeep. They walked to the front door, and Robbie knocked once, opening the door and calling out, “We’re here.”

Jason stepped inside and slowed his pace. He sniffed. “Lab work.”

Dean came from the other room.

“Why is Dean all the way out here, doing lab work? Are you working on another virus or … wait a second.” Jason said. “I just saw you in Beginnings.”

“Not me.”

Robbie instructed, “Come in and sit down. We have a lot to tell you. And we’re hoping, you can help us figure out what the hell is going on.”

 

It didn’t take long. All but a few seconds, and Robbie stating the name Fort, when Jason figured it out.

“He said there was a clone. And we couldn’t figure out who it was. I said it. I said it a long time ago to your father that it was Dean. So the clone is living in Beginnings as you. Does he know you’re missing?” Jason asked.

Dean nodded. “Yes. We figured as much.”

“He organized everything, you know,” Jason said. “Just be prepared.”

“I am.”

“Nice fella.”

Robbie explained. “See, we needed to get the clone out. Smoke him out so to speak to get information from him. The explosion was caught on video. Seconds before the explosion that killed my father, Dean or the clone was caught on video walking from the office. Now, using the SUT tracking, we knew Dean was nowhere around. So that’s how we figured out it was the clone. Smoke out the clone, get info. Here’s where it gets tricky. Listen to this.”

Robbie pushed the player forward and played for Jason, Darrell’s testimony.

Jason listened and listened again. “The Iffy situation, was Joe warning the clone about Darrell in the invisible suit?”

Robbie nodded. “As near as we can tell. The explosive device was found. One set of prints we found on the device and timer. Meaning the person who set the explosion left their prints. One set.”

Jason said, "It wasn’t the clone. Was it. You called me to ask me if a clone would have the same fingerprints.”

“It wasn’t the clone.” Robbie said. “It was my father’s prints. My father built the bomb and set the timer on the bomb. No one knows this Jason; you have to keep this secret.”

Jason raised his hand. “You have my word. Joe built the bomb. Warned the clone about Darrell. They obviously removed Darrell from the picture and set off the explosion. Why? Why would Joe deliberately take his own life, unless he wasn’t meant to die in the explosion? Unless … unless Joe didn’t die in the explosion.” Jason looked up brightly. “He faked his death to let the course of history happen. It’s obvious he was working with the clone. The clone told him something about the future. Something Joe’s death would stop. So knowing a bright and sunny future existed in Aragon Window, Joe faked his own death.”

“That’s what we thought,” Dean said. “So we dug up the body in the tomb.”

“And?” Jason asked.

“Joe.”

Jason blinked. “Joe. Are you sure.”

“No. Yes. No. Same genetic makeup, DNA, no clone markings. It wasn’t a clone. Yet ….” Dean explained. He had scars Joe didn’t have, he had gray hair, and traces of radiation in his blood.”

Robbie took it from there. “But here’s where it gets weirder Jason. The clone has a buddy in Beginnings. He had lunch with the buddy in the trailer, they left the sandwiches there.”

Jason nodded. “You pulled the DNA?”

Dean replied "And sandwich two was eaten a few days ago by … Joe.”

“So how is that possible?” Robbie asked. “We have my father’s body in the tomb, and my father running around eating a jam sandwich in Beginnings.”

“Let me get this straight,” Jason said. “You have Joe in a tomb, and you have Joe running around Beginnings.”

Robbie said, “I think in an invisible suit. That’s why Andrea thinks she sees his ghost. But how do we have two Joe’s. One dead, one alive.”

Jason ran his finger over his lip. “Play that tape of Darrell again.”

Robbie did.

Jason listened; he backed it up and listened again. “There.” He said. “The part where Darrell said Joe seemed different. Maybe perhaps Joe was different because it was a different Joe. It is conceivable that when the clone came in and said it is time, and Joe left, the other Joe came into the office.”

“But how?” Robbie asked.

“You answered your own question with the gray hair,” Jason explained. “And the radiation. The Joe in the tomb was through more than the Joe eating jam. The Joe in the tomb is from the future.”

Both Robbie and Dean looked at him with a puzzled look.

Dean asked. “Is that possible.”

“If he is working with the clone, it is not only possible. It’s probable. A future Joe, say from December, goes back to March and dies. The present Joe hides. Therefore the path of history is changed. When December rolls around, that future, the bad future no longer existed, therefore, it could conceivably be done. Actually if that’s the case it is a mark of brilliancy on the clone and Joe’s part.”

Robbie sighed out. “You know there is only one way to find out exactly what happened. Find my father. Expose him.”

“No.” Jason said. “No, you can’t do that.”

“Why?”

“Robbie,” Jason explained with compassion. “Your father loves you more than life itself. Would he deliberately put his family through so much pain if the reason wasn’t valid? No, he has a reason to stay hidden, and bet me any money, there’s a time frame, too. He can’t stay hidden forever, so he’s waiting for a certain point in history, and then he’ll come out. Until then, if you expose him, if you bring him forth. If you bring him back to Beginnings you would have undone all that he set up.”

“So what do I do?” Robbie asked. “I need answers.”

“If you really feel the need to find him, and you find him.” Jason said. “No one can know. In fact, no one but us three can ever know. At least until, Joe’s point of return has surpassed.”

Robbie nodded.

“Wow.” Jason exhaled. “This is remarkable. “Thank you for sharing. I... can’t thank you enough. I will help in any way I can, and I’ll not tell a soul. Thank you.”

Dean bobbed his head. “Thank you for giving us an idea on answers.”

Jason stood.

“One other thing.” Dean said. “Joe wasn’t the only reason we brought you up here.”

Robbie added. “Guilt was.”

“Guilt.” Jason asked.

“We have something. And not only do we need your help on how to figure it. It’s only right that you help figure it out.”

“What is it?” Jason asked.

Dean walked to the table and lifted the cloth covered box. With dramatics, he held it before Jason. “We give you …” he lifted the cloth. “The HG Wells.”

<><><><>

 

Frank rushed, but made it out to the airfield in Bowman before George took off. Not that he expected George to leave before he got there.

As expected, the plane was positioned and George was loading a bag inside.

Tigger was behind him. Handing him more bags. Frank guessed that they were Tigger’s belongings. Not because the bags were small or anything like that, but because there were so many. Only someone planning to leave for a while, would have that many bags.

“George,” Frank said. “Glad I caught you.”

“Not leaving yet.” George looked at his watch. “Waiting.”

“Did you get a chance to talk to Callahan? I’ve been busy.”

“Yes, yes, I did,” George replied.

“So you agree about what Hal told me.”

“Definitely. My gut says there are more of them. We need to find out where, when, and how many.”

“I want to pull all of Doyle’s men, less the one’s I’m making trainers. Pull them and get them ready to head north if need be.”

“Well then we’ll mobilize your replacement troops this way for training ASAP.”

“Appreciate it.”

“You said Hal’s scouts are confident that these men didn’t want to hurt the soldier they captured.”

“That’s what they said. Almost if they grabbed him for information. They were pretty confident that if need be, they could get in there and get him. I have no doubt, Hal’s men are good. But my problem is, would that be what they’re waiting for?”

“What do you mean?” George asked.

“I mean. Let’s say this is one of the ways we get hit. Let’s suppose there is a huge base up north. And they’re waiting, waiting for the other invaders North, South, East … what if taking our man, and us hitting them in retaliation is what they want.”

“Diversion.”

“Possible.”

“Probably.” George looked at his watch again. “I’ll be back in three days. I’ll need you to secure me permanent housing. Preferably here in Bowman. Close to the airstrip”

“Hal’s on that.”

“I’m going to hand pick a crew. Robbie and I will determine what kind of birds we need to get, and me and the crew will head out to the bases. I’m going to work as fast as I can to get them operational. I am figuring we can fly three back at a time.”

“How many planes are you figuring we need?”

George raised his eyebrows. “A lot. But right now, we don’t have the pilots.”

“How are you going to instruct on flying and do all this?”

George smiled. “I’ll be a busy man. We have Robbie, John, Jesse and … Johnny to teach.”

Frank nodded. “I think Johnny will like that.”

“And I think he’d like hearing that from you.”

A single nod from Frank.

“We’ll get a flight crew yet.”

“I know.”

George peered at his watch. “And where? … .Ah, yes, there.”

Frank turned around to see the jeep pulling up.

Lars Rayburn stepped from the jeep.

“Sorry it took so long. I had to say my goodbyes and settle my wellness center,” Lars said.

“What’s going on?” Frank asked.

“Lars is going to Quantico,” George said. “With me retiring, I have to put people in charge of each division.”

Lars spoke. “I’ll be taking over the entire medical and research facility. Plus, George is sending regular doctors out here, so I’m really not needed. There are too many good minds here, Frank. I’m a number. Out there. I’m back where I need to be. Plus, Mike needs me there.”

George added. “I plan on having Mike training men, too. He hasn’t given his answer yet.”

“Hopefully Tigger will change that,” Frank said. “Seeing his son …” he paused. “Might change things.”

“Good words to hold onto.” George held out his hand. “Good luck. See you in a few days.”

“I’ll have everything ready.”

Lars extended his hand to Frank. “Thank everyone I didn’t get a chance to speak to, please?”

“Absolutely. I’m sure Dean will miss you.”

“I said goodbye to Dean,” Lars stated. “He embraced me and even teared up. I think that new religious experience is working wonders for him.”

“Oh, yeah, I’m sure it is.” Frank grinned. “Good luck.”

After George, Lars stepped on the plane.

Tigger walked to Frank. “See ya, Frank.”

“Tig.”

“Take care of Johnny, OK? We’re all he had for a while and we’re leaving. I tried to get him to come, but he wouldn’t.”

“I will.”

“You’ll talk to him.”

“I’m heading there now.”

Tigger smiled. “Thank you. I mean it.” He held out his hand.

Frank took it. “Look how little.”

Tigger retracted it with a shake of his head and moved to the steps of the plane.

“Need help?” Frank asked.

Tigger growled and walked up the steps.

Frank just chuckled. He stepped back and moved to his jeep, watching the door to the plane closed.

It was a new phase in Beginnings. The Country was on good terms. No enemies within the soil. And it felt good.

<><><><>

 

Robbie and Dean both freaked and jumped toward Jason at the same time.

“No, no, no. don’t break it,” Robbie said.

“Don’t take it apart,” Dean added.

“Why?” Jason asked. “It’s not like it works. Fort said.”

“It works, “Robbie said.

“Definitely works.” Dean stated.

“How do you two know this?” Jason asked. “Unless you used it.”

“Accidentally,” Robbie explained.

Dean fluttered his lips. “Without a doubt accidentally.”

“Kind of pushed buttons. And zap.”

“Literally zap,” Dean added.

“You mean to tell me, you two haven’t a clue how it works or why, but you … pressed buttons?”

Robbie shrugged. “We didn’t know what it was.”

Jason placed it on the table. “Have you learned anything about it?”

“Some,” Dean said. “Not much. We figured you would not only want to know about it, but you could figure out the logistics. The blue button is definitely a power button, and an enter button.”

“Power and enter.”

Dean nodded. “Once you turn it on, it will ask you for information on the screen. If you punch it in, press the blue button, it moves to the next screen. The peach button scrolls through numbers. Presets maybe.” He shrugged. “Green button means go.”

“Green means go?” Jason asked.

“Yeah as soon as you press it, you leave. You can press it when you want to come back.”

“Did you look at the display before you pressed it Dean?”

“Which time?” Dean asked.

“Both. You obviously pressed it twice if you came back.”

“Um …. No.”

Jason shook his head. “Then let’s check it out, shall we?” Unit on the table, Jason pressed the blue button.

Princess Leah appeared. “Help me Obi Wan Kenobi, you’re my only hope. Hello Roy, my you look handsome. Where do you want to go?”

Jason snickered in amusement. “This is wonderful. A diversion.”

Dean instructed. “Look at the display.

Jason bent toward the unit. “Ah, yes, set time.”

“That means year,” Dean said. “Not time.”

“I would think not. Tell me you didn’t think it mean time of day.” Jason asked, didn’t receive an answer, and shook his head. “Let’s see. Let’s go to 1985.”

“Why 1985?” Robbie asked.

“Have you never seen Back to the Future?” Jason reached for the blue button, and pressed it. “Hmm. Easy enough. Set location.”

Dean explained. “As you can see it’s blinking the word current. My guess is, if you just hit enter, it means you go from where you stand.”

Jason only glared at him.

“But if you hit the peach button…” He reached.

Jason smacked his hand away. “Don’t touch. In fact…” he lifted the box and pressed the peach button.

“It scrolls,” Dean said.

“I see that. These are coordinates. Actually precise longitudes and latitudes down to the millimeter. Presets, I would guess, like you said.” Jason kept on scrolling; “He has many in here. Ah, here. Must be the end.”

“How do you know?” Robbie asked.

“Um, perhaps it says, enter new coordinates?” Jason said. “I don’t have any. We’ll have to figure some out for a testing. Like I said I don’t know what all these coordinates are.”

“Could this also be a cool way to travel?” Robbie asked. “Maybe go to Quantico and arrive two minute later?”

“We should try that. I’m thinking there may be a window of time that the machine follows. Because it is not an archway,” Jason explained. “I’m betting there’s a time frame requirement. We’ll test it.” He pressed the peach button. “OK, it’s back at current.” He hit the blue button. “Set time of day. Current or insert. I’ll insert.” Jason shrugged and punched in 1845. “It accepted it. So we know it uses military time.” He hit the blue button again.

This time Princess Leah appeared. “Good luck Roy and have a safe trip.”

“Dude, it’s an Easter Egg,” Robbie stated.

Dean asked. “What?”

“You know when we used to rent DVD’s there was a hidden special feature.”

“I don’t think it was hidden. I just don’t think you two ever made it this far.” Jason read the screen. “Trip ready. It's counting down”

“Wonder what happens when it counts down?” Dean asked.

“Let’s see.” Jason watched the time. It started at twenty. When it hit zero, it bleeped three times and scrolled the words: trip cancelled. “It’s a shut down.” Jason then proceeded to repeat the same steps again, putting in the time, and getting ready for the ‘trip ready’ screen. “Green means go and I press it to comeback, right?”

Dean nodded. “I think.”

“What do you mean you think?” Shaking his head in disgust, Jason took a deep breath. “See you in a second.”

He pressed the button.

Zap!

Jason was zapped, but not only him, but Robbie and Dean as well. They were in the house, and immediately greeted with the screams and horrified looks of a family that sat around the dining room table ”Fuck,” Robbie whispered.

“Pardon our intrusion,” Jason said, reached down, snatched a piece of fried chicken off the platter, and hit the green button.

Zap!

They had returned.

The box beeped off, and Jason, holding the chicken set it down.

“Holy shit,” Dean said.

Jason nodded. ‘It has a radius. We have to test what that radius is. Obviously, it encompasses the room.”

Robbie asked. “Jason, why did you grab the fried chicken.”

“Simple,” Jason replied. “One, I wanted to see if we could bring something back or through. And two … it looked very good.”

Robbie nodded. “It did.”

Jason took a bite of the chicken. “Oh,” he gusted. “Perfect. Juicy and …” He looked at Robbie peering closely. “What?”

“Can I have a bite?”

Jason held the chicken leg to him.

Robbie took a bite and smiled. “Thanks.”

“Ok,” Dean spoke up. “We determined it does indeed work. We learned it can take us to a specific place and time and get us back without missing a beat. We’re gonna test it more, right?’

“Yes,” Jason replied. “And we test it together. Not alone. We need to test the radius. The locations and so forth.”

“Let’s start,” Dean suggested.

Jason shook his head. “I want to get specific location information first. Then we’ll meet tonight and perform the first test.”

Robbie asked. “Ok, where are we going?”

“Simple,” Jason said. “There’s only one choice. We’re going ahead to January. Same time. Same place that you Frank and Hal went. We’re gonna see if all the trouble Joe went through … worked.” Jason smiled and took another bite of his chicken.

 
   





  
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
When Frank made up his mind that enough time had passed, and enough ‘other’ things had been settled, he took the step toward Johnny.

He wasn’t sure exactly how he felt about it, and had the drive to Creedville to think it over.

Johnny didn’t have a telephone. There was a community link, and one to Creed. The town did have email, and Frank debated on using that. Instead, he called Creed and told him he would be coming into town and could he have Johnny meet him.

Creed picked the place for him.

There was a small shop where they sold the oddest little biscuits. Creedvillian food they had before coming to Beginnings. Square crackers in different colors, reminded Frank of the movie Soylent Green.

The shop was a success and they served the biscuits with some weird tea.

That was where Frank was meeting Johnny.

The aroma was familiar to dog biscuits, but the place had atmosphere.

Frank chose a table off to the corner, it offered the most privacy.

Since it was still daylight, the Creedvillian woman wore her wrap and robe to cover her skin.

She brought a pot of tea, laid down a small menu, bowed her head, and backed up.

“Thanks,” Frank said, and nodded in return. He lifted the menu and read the list. The items were called Crisquits. And under the word it gave the types. Frank didn’t know what the difference was. He’d probably choose the sampler.

He poured a small china cup of tea. Raw sugar set on the table and he added some. He sipped and cringed then added a ton more sugar. Second taste was better, mid sip he almost choked and felt the extra pound in his chest with the calling of his name.

“Dad.”

Frank set down the tea cup and stood. “John.”

Johnny took an excited step toward the table and stopped. He caught himself. “Creed didn’t tell me I was meeting you.”

Frank gave a closed mouth smile.

“Wow. I’m shocked. I am. I’m so glad that you and I are in the same room.”

Frank stared at his son. It had been the first face to face he had with Johnny in forever. “Sit down, John.”

Johnny nodded and sat.

Frank joined him. “Tea?”

“Yeah, please.”

Frank poured him some then watched Johnny sip it straight. “No sugar?”

“No this stuff is good.”

Frank shuddered.

Johnny chuckled. “It’s good to see you, Dad.”

“How are you feeling?”

“I’m good. Headaches have stopped.”

The waitress approached. “I take your order?”

“Um, yeah,” Frank handed her the menu. “Just give us the sampler. We’ll split it.”

“Yes.” She nodded once and walked away.

“Good choice,” Johnny said.

“Have you had those Crisquits?”

“Yeah, they’re awesome. Haven’t you?”

“I haven’t been able to bring myself to eat them. I keep thinking of the movie Soylent Green, and wonder where all the dead Creedvillians go.”

“That’s funny. Wait until you taste them.”

“So, John.” Frank folded his hands. “Lars is gone. Did you know that?”

“Yeah. He told me he was leaving. Tigger, too.”

“I’m gonna have you come to Beginnings to see Dean tomorrow. Someone will pick you up. Let him examine you, scan you and do what he needs to do.”

“Dad," Johnny chuckled. “I just saw Dean ten days ago.”

“I know. But ….he’s had some sort of revelation lately. I don’t know what. But he’s on the ball with things. I want to see if he has a different view.”

Johnny shrugged. “Ok. Sure.”

Frank nodded. “Also George is returning. Did he talk to you?”

“Yeah, he said something about starting an air force.”

“Yep. You’ll have to be involved in that.”

“I need to hone in my flying skills again.”

“Absolutely. But you’ll be getting more responsibilities now. You’re needed.”

“I’m here. For whatever is needed.” Johnny paused. “Dad, I need you to know something. I’ve … I’ve been having such a hard time with Pap’s death. I loved him and never meant him any harm. I never did. I can’t believe the things I did. The things I said. I wish to God the tumor would have killed me …”

‘John.” Frank held up his hand.

“No, Dad. I mean it. I caused so much suffering. There were things I was in control of. Like telling George what was going on. But the other shit, I lost my mind.”

“I know.”

“Please, Dad. Please can you ever find it in your heart to forgive me? I love you so much.  I’m sorry. I am so sorry. Please.”

Frank’s jaw tensed as he connected eyes with Johnny. Johnny’s eyes had glazed over. He inhaled. “Johnny, I had a chance to talk to you in Lodi. I’ve had chances to speak to you here. It … I just needed time. No matter how angry I was with you. No matter how much I despised what you did. No matter how much forgiveness was not in my heart, I never … ever stopped loving you. I need you to know that.”

Johnny’s head dropped with sob.

“John.”

A hard sniffle, and Johnny wiped his hand under his eyes. “Yeah.”

“I love you. I’ve forgive you. It’s time to start mending.”

Johnny sniffed again. “Thank you.” He stood up and stood before Frank.

Frank stood, as well.

They embraced.

“I’ll never let you down again.” Johnny said within his hold. “I swear to you, I will never let you down again. I’ll make you proud of me. You’ll see.”

Frank cupped the back of Johnny’s head and brought his lips to Johnny’s ear, whispering. “I love you. We’re good.” He kissed him on the cheek. “We’re good.” Inhaling deeply, Frank stepped back from the embrace, and smiled.

The server approached. “Here is your sampler.” She set it on the table.

“Wow, our sampler.” Frank said and the smile dropped from his face. “Its soylent green, red, blue and is that brown?”

“Yeah.” Johnny sat down. “You have to try these.”

Frank grumbled.

“Dad, honest to God. OK. Take a red one. Close your eyes and take a bite. Chew it, let it absorb in your mouth and tell me what it tastes like.”

“John, you like the tea …”

‘Just do it.”

“Fine.” Frank grabbed a red cracker. He closed his eyes, hesitated, and then with a wincing face, took a bite. He chewed, paused, chewed, and opened his eyes. “I haven’t had this taste in my mouth for a while. It’s … hot wings.”

“Yep.” Johnny nodded.

“Holy fuck.” Frank ate the rest of the cracker. “What are the flavors of the other ones?”

“Depends what day it is. See.” Johnny pointed to the wall. Each day the colors mean a different thing. Today red is wings, tomorrow red is pizza.”

Frank nodded impressed. “Green is Caesar salad today, blue is blueberry pie …”

“Blue is always a desert. Brown is beef.’

Frank grabbed a brown Crisquits. “Fuck. How do they make them taste like it?”

“I don’t know.” Johnny said. “It goes back to when the group formed after the plague. They did it so people could taste the old world food.”

Frank finished his cracker and grabbed a green one. “How do they make them?”

Johnny smiled. “Out of people.”

 

<><><><>

 

“Yahtzee,” Ellen said after making her roll. “I so rock at this game.”

Elliott looked upon her curiously. “You rock at this game? What does that mean?”

“It means I’m good.”

“Yahtzee requires little skill. It’s all chance.”

“How can you say that?” Ellen asked. “I have to decide what I’m going to roll for, don’t I, huh?”

“Yes, but you don’t determine what is actually rolled. That is chance.”

“Not really.”

“How can you say ‘not really’?”

“Because I estimate the odds of the dice that have rolled, the hands that I have rolled, and the odds of what I need to roll.”

Elliott stared at her. “You are so full of shit.”

“No, I’m not kidding.” Ellen paused. “Ok. I am. But Roy would.”

At that second Roy walked into the living room. “Boy those children in there can be exciting and fun. Have you heard them speak about Forrest Ceceres? Alexandra imitates him wonderfully.”

“Watch.” Ellen winked at Elliott. “Hey, uh, Dean. I just rolled two fives. I need three more. That are the chances of me rolling three fives in the next roll.”

Roy nodded. He looked at the card at what she had rolled, and lifted Elliott’s card. “That would be one in four thousand, two hundred and twenty-one.”

“Thanks,” Ellen said.

“No problem. Good luck.” He walked back to the bedroom area.

“Is he serious?” Elliott asked.

“Oh yeah, very. He’s super smart. I mean all he had to do was learn when he was younger. No influence whatsoever.”

“Why haven’t you shared much of what he has told you?”

“I have his trust. And he hasn’t really told me much.” Ellen shrugged. “Just that he had a purpose for being here and was stuck. He said he’d let me know when he accomplished his mission.”

“Did he say why?’

“Just to make the future a better place. He was matured …” Ellen drifted into thought.

“What? What’s wrong?”

“Elliott I just had a thought.”

“What’s that?”

“He was matured, meaning placed in a womb out of a need for a great scientific mind. If the future was so bad and they needed that, what will become of him one he makes the future bright.”

“You mean if a bad future was the reason for his birth, then if the future turns and is good, would he be born.”

“Yes.”

Elliott shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Then we have to do something, we have to secure his life.”

“Why?”

“Why?” Ellen asked. “He is a great mind. My God, we can use him. If that turning point comes and his mission is successful. It is conceivable that he could disappear.”

“How do you know?”

“I’ve seen back to the future.”

Elliott held up a hand. “Ok. But what can we do to secure his birth?”

“Talk to the person that is responsible.”

“Dean?”

“No.” Ellen shook her head. “Danny Hoi.”

 

Upon her stating the name of Danny Hoi, Ellen left leaving Elliot alone at the house with the kids and Roy.

She also left him wondering. Ellen claimed that Roy didn’t tell her much, but somehow Elliott doubted it. Perhaps Ellen didn’t see the relevance in stating all that Roy the Clone shared with her. Obviously, there was great detail on something if Ellen knew who was responsible for the birth of the clone.

Elliott, intrigued, watch Roy shake the cup with the dice and giggle.

“This is an exciting game,” Roy stated.

“Yes, Yahtzee is. That’s why they say to yell out when you get a Yahtzee.”

“Which is all the same of the dice.”

“Yes.”

Roy looked at his roll. He looked at his sheet, and picked up to dice, tossing them back in the cup.

“Are you calculating?” Elliott asked.

“Yes, the odds. The odds are in my favor that I will roll a two and a four.”

“But doesn’t that take the fun out of it?” Elliott asked. “I mean having to do math?”

“Oh, no.” Roy chuckled. “Math is fun.”

Elliott crinkled a brow. “Did you gamble a lot?”

“No. There was no gambling in my …” Roy stopped. He looked up. “In my home town.”

He almost slipped. Elliott knew it. He nodded and watched Roy play. Ellen wasn’t gone that long. He had to lie and tell Roy she went to see Frank.

The truth was she did run to see Danny. Needing to secure the survival of Roy. But how? Ellen said she had a plan. Elliott reminded her that she could not disclose the truth about the clone and Dean.

Ellen said she had a plan.

But he had to wonder, what was she going to say? Elliott trusted that. Ellen was smart, she knew the importance, and he was confident that she would not divulge any info she wasn’t supposed to.

 

<><><><>

They stopped just outside of St. Louis for two reasons. One they had to refuel and the other, Tigger had to use the bathroom. The little man offered to use a cup, but somehow George feared, one bad bump of turbulence would create an awful smell for the ride home.

Besides, Betsy was his plane, like his car, and he took care of her, treating her like a prized possession, even hanging fuzzy dice from the controls.

They had good strong conversation on the flight, and the stop off provided a moment of rest and food.

A small training camp was there in St. Louis, mainly a camp to train mechanics.

They were working on the railroad system as well. One day, George conveyed, the system of travel would be back and running. From one end of the country to the next.

It was on the second leg that George told them of his plans. Plans he hadn’t even shared with his own people.

“Retired!” Tigger said with some enthusiasm, popping his head between the front two seats like a kid in the back of the car. “No way. Really?”

“I’m curious,” Lars interjected. “How does one retire from a leadership position in a post-apocalyptic world?”

George chuckled.

“I know you’ve said about me taking over here, and you working on the Air Force, but I didn’t think retirement” Lars said.

“Yep.” George nodded. “I have to. Besides being tired of it, I love Beginnings. I realized that while I was there. I want to kick back and work a job like I use to. The Air Force is going to take up a lot of my time and I need to concentrate on that. I have planes to get, fix, and pilots to train. Fast, too.”

“How soon will you be heading back?” Lars asked.

“Soon. I have to pack some things. Head back. Try to win Margaret back.”

“Who will be in charge?” Lars questioned.

“Actually, Stew Lang ran things and can continue to do so, reporting to Frank. I’ll help out. I have to. Frank isn’t gonna know exactly how things go. But I’ll be there in the event of transition. Bertha will be in charge of my military.”

Quickly, both George and Lars looked back when Tigger sighed.

“What?” George asked.

“I love her.” Tigger grinned. “Hurry, George get us there. I can’t wait to take her in my arms.”

Lars peered over his shoulder. “Seeing the obvious physical differences, don’t you mean, she takes you in her arms?”

Tigger shrugged. “Same difference.”

Inhaling through his nostrils, Lars peered at George through the tops of his sunglasses. “I think we need another stop. I’m not so sure I want to see this reunion.”

 

<><><><>

“Have you ever seen the movie, Back to the Future?” Ellen asked Danny Hoi.

Danny chuckled “You came running over to my house at ten at night to ask me that question.”

“No, seriously, we do have to talk.” Ellen said, sitting on his sofa. “But I was just wondering. Did you?”

“Of course. Who hasn’t?”

“In the first one. Do you remember what almost happened to Marty because he interfered too much with his parents in the past?”

“He almost wasn’t born.”

Ellen nodded. “Exactly.”

“OK. And …”

“And I gave great thought to how and what I’m going to tell you. I am limited; see, because there are things that I can’t tell you.”

“Says who?”

“Says those who know who say no one else should know.”

“Why can’t I know?” Danny asked. “I’m pretty important to this community.”

“And to the future. So you should know.”

“Then tell me.”

Ellen held out her pinky.

“What’s this?”

“Pinky swear Danny.”

“Pinky swear that what is told to me goes no further than you and I?”

“Yes.”

Danny latched his finger to hers. “Pinky swear.”

“Ok.” Ellen leaned back. “Something has gotten swept under the rug, and it’s more on purpose to not generate questions.”

Danny nodded.

“In Containment. Remember when Fort first showed up? Do you remember the reason he insisted on why he was there?”

“Absolutely. He said he came from the future and was chasing a clone.”

“But he didn’t know who, or what the clone looked like.”

Danny smiled. “Is it Dean?”

“Why would you say that?”

“Is it?”

“Why would you say that?”

“Why won’t you answer?”

“Danny.”

Danny sighed out. “Fine. A few things leave me to believe the clone is Dean. One, the serial mutilation evidence. Dean’s not a mutilator. Another is tracking. Why would Frank have me track Dean? And finally, Joe’s death. Frank had me pull up where Dean was when Joe died. The only reason whatsoever to suspect Dean was even at the scene of the murder would be if he had motive—which he didn’t. Or someone saw Dean at the scene. So I figured someone saw him, Frank checked. It wasn’t Dean. It was the clone. Simple.”

“But the clone didn’t have anything to do with Joe’s death. We just don’t know why he was there.”

Danny nodded. “And there’s more.”

“More what?”

“More reasons why I think the clone is Dean.”

“Go on,” Ellen said.

“Frank had me track Dean. Right?” Danny asked. “But, now, I turn on tracking, Dean’s not even coming up. Yet, Dean is right in the clinic. Now either he had brain surgery and had the chip removed, or it’s not Dean. Plus, that Dean that’s been hanging out at the lab, is way too smart. Does way to much stuff and he didn’t know me.”

“He knows you all right, just not this you.” Ellen sighed out.

“What did you mean?”

“I’ll get back to that. When did you know?”

“Right away. First day. I suspected the clone was Dean because they had pulled the tracking. I mean, everyone knew Fort was chasing a clone.  He made no secret of it. But I think many forgot. I didn’t. I fire up the Dean tracker every day. I wake up one day, fire up the tracker. Dean’s gone. I go to tell Frank. But as I do so, I see Frank walking with Dean. I look at the tracker. Nothing.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?”

“Because I figured you guys drew him out. I would have done the same thing.”

“I didn’t draw him out. I just figured it out.”

“By how he works.”

Ellen nodded. “He invents too much, too fast, and too advanced. Plus, the way he talks.”

“And dresses.”

“That’s because all he ever watched were old sitcoms. Especially Happy Days.”

“I’ll remember that.”

“Please do.” Ellen said.

Danny tilted his head.

“He is so smart because he spent his life in an isolated room with nothing to do but learn. No human contact. Nothing. Just invent and solve.”

“How horrible. Who would do such a thing?” Danny asked.

“You.”

Silence.

Danny blinked his eyes several times. A look of confusion on his face. “I don’t get it. Me?”

“A great war will take place.”

“I know this.”

Ellen nodded. “In the future, the future that the clone comes from, things are bleak. Hence his reasons to come back.”

“Wait. Time out.” Danny formed a ‘T’ with his hands. “He told you this?”

“I told him I knew who he was, and he told me many things. One of which was why he came back. He wasn’t specific, just that he had to come back to make things better in the future.”

“So things were bad.”

“According to him, they are really bad. The War killed so much. He says he has evidence and will show it after he knows for a fact that things have changed.”

“But if things change, will the evidence be there?”

“I asked him that. He said yes. Because it is synthetic and recorded. Just like when Henry wrote the journals, he carried through the time machines. They didn’t change.”

Danny nodded. “Go on.”

“Well, the world went bad. And you Danny, as we’d all expect, did your part to bring it all back. You were a huge part of the rebuilding. But the problem was bigger than you. Much bigger. You knew what the world needed. You knew the world needed a great mind. Thirty years from now, in a desperate attempt to save humanity from extinction, because of a problem with conception, you invent a viable artificial womb. An amazing womb. Eggs are harvested, mankind develops …”

“Farming,” Danny said. “Just like Fort explained. That was me?”

“Yes. It was you.”

Danny chuckled. “How do I have the knowledge, medically, to build the artificial womb?”

Ellen smiled. “It’s a vicious circle. Just like you invented the invisi suits.”

“Oh, my God. I’ll really never get to invent them, I’ll just …”

“Present them as an invention, right. Of course Danny, you have to learn the technology behind the suits and the womb.”

“I’m gonna take it the clone is inventing the womb?”

“He has. It’s in the lab.”

“So I learn them, learn how they work …”

“And are the named inventor.”

“So at sixty-six years old,” Danny said, “I invent the womb to save the world.”

“Yep.”

“Wow.”

“There’s more. Five years later you present to the counsel your theory that the world needs a great mind. You devise a plan. Take this great mind, feed it information while he develops, educated him in the womb, and do nothing but educate him while he grows. Limit outside stimuli so that all he can do is think, cure, and create.”

Danny winced. “It sounds so cold.”

“It was the only way. Imagine Dean untouched by any outside problems. Imagine how far his mind would have gone. You did. In the future. Forty years from right now, you have the clone of Dean processed and developed. You bring the forth the clone embryo that has been frozen, it is implanted in a womb …”

“So I don’t clone Dean, I just know where the embryo is hidden?” Danny asked.

Ellen nodded.

“Dean never destroyed his embryo.”

“Nope.”

“So you telling me now is what puts it in my mind.”

“Danny, from what Roy, the clone has told me, he doesn’t resent or regret his life. He has done great things. Great things. He is an amazing mind. He absolutely respected and adored you. You communicated with him, but never in person. You didn't want to influence him. But he does attribute you with putting it in his mind and rebuilding the time machine.”

“Wow” Danny repeated his earlier sentiments.

“So, I’m telling you. We will change things for the better. We will make the Great War a great victory. But there are some things that probably won’t change.”

“Like?”

“Like infertility. It was in the Aragon Window future, Roy’s future, it will be there. The artificial womb is important. And so is the Clone. You have to promise me, right now, despite how great things get, even if the world is rosy, you will, forty years from now, bring forth Roy’s embryo and do the exact same thing that was done.”

“Why?”

“Because, Danny, I’m fearful if you don’t, if you don’t make that promise, when Roy fixes things, he will disappear like in the movie Back to the Future.”

“We don’t know that.”

“We can’t take that chance,” Ellen said.

“Ok.” Danny nodded. “You have my word. But you’ll have to teach me the artificial womb and where the embryo is.”

“I was kind of thinking that I would introduce you to Roy as Roy and not as Dean.”

“I would like that.”

“He would too,” Ellen said. “But this portion of it all. Has to be a secret. OK.”

“You got it. I bet there’s so much I can learn from him.”

“We all can. And since you’re around the longest, you’re the one to learn.”

“Holy shit.” Danny ran his fingers through his hair. “I live a long life.”

“Danny, you live passed a hundred.”

Danny’s eyes widened. “I live to be a hundred.”

“Passed. Roy invented a transfusion, a cell regenerator that kept you energetic. You were never sick. You simply went to sleep one night. He was at a loss because you were so healthy and fit.”

“Did I … did I still have my hair?”

Ellen laughed. “I don’t know.”

“One more question,” Danny said. “Why Happy Days?”

 

<><><><>

 

Elliott Ryder looked at his watch and shook his head. “Ellen had been gone just over an hour and he was getting concerned. Just as he was about to go and find her, the door opened.

“Sorry,” Ellen announced as she walked in.

“What have you done?” Elliott asked.

“What?”

“You’ve been gone an hour. You spilled your guts, didn’t you?”

“Oh my God, Elliott. You sound like Hal.”

“I apologize.”

“And no, I did not.” Ellen hung her coat on the tree.

“What did you tell him?”

“I confided in him for technical reasons. I told him I wanted him to have the cloning sequence, and the genetic mapping and materials for the nine original clones that Dean destroyed.”

“Did he ask why?’

“Of course,” Ellen took a seat at the table “I told him that with the Great War approaching, someone aside from us needed to have it.”

Elliott exhaled. “And that’s it?”

“Yes.”

“And that took an hour.”

“No. We discussed, Jenny, Trish, hair, Henry … that sort of thing.”

“OK, I was just worried.”

“No, need.” Ellen waved out her hand. “So what did you do?”

“Played Yahtzee with him for about a half an hour. He beat me three times, fast, too, and I quit.”

“Where is he now?”

“He asked if I minded staying here until you returned. He wanted to go to the lab and write a book tonight.”

“He’s going to write a book tonight.”

“Yes, said he’s confident he can get it done.” Elliott shook his head. “He is very strange and truly believes everyone thinks he’s Dean.”

“I know. Isn’t that great.”

“Ellen,” Elliott had question to his voice. “Are you sure you didn’t tell Danny anything you shouldn’t have.”

“We discussed my lack of a period.”

Elliott winced.

“Is that what you mean?” Ellen asked.

“Forget it.”

“You wanna still hang out?”

“Absolutely, in fact …” Elliott stood. “I want to play Yahtzee.” he retrieved the game from the counter.

“Why? I thought you’d be burned out.”

“My ego is crushed, so I have to beat someone.”

Ellen laughed, and watched as Elliott set up the game. She felt somewhat bad for not being honest with him, but knew and was confident that everything she did and said, was really in the best interest of Beginnings’ future.

 

<><><><>

 

“We look so gay,” Robbie said, “Placing on his tassel cap and gloves.”

Jason tossed an annoyed look his way. “When you were there before, it was snowing and cold.”

“And radioactive,” Robbie said. “Which nuclear winter could have accounted for that?”

“True. But it will still be January,” Jason said. “So put on your hat and gloves.” He lifted the machine. “OK, location. I have figured out a couple of his presets. One is new York City, another Los Angeles, Vegas …”

“Vegas,” Dean said with a snap of his finger. “Let’s go to Vegas.”

“Why?” Jason asked.

“To test and see if it can be used as a travel resource and not just a time machine.”

Jason nodded. “Good thinking. OK, take off you caps and gloves.”

Both Robbie and Dean did.

“You’re not?”  Robbie asked.

“No,” Jason replied “We’ll only be there a second or two.” After initializing the machine, and passing through the Princess Leah phase, he set the current year, and then set the location. “Vegas,’ he said. “Now I’ll set the time frame.” As soon as he did, the machine beeped three times and Princess Leah appeared.

“Roy, Roy, Roy.” She shook her finger at him. “You’ve made an error. Two weeks ahead, one hour back. Have a safe journey.”

Jason raised his eyebrows. “Well, it can’t be used as a travel source. Now that it’s out of the way, let’s do our first test. Shall we? Caps.”

“Fuck.” Robbie put on his tassel cap.

So did Dean.

Jason went thought he sequence of steps, adding the coordinates. “Now,” he said. “I do hope that I have the numbers correct. It goes down to the decimal. We may be somewhat off. But we’ll still be in Beginnings. 47.564 X 107.554. Enter.” He looked up, holding the unit. “January, one PM. Ready.”

Robbie took a deep breath and nodded.

Dean nodded as well.

Jason pressed the green button.

The coordinates were off. They arrived about twenty yards north from the quantum lab and trailer.

Dean closed his eyes the moment they arrived.

Robbie gasped out, a gasp that led to a chuckle. And then he started to laugh.

It was cold. January cold. The wind whipped hard, pelting daggers of chills at him, but mid laugh, Robbie dropped to his knees. His hands landing on the ground, fingers digging into the hard, cold earth of Beginnings … in gratefulness. He raised his head and grinned widely, while looking at the lab and the trailer in the distance.

“This is not …” Robbie said. “Guys this is not the same scene me, Frank, and Hal witnessed.”

“Are we sure, Jason?” Dean asked. “Are we sure we came to the exact same time?”

Just as Jason started to shrug, he stopped. His eyes shifted, then body pivoted. He held up a finger and raced to it.

A stick, two feet high, perched from the ground with a yellow cloth tied to it as a flag. Dean followed.

“What is it?” Dean asked.

Secured to the stick was an envelope. On the front it read: Open when you return.

“My handwriting,” Jason said, snatching the envelope. “We’ll find out once we opened this. It’s cold. Let’s go back.”

HG Wells along with the note in hand, Jason and Dean walked to Robbie.

He showed Robbie the letter, and when Robbie stood …

Zap.

Warmth.

Dean shuddered. “That was weird.”

“What does it say?” Robbie asked. “What does it say?”

Jason set down the HG Wells. “I just amuse myself at times.” He opened the envelope. He skimmed it with his eyes, and then read aloud, “I hope I hit the mark. I estimated from our trip of where we arrived. I may have been off. If you get this, obviously I was not too far off. The purpose of the time trip was not only to test the machine but also to see. I need to tell you that you did indeed arrive at the desired time. I can only go by the reports of the Slagel three. To which they had told me of a future, not far in the distance. A future bleak, cold, gray, and by tests, radioactive. A future where my lab was no more. As you have witnessed that is not the same future. Something, has occurred to rectify that. I cannot, nor will not tell you any more of the events, other than to continue your current path. To let things take place naturally from here on in, to not influence or try to figure out if your steps are correct. Just let things happen. Including you, Robbie, you know what’s best to do. You will get all your answers by this point in time. There was a problem with our future at one time. Whatever Joe did, he did for a reason, and he did it to ensure the sun would shine on Beginnings on this January day. It does.” Jason paused to smile peacefully. “Oh, I left myself a post script. PS. Have fun with the HG Wells. The power source must be charged by the sun two hours a day.” He folded the note.

“It’s fixed?” Dean asked.

“Looks that way, yes,” Jason said. “Obviously from now to then, things occur and events are different. Things that Joe could not be around for.”

“He must have influenced them wrong,” Dean said.

“I would agree,” Jason replied.

Robbie stepped away from the group, running his hand over his face. “My Dad needs to know. He needs to know that whatever he did, whatever he is doing, worked. You advised me to take things naturally. OK. I am. Naturally, and instinctively, and that I know what’s best to do. You know what I want to do.”

“Find Joe?” Jason asked.

“Yes,” Robbie said. “He’s here. He’s in Beginnings somewhere. It’s time for me to find  ... my father.”

 
   





  
 



CHAPTER TWENTY
April 2nd

 

“I appreciate it, Frank,” Hal said, taking a seat at the ‘talk table’ in Frank’s office.

“No problem,” Frank replied. “I’m not understanding why you didn’t just call him.”

“I did. He didn’t answer. Our brother has been successfully avoiding me for two days.”

“Do you know why?”

“I have a feeling.”

“Do you think he’s just busy? I mean he’s still adjusting to head of Security.”

Hal chuckled. “He’s avoiding. You’ll see.”

A knock came at the door, and Robbie poked in his head. “Hey, Frank.” He stepped inside. “You wanted to …” he shifted his eyes to Frank. “See me.”

“Actually, Hal needs to talk to you.”

“Oh, yeah? Hey, Hal. I gotta run, Frank, I’m really busy.” Robbie stepped backward. “Maybe later.”

“Hold it.” Frank said.

“But, Frank …”

“Stop. Shut the door,” Frank ordered. “Get back here.”

Robbie shut the door. “Fine. But I don’t want to hear how I’m not doing my job.” He stared at Hal the entire time he walked to the table.

“Thank you, Frank,” Hal stated. “As you can see. He wanted to run again.”

Robbie shook his head. “You can be such a bitch.”

Hal fluttered his eyes. “Excuse me?”

Frank winced. “Robbie, come on. What the fuck?”

Robbie huffed. “He’s been chasing me around for days. I’m busy.”

“He’s your brother.”

“Yeah, still.”

Hal blinked. “Yeah, still.” He shook his head. “Well, how about this? I won’t keep you long. I just have a few questions to ask you.”

Robbie lifted his hand and let it drop. “Go on.”

“How’s the investigation going?” Hal asked.

Robbie nodded. “Going. We’re stuck on the second sets of prints. Doesn’t match anyone in Beginnings. Since Ellen has exposed herself to the clone, not exposed in breasts way, although we don’t know that for sure. Since she is on good terms. I’m not rushing to fingerprint every other person.”

Frank gave a look of agreement. “Sounds good. See what the clone gives up.”

“Exactly.”

“So …” Hal lifted a finger. “Tell me this. Is it part of the investigation or not that you and Dean were opening Dad’s tomb.”

Frank swung a look. “What?”

“Excuse me?” Robbie asked.

Frank questioned. “Dad’s tomb was …”

“Hold on,” Hal said. “Two of our night time scouts saw movement in the cemetery at four in the morning. They didn’t go in, but reported the incident to Sgt. Ryder, who in turn went to the mausoleum. There he found a hand print on the tomb itself, the sealed lid to the tomb, off slightly, and two foot prints. One Beginnings’ issued combat boots …”

Robbie interrupted. “That doesn’t mean …”

“One Chuck Taylor’s.”

“Hmm. Really?” Robbie asked innocently.

Hal rolled his eyes. “Please. Robert. Everyone knows you and Dean have formed this alliance. You go there constantly. Everyone knows Dean is the only one who wears Chuck Taylor’s.”

“The clone.” Robbie said.

“Has switched to cowboy boots,” Hal stated. “Now what’s up? We know it was Dean. Was the second man in the mausoleum you?”

Robbie looked at Frank, then down to his hands.

Hal asked. “Well?”

Robbie nodded. “Yes.”

Frank’s eyes widened. “Robbie, what the fuck are you doing opening …”

Robbie held up a halting hand. “If I may?”

Frank nodded.

Robbie took a deep breath. “Hal I have been avoiding you, because I knew you knew when you said something. You know I can’t lie.” He paused. “It was me and Dean and I’m embarrassed about what I did. I … I was desperate. I ….was desperate. That’s all I can say.”

“Was it for closure, Robbie?” Hal asked.

Robbie shook his head. ‘Investigation.”

Frank gave a curious look. “Was there something we missed?”

“No.” Robbie said. “We didn’t open the coffin. Just exposed the coffin. It was something we had to do to get the effect. I … we …. We went to the mausoleum to hold a séance.”

“A séance?” Hal asked.

“Yeah, you know,” Robbie explained. “Try to conjure up Dad’s spirit to get him to talk to us. Maybe tell us what he saw.”

Hal’s head went back. “Oh my God.”

Frank gave a closed mouth nod. “Makes sense.”

“What!” Hal blasted. “It makes sense?”

“Yeah,” Frank said. “I mean why not go right to the source. Dad.”

“Exactly,” Robbie said. “See, Frank, thanks. I’d knew you’d understand.”

“I do. Any luck?”

“No,” Robbie replied. “Just some spilled wax from the candles.”

“Stop,” Hal instructed. “You went to the cemetery to hold a séance?”

Frank asked. “You have a problem with that. You used to do that all the time.”

“Yeah, when I was twelve,” Hal said. “Not as a grown man. I know better.”

“Now, so do I,” Robbie replied. “It didn’t work.” He sighed heavily.

“You are so full of goddamn shit,” Hal snapped, “Why were you there? What were you looking for?”

‘Hal!” Frank barked. “He said why he was there.”

“And I don’t believe him.”

“Why!”

Hal flubbed in frustration. “I don’t know, Frank. It sounds farfetched. Robbie and Dean holding a séance. Dean a scientist.”

“In Dean’s defense,” Robbie said. “He advised it wouldn’t work. He was bored, that’s why he went.”

Frank held out his hand. “There you have it.”

‘There I have nothing,” Hal said, hard. “Why are you so quick to just buy this?”

“Because I know what Robbie’s thinking? All that is running through his mind is how he has to talk to Dad, and needs to talk to Dad.”

“Frank!” Robbie yelled. “Quit reading my mind. God!”

“Sorry.” Frank shrugged. “It’s loud.”

Hal breathed heavily and stared at Robbie. “Robert, come on. We’re all grieving. But to go in to Dad’s tomb and …”

“I know, Hal. I know.” Robbie lowered his head.

Hal reached over and laid his hand on Robbie’s hand. “If you need to talk, come to me. I’m sorry I accused you of lying.”

“I was desperate Hal.”

“I know.”

“Robbie,” Frank said. “We all know what you are feeling. OK? No more going to Dad’s grave and doing séances.”

“I promise.” Robbie stood up. “Can I go? I have things to do.”

Frank nodded. “Oh, hey, Robbie?”

“Yeah.” Robbie paused at the door.

“You know, if you want to talk to Dad…”

“You are gonna say just talk. Are you?” Robbie asked. “That his spirit can hear me anywhere?”

“Um, no.” Frank replied. “I was going to say, follow Andrea. I’m sure you’ll get a chance to talk to Dad when his ghost pops by her. She has some sort of psychic link with him.”

Robbie’s eyes widened. “Follow Andrea. Wow. Thanks Frank,” he said brightly. “Thanks!” he rushed out the door.

Hal just glanced at Frank. “Do you think that is helping him?”

“Yeah, Andrea talks to Dad all the time.”

“She thinks she talks to his ghost.”

“Who’s to say she doesn’t?” Frank asked.

“Me. There’s no such thing as ghosts,” Hal barked.

“Yeah, but Hal, who cares.” Frank shrugged. “I threw him into the investigation. I didn’t give him the time to grieve. Me, you, Jimmy. We may have adjusted. Grieved in private. But we aren’t Robbie. Robbie is different. He needs this. He needs closure. If he feels like he’s talking to Dad, who cares how he does it.”

“As long as he doesn’t break into Dad’s tomb?”

“Exactly.”

Hal sighed.
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Jason hated to do it, but there was something amusing about the faces of the family when he suddenly appeared.

He also was curious as to what was being made for dinner.

He didn’t want to set the machine for to many trips to the same time, so he set it different years and decades.

He went back just after the plague to the house. He made the trip with Dean. They tested the radius of it.

Obviously, when in the same room. The machine brought everyone in.

1998, 1938, 1955. All what he determined were different families or generations in the house? All with Dean stepping further and further from the dining room.

Finally, in 1945, Jason arrived. He mumbled, ‘fifteen feet’ to himself and made a mental note to test it outdoors.

The aroma of the house smelled divine as he stood in the empty dining room set for dinner.

Dinner was late.

He made sure he set a six PM time arrival, too.

Damn it.

Ready to return, a woman screamed as she carried a platter into the dining room

“Don’t drop dinner,” Jason instructed.

“Agnes, what …” a man followed her out. “Who the hell are you?”

“I am traveler from the future.” Jason held up the box. “I’ll zap on out of here in one second. But may I have a dish of that meatloaf. It looks fantastic.”

Agnes nervously, set down the platter and grabbed a plate.

“Agnes,’ the man barked. “What are you doing?”

“He’s hungry, Earl. A little food …”

“He’s an intruder.”

“From the future,” Agnes nervously dished the meat loaf. “Potatoes?”

“Please.”

“Carrots.”

“Love them.”

Agnes fixed the plate. “Gravy.”

“Absolutely.”

“Agnes!” Earl yelled.

“Enjoy, it’s my momma’s recipe." She handed the plate to Jason.

He winked. “You folks have been great. Thank you.” He pressed the button.

He supposed that they screamed when he left, maybe even argued some. Left in shock.

“Fifteen feet?” Dean asked when Jason zapped back in the room.

“Yep.” He set the plate down; there were five other plates there.

“Another meal?” Dean asked. “What is this one?”

“Meatloaf.”

“Wow, it smells great.”

“Momma’s recipe.”

“I’m starved.”

“We have food.” Jason smiled. “A little early for pasta, but how long has it been since you’ve had spaghetti?”

“Too long.” Dean sat at the table at the same time as Jason. “So we have fifteen feet.” He handed him an empty plate and they used the meals they collected like a buffet.

“I want to double check outside.”

“Sounds good.”

“I wish Robbie were here for this,” Jason said.

“Robbie is too busy. He said just let him know our results. Speaking of which…” Dean wiped his mouth. “Any thought. Any ideas.”

“Actually, yes,” Jason said. “Obviously, Joe is wearing an invisi suit. He’s not time traveling. We have the HG Wells. The thing is to either find Joe’s hiding spot while he’s not wearing it or a way for Robbie to bust him while he is wearing it.”

“So which is the most feasible?” Dean asked.

“Bust him while he’s wearing it. Joe’s not going to be hanging around a lot of people. So Robbie, if he follows correctly, can get him alone.”

“Yeah, but are you talking about wearing infrared?” Dean asked. “Because surely, Joe will avoid him.”

Jason shook his head. “The suit is just that, a suit. Made of material. We don’t want to ruin it, it’s like gold. We only want to suit to be exposed long enough for Robbie to say, ‘gotcha’.”

“And you know how.”

“Thought you and I could work on a little expose gun tonight.”

“Like a squirt gun.”

“Exactly. Only with … invisible ink.”

“Good plan,” Dean said. “But, Jason. How are we gonna get invisible ink?”

Jason smiled and lifted the HG Wells.
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Robbie had thought of it, but not in the terms that were presented to him. Follow Andrea. When he thought of the Andrea angle earlier it was to see, to get clues, on whether or not she knew what or who she was communicating.

But follow her to find his father?

It was a plan set in motion. Finding his father. A mission Robbie would not fail. He had conceived the thought, but never thought to follow through. Now it was imperative. It was something he was going to do.

He ran through his mind three reasons he thought it was so important.

Personal?

Absolutely. When it first came to light to him that his father may be alive, Robbie was admittedly angry. Then as facts poured in as to why, he understood.

He grieved. He grieved hard. A loss his soul had never comprehended. Robbie felt as if a part of his being was gone when he lost his father.

Yes, personal was one reason.

Another was effort.

Robbie placed himself in his father’s position. If he had to fake his death, surely it would be as painful for him to do so. To watch as your love ones went through so much pain. To be unable to reach out and tell them why.

What would make it all worth it? To know that the reasons for doing so were valid, and the efforts well on their way to working.

If indeed Joe was walking around Beginnings in an Invisible suit, what was his state of mind?

Frustration? Anger? Hurt?

Nerve wracking, to say the least, to watch and not say anything.

Locating Joe was going to be difficult, even with following Andrea. He had to be precise.

He wasn’t doing it to expose his father, in fact, more than anything, Robbie knew he had to keep his mouth shut about it.

A bad world turned good all because his father made the unselfish decision.

Obviously, his father knew there was a point when he could return and wasn’t planning on doing so until that point had passed.

Robbie had no qualms about helping his father keep that commitment. But he felt Joe had to know his efforts weren’t in vain, the path was set. Stay the course.

Maybe make it easy on his father.

Jason had called to let him know that he and Dean were working on something to help Robbie. It wouldn’t be so much to help him locate Joe, that was a task in itself, but more so to confirm that he had found him.

They didn’t get into much detail about what it was, just that it was simple.

Robbie was fine with that, he’d wait until they finished making it.

Until then he stayed on his mission.

Two things weighed heavily on his mind as he ventured into his day. One was finding Joe, the other what he would say when he did.
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Ellen gave the introductory to it first. Which was an error; she should have told Roy when Danny walked into the room. Instead, she gave him the truth.

“I know you are here to stop a bad future,” Ellen said. “You won’t get into details. I don’t expect you to. You will when its time. But I was worried. Worried that if you changed the future, you would disappear. After all, you were a product produced for the bad future.”

“I have thought of that, and that was a chance I am willing to take” Roy responded.

“Yeah, well, I’m not,” Ellen told him. “So I made arrangements and talked to Danny Hoi. In fact, he should be here any second. He wants to meet you.”

Roy jumped from his stool. “You have told Danny Hoi.”

“Yes.”

“I am not ready to meet him.”

“But you already have met him in Beginnings.”

“I have met him under the pretense that I am Dean. I hide behind that. I have not met him as me.”

“You’re about to.”

“Then I must get ready. Will you excuse me?” Roy left the clinic lab before Ellen could tell him it was all right.

Danny arrived shortly after and chuckled at the notion that Roy was preparing to meet him.

“The veils are down, Danny,” Ellen explained. “He wants to be him.”

“This is going to be weird.”

“Oh … yeah.” Ellen said, her eyes drifting off.

Danny turned to see where she stared,

Roy walked in.

He sported a crisp checkered shirt, bow tie, and lab coat.

Danny held back the laugh.

Ellen walked over to the door. “I’ll let you two be.” She reached for the knob and locked it. “Danny meet Roy.” She left after the introduction, locking the door closed behind her.

Roy extended his hand. “It is an honor and privilege to meet you like this.”

“We’ve met.”

“Not like this. I am nervous, so if you’ll excuse that.”

“Not a problem. You know I knew something was up. I just couldn’t figure it out,” Danny said. “The way you dress …”

“You don’t like it?” Roy asked.

“I like it. I like it a lot. Very Happy Days.”

Roy grinned. “Once you sent me a message that said Happy Days was when life was the best. Hence why it was called Happy Days.”

Danny smiled.

“Did you Danny Hoi like the Fonz.”

“Who didn’t?”

“I bet you and he had much fun at Arnold’s diner.”

Danny opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out.

“Was the food good? I always wanted an Arnold Burger. Whatever that was.”

“Yes.” Danny replied. “Everything was great.”

Roy clapped his hands together. “I knew it. You must have grown tired of recording it. I wish you were not holding the camera all the time. But … someone had to.”

“Um … yes.”

“Was Arnold a relative?” Roy asked. “I always wanted to ask that. You and He share similar features.”

“You mean since we are both Asian.”

“I’m sorry I am not familiar.”

“With what?”

“Asian.”

Danny caulked back. “Really. It’s a generic term or phrase people use to lump together all those who look Oriental. Japanese are Oriental, but not Asian. Asian derives from the Asian Russian Continent.”

“Ah … yes. I see. Much like the term we know Midussain.”

“Say again.”

“The term is not around now?”

Danny shook his head.

“I don’t know if I can tell you.”

“Sure you can,” Danny said. “It’ll be our secret.”

“Midussain is a term that defines a combination of Middle Eastern, Asian, and Russian.”

“Like mixed together like one breed.”

Roy shook his head. “Soon enough, you’ll know.”

“OK, I’ll accept that.”

“So were you related to Arnold?”

“No.” Danny shook his head. “He is Japanese. Like Henry.”

“Then he is related to Henry.”

Danny grinned. “Yeah, actually his uncle.”

“Wonderful people. Where did he go?”

“Who?”

“Arnold. When he left and Al took over the business.”

Danny chuckled. “He went to California to be with Henry.”

“Makes sense.”

“This is great. It’s giving me a lot of insight.”

“To?” Roy asked.

“To why I did a lot of things I did. I’ll need to know exactly the time line I did things. So when the world changes, I can still do the same outline and have you born.”

“Is it that important?” Roy asked.

“It is to Ellen. You’re brilliant. A mind that we need.”

“But you have Dean Hayes.”

“Dean is no you.”

Roy smiled. ‘True.” He exhaled. “What can I tell you Danny Hoi? What would you like to know? I will tell you what I can as long as it does not disrupt the future plans. I believe things are going good.”

“I do, too.” Danny paused. “There is something I have to ask. Something that far exceeds science. Something very important to me.”

“Yes, what is it?”

Danny hesitated and then he asked. “In the future. When I get old … do I still have my hair?”
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Elliott had just finished the standard application. He placed his signature on the bottom, folded it, and tucked it in his drawer for safe keeping. Not that he was hiding it from the Captain. Perhaps he was. But he just didn’t want to hear the Captain’s remarks about it.

He had just finished closing the drawer when his phone rang.

Answering it with protocol, Elliott immediately grabbed a pen and paper to jot down what was told to him.

Upon gathering the information, he sought out the Captain.

Hal was exiting the mess hall when Elliott found him. It was the first he had seen him all day and spoken to him.

“Do you have a minute?” Elliott asked.

“Absolutely, must be important.” Without hesitation, Hal turned and opened the doors to the mess hall. It was empty, as it always was after the lunch rush.

Indicating to a table, Hal led the way for both men to sit.

“Roberts checked in,” Elliott handed Hal the paper. “The ten man crew packed up camp at 1300 hours and proceeded to head due north.”

“How are they moving?”

“Motorcycles were placed in one truck,” Elliott reported. Three other Humvee style vehicles followed the main truck.”

“Our man?” Hal asked.

“Still in their possession,” Elliott said. “Roberts reports that the captured scout seemed well, in good physical condition and in no harm.”

“Was he restrained?” Hal questioned.

“Yes.”

“When should we plan the rescue?”

“They’re obviously en route somewhere,” Elliott said. “They’ve taken our man with them. I say, let’s see where they end up. Right now, allowing our scout to be ears and eyes is good. Actually, if we can rescue him once a destination is reached, we may get more information.”

“I’m not comfortable with our man being in their captivity.”

“Neither am I. We can infiltrate when they stop.”

Hal took a deep breath. “No. No. We’re not there. Roberts is. Obviously, Roberts is not sensing danger. Let’s let him call this one.”

“Very well, Captain.” Elliott folded the paper. “He’ll be checking back in at 1800 for an update.”

“Keep me posted.”

“As I always do.” Elliot sighed out. “So, onward to something else. How was your morning?”

“Productive. Better when I got here to find out we weren’t having Oodles of Dan Noodles.
Elliott chuckled.  “You seem to be the only one who has a problem with that.”

“And one would think since I lead this town, that would hold some consideration.”

“The needs of many outweigh the needs of few, or one.”

“Throwing that Star Trek bullshit at me, Elliott?” Hal asked with a snicker.

“Captain, Captain …” Elliott raised the corner of his mouth. “No. I am not.”

“You were going to make a wise crack, weren’t you?’

“Of course.”

“A Spock quote.”

“McCoy.”

“Even better.” Hal sat back. “So, I finally spoke to my brother Robbie today. It took Frank to corner him for me.”

“And?”

“And he admitted to him and Dean being in the mausoleum, and opening the tomb. Not the coffin, mind you. Just the tomb.”

“Did he say why?”

Hal leaned forward with folded hands. “To have a séance.”

Elliott turned his cheek and glanced sideways at the captain. “Séance?”

“Yes.”

“And you believed him?”

“Not on your life. But Frank did and I had to be passive. Robbie claimed his grief was taking him to desperate measures to speak to our father. And, I can’t ignore the fact that our mind reading president stated, Robbie’s thoughts are on just that. Speaking to our father.”

“Perhaps … there’s truth in that, then.”

Hal shrugged. “Perhaps.”

“What now?”

“Absolutely, nothing,” Hal said. “Nothing we can do. He said he’s not going back and really, he’s not committed a crime other than insanity.”

“What if he has a good reason for doing it and isn’t telling you?”

Hal chuckled. “Great. But Elliott, logically, other than trying to regenerate our father’s being, what logical reason is there to be in his tomb.”

“Maybe he thinks your father is a vampire.”

“That is not funny.”

“It’s not intended to be.”

“Vampires logical? Good God, Elliott have you been hanging around my brother? Nothing about this is logical.”

“Logic is in the mind of the believer,” Elliott said. “What appears to be illogical to one is the path of logic of another.”

“You are just a plethora of famous quotes.”

Elliott nodded. “Absolutely.”

“Who this time? Kirk? Spock? McCoy?”

Elliott smiled. “Ryder.”
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“There’s nothing wrong with your eyes,” Ellen said, pushing the testing device from Jimmy’s face. “You passed the test. And no other signs of ocular trouble. I’m not going to do a cat scan, I really don’t think you have a tumor.”

“But the headaches, El. They’re bad.”

“Take a rest.”

“From what?”

She leaned against the counter in the examining room. “Jimmy, how many hours a day are you working on the AL3S?”

“Sixteen.”

“Sixteen,” Ellen repeated with a nod. “I’ve been down there. You don’t put the lights on. You work in the dark; the only light is the computer and board.”

“El, please,” Jimmy snickered. “It would cease to look cool in there if I turned on the lights.”

She tilted her head. “Would you rather it look cool, or have headaches. You have eye strain Jimmy. Plain and simple. That is the source of your headaches. As your doctor I am telling you to rest your eyes.”

He breathed out heavily. “I can’t.”

“Why?”

“Because this needs to get done and every time I think I’m making progress, I divert.” He shrugged. “I know it’s as simple as keying in the right sequence, but damned if I can figure out where it is. I will. I know I will. But …”

“Until then. You can’t rest.”

“Yep.”

“Your eyes are bloodshot. Anyone else working on it?”

“Working on the program? No. Monitoring the room? Yes. But … like I told Robbie, no need to have someone there if I’m there.”

“OK. You cannot possibly be concentrating if you’re in pain. How well are you working.”

Jimmy shrugged.

“Take the rest of the day off. Don’t work on the program today or tomorrow.” Ellen turned to the counter.

“I’ll do that. I just wish this headache would go away.”

“Well, I’m going to get you some meds for the pain. So wish granted.” Ellen reached for the medicine cabinet.

“Yeah, well, while you’re granting wishes, how about sending the computer fairy down and have he or she grant my wish and fix this futuristic fucking program.”

Ellen paused.

“El?” Jimmy snapped his finger.

Ellen turned around and handed him the medicine, along with a cup of water. “Two now. Two in four hours. Why did you call it futuristic?”

“The program?” Jimmy shrugged, tossed the pills in his mouth and swallowed, handing her back the cup. “Just being sarcastic. Not that it’s futuristic. Just foreign and above anything I understand.” He hopped from the table and kissed her on the cheek. “Thanks.”

Ellen nodded.

Walking to the door, Jimmy paused before leaving. “Oh, El, hey, the wish fairy was a joke.” He winked and walked out.

Ellen stared and spoke to herself. “Maybe not.”

She stood in thought for a few moments, and after pondering, picked up the phone. “Hey, Danny. Where are you at right now?”

“Just walking out of the clinic lab.”

“Good. Stop. Turn right and come into exam room one.”

Knock-knock. The door opened. “Yeah?”

“How was your visit with Roy?”

“Good. He’s great. I can see why you wanted to secure his future. I mean, when you speak to him as him, he’s different. He’s brilliant El, and there’s much more he can do.”

“Yes, yes there is. And I was thinking of one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“It would require your help on many levels.”

“I’m your man.”

“Yes, you are.” Ellen smiled. “I have an idea.”
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At least it wasn’t Alcatraz. The holding center for Mike was at one time a county jail, redesigned for low level security prisoners. Tigger expected, and even a part of him hoped (to tease his father later) that the prison was rat infested, dirty, and smelly.

But it wasn’t.

When he should have been concentrating on what he’d say to his father, Tigger was still lost in his reunion moment with Bertha. The feel of her arms holding him, her large breasts smothering him, her lips …

He loved it.

It the midst of the reunion Lars excused himself to vomit.

Tigger didn’t know if it was he and Bertha or the rough flight.

Bertha, not George took them to the holding center. George had too much to prepare, including finding men to transport the planes.

Mike was contained in a single room with a small window. Bertha opened the door, exposing Mike on the bunk.

Mike swung his legs over the bed when he saw Tigger.

“Dad.” Tigger smiled.

“Oh my God, Tig.” Mike took his son into his arms. “What … how …”

“I came to break you out,” Tigger hopped up on the bunk. “Kidding. I came to negotiate a deal.”

“No deals with the Society.”

“You think I joined the Society and that’s why I’m here?”

“Yes.”

Tigger laughed. “Hardly. Dad, Bertha has told you. There is no more Society. You have to stop this shit. The United States needs you.”

“What do I have?” Mike stood.

“Skills. George and Bertha both want to place you in charge of a leadership training class.”

Bertha interjected. “We need to train men that can lead. We don’t have that. It needs to be done. Strong leadership. We have to prepare for this war.”

“We don’t know that there’s gonna be a war.” Mike said.

“And we don’t know that there isn’t.” Bertha snapped back. “Can we take that chance? President Hadley has been saying for years, we’re gonna get hit. We’re gonna get invaded. Now, we have to get ready for that and to be honest Manis, I don’t think we have much time. We need all the strong men we can get.”

“Basically,” Tigger added. “Your choice is this. You stay in this cell, or you join the fight.”

“You mean get drafted?” Mike asked.

Tigger nodded. “Still your country you have to defend.”

“So, what’s the deal?” Mike asked. “I’ll go where?”

Bertha answered. “We’ve opened up a military base in South Carolina. That’s where we’ll send you. First, you’ll train some of the top men, and then all of you will break down and train more. Those men will go out. It’s a trickledown effect. We’re already sending a thousand troops to Beginnings to replace the ones that used to be Society and are returning to train men here.”

“Because they were trained in Beginnings.”

Bertha nodded.

“I don’t have to report directly to Slagel do I?”

Bertha shook her head. “You report to me.”

Mike exhaled. “I guess I'm drafted then.”

Bertha side stepped, exposing the door. “Freedom awaits. We’ll get you some clothes and everything else you need.”

Mike, after laying his hand on Tigger’s head moved to the door.

“Yes,” Tigger clenched his fist. “Cool. Bet you can’t wait to get out of here.”

“No, Tig, I can’t.”

“Yeah,” Tigger said. “Small room.”

“You aren’t kidding.”

“How the heck did you use the commode without breaking it?”

Mike snarled a glance his way, shook his head when Tigger laughed, and left his cell for the first time in a long time.

 

<><><><>

Jenny cried.

She sniffled into a handkerchief, her free hand gripping Jimmy’s as he laid in the hospital bed.

“Really,” Jimmy said. “Those pain pills killed the headache.”

Jenny burst into tears. “Don’t say killed.”

Jimmy hunched.

Ellen sighed out. “Personally, I think you’re fine. It’s Dean.” She shrugged. “He says I under reacted and you’re family. We tend to not want to see things wrong with family. He thinks we shouldn’t dismiss this. He just wants to be safe than sorry.”

“How long?” Jimmy asked.

“I don’t know.”

“I don’t understand,” Jimmy said. “I left here. You said I was fine. Fifteen minutes later I’m getting a phone call to come back.”

“Dean.” Ellen shrugged. “He said two words. Brain tumor.”

Jenny gasped. “Johnny had a brain tumor.”

“Could be a hereditary gene,” Ellen said. “Now honestly, wouldn’t you’d rather know and get it taken care of before you go crazy.”

“Yeah.” Jimmy said, solemn. “You’re right.”

“Just today and tomorrow,” Ellen explained. “You’ll get out tomorrow afternoon.”

“When the tests are done?” He asked. “What kind of test are they doing?”

“Cat scan, ultrasound, stress testing, blood, that sort of thing.” Ellen looked at her watch. “I’ll let you two get settled. Andrea will be in shortly to check on you, too.”

Jenny gripped Jimmy’s hand. “You are so fortunate to have family all around you.”

Ellen smiled and excused herself from the room. Once in the hall, she exhaled and grabbed her phone. She dialed as she walked down the hall. “Hey, Danny, all set. He’s out of the picture.”

 

<><><><>

 

Robbie visited Andrea, openly. At the clinic where she was held up working on some things. He walked her home, had dinner with her, and even walked her back to the clinic.

Nothing was said about his father.

Maybe she was just being quiet.

He contemplated many times if Andrea actually believed she was speaking to Joe or if she knew she wasn’t.

That wouldn’t help Robbie’s case. He was basing a lot of his father being in Beginnings on Andrea and that Jam sandwich.

It was possible that his father had lunch with the clone and the clone zapped him somewhere.

After experiencing the HG Wells, himself, Robbie knew that was possible.

After being in the open about following Andrea, Robbie resorted to being in the dark.

Sneaking behind her, staying hidden, watching what she did.

He listened many times when she was in a room by herself. But nothing.

It was so uneventful that he gave up and even opted to fix the keypad on the distribution center.

A little past nine, Robbie wondered if Andrea was still working.

It would only be right to walk her back home.

Just as he approached the steps of the clinic, the doors opened.

Andrea hummed, chuckled and said, ‘Yes’

To no one.

Step forward? Don’t step forward?

Robbie lurched back in the dark, retreating when he heard her conversing.

“You know you love when I sing that,” she said.

As fast as his feet would carry him and knowing, Andrea’s pace and route, Robbie ran back toward the Joe Park and around the back of the main square buildings, emerging between Containment and the Social Hall.

There he figured, he’d wait for her, watch her unseen, and pull out the infrared goggles.

Surely if his father were walking in an invisible suit, he’d be able to pick him up. Get confirmation.

Inched against the building, watching Andrea approach, Robbie waited. Once she passed him, he’d do it.

Reaching for his goggles he jumped a foot in the air, spun and slammed against the wall at Frank’s ‘Boo’

“Frank,” Robbie gasped out.

“Are you going to kill Andrea?”

“Huh?’

“Wait. I get it. You’re the serial mutilator.”

“Ha, ha, ha. Funny.” Robbie shook his head. “You scared me.”

“And you’re scaring me. I watched you dart around to follow her. What’s up?”

Robbie processed his thoughts quickly. “I wanted to walk her home. She refused. I just wanted to watch her.”

“Oh. That’s nice. She’s fine. It’s fucking Beginnings.”

“Yeah, but she’s still our mom.”

“And …” Frank peered out. “She’s gone.”

“Fuck.”

“Sorry. Wanna head home and make sure she got there OK?”

“Um, no. I’m being silly. What are you doing out?”

“Coming home. I was at the clinic.”

“Oh, yeah. Did you hear about Jimmy being in there?”

“Yeah, that’s why I was there,” Frank said.

“What do you make of it?” Robbie asked.

Frank fluttered his lips. “Fucking bullshit.”

“You don’t think he has a tumor.”

“No, I think he has a one upper.”

Robbie chuckled. “A what?”

“A one upper. Actually, two uppers, no, two one uppers.”

Robbie scratched his head. “I’m confused.”

“It’s a fake. Nothing’s wrong with Jimmy.”

“How can you say that? El put him in the hospital for headaches.”

“Exactly, El put him in. Where is Jimmy all the time?”

“In the communications room working on the project.”

Frank nodded. “Exactly. And you know how obsessed he gets. He won’t stop until he gets it. Fuck, I’m surprised he’s not sleeping there yet. He’s there all the time.”

“So you think El did it to make him stop and rest.”

“No.” Frank shook his head. “Danny Hoi wants to work on the AL3S and Jimmy won’t let him.”

“How do you know?”

“Jimmy doesn’t let anyone help.”

“No,” Robbie said with a chuckle. “I mean, how do you know Danny wants to work on it.?

“I saw him going in there.”

“How do you know he’s not just filling in?”

“Because I asked him if he wants me to get a replacement and he said no. He wanted to work it. El helped him. She set up the whole thing to get Jimmy out of the way.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because she called me and said she was going to be late. I saw her with him.”

“That's weird. Maybe they’re having an affair.”

Frank raised an eyebrow.

“Maybe not.”

“What are you doing now?”

“I don’t know, why?”

“Wanna go have some fun. I can use some fun.”

“Sure. What do you have in mind?” Robbie asked.

“What do you think?”

“Journey music and the Killer Baby region.”

“Toddler,” Frank said.

“I stand corrected.” Robbie nodded. “Let’s go. Hey maybe we can find some aliens up there.”

“That would be fucking sweet.” Frank grinned.

It was demented brother bonding, but brother bonding nonetheless. Both Slagels, upbeat, headed off to Frank’s office to get the Journey music, then it was onward to the Killer Toddler region.

 
   





  
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
April 3rd

 

George didn’t waste any time, and there really wasn’t any time to waste.

In fact, he was late arriving. Frank expected him at seven AM and it was close to eight when he landed. The meeting with the future pilots was just about to start.

“I got held up in Missouri,” George said. “Problem with fueling.” He extended his hand in greeting to Frank.

“That’s fine. We know to expect problems,” Frank replied. “Everyone is waiting.”

“Good. Good. What’s the turn out.”

“Not as good as I hoped, better than I would have anticipated.”

“At least twenty?” George asked.

“Yeah, more than that.”

‘Good.” George smiled and exhaled “I’ll get my gear later. I just want to get moving on this all.”

“Everything OK?”

“I feel a sense of urgency,” George explained. “I dreamt of Pearl Harbor last night. That I was there. That I got the message, the warning, and I couldn’t do anything about it.”

“You think it’s worrying or more.”

“I don’t know.” George got into the jeep. “But I’m feeling like we shouldn’t take any chances.”

Frank nodded an agreement. As he started to get into the jeep, his phone rang. “Yeah.” He answered. “El? What’s up?”

“Hey, Frank. When are you coming back to Beginnings?”

“I’m supposed to catch a ride with Hal in an hour or so. Why?”

“Can you and he meet me at the communications room?”

“Sure, but, what’s up?” Frank asked.

“Just …meet us there. Ten. OK?”

Click.

Frank stared at the phone with a whispering, ‘Fuck’

“Something wrong?” George asked.

Frank got in the jeep. He nodded to George but his mind was on the secretive message. Ellen wanted him and Hal to meet, not just her at communications, but she used the word ‘us’. He didn’t nor could he spend too much time to think about it. It couldn’t be urgent, so before he drove himself nuts, he placed it in the back of his mind. He’d find out soon enough.

 

<><><><>

 

“Eureka! We have it.”

A bit melodramatic, but that was how Jason represented it to Robbie over the phone.

He and Dean worked all night to complete the project.

They had created a mist gun for Robbie to carry. He’d see how clever it was using things from the past.

It took longer than they anticipated and in doing so they learned a few things about the time machine, but it was complete.

“Where is it?” Robbie asked.

Since Danny was in and out of Jason’s lab, Jason took the liberty of leaving it in Robbie’s special crime lab. Which was conveniently located next to his own.

He was informed it was on the counter.

When Robbie ended the call he realized how far away he was from that lab. Not only was it on the other side of the community, Robbie was checking perimeters. A task he couldn’t just skip.

He wasn’t really worried about a time frame until he receive a phone call from Ellen asking him to show up at ten in the communications room. She didn’t say anymore and that left Robbie curious. OF course he’d show up. But he really wanted to get the mist gun.

It was juvenile, and chances were he wouldn’t need the gun. He certainly couldn’t use it with Andrea around. Still, he wanted it. Especially after Jason reiterated how much trouble they went through.

After checking out the time, Robbie realized he could finish the current task at hand, go fetch Jason’s newest invention, and make it to the meeting.

Although he was quickly placing the meeting low on his priority list. After all, she didn’t say if it was urgent. He would do his best to get there. But Robbie had other things on his mind.

 

<><><><>

 

Jason only went back to Beginnings to take a nap, change his clothes, and pick up that cool tee shirt he had packed with him before he was originally cryogenically frozen.

That and leave the invention on Robbie’s counter.

The invention itself was simple.

An old fashion water gun—with pump action-and an adjusted nozzle to make a spray rather than a stream. The bulbous tube was filled with invisible ink. Fifty-seven tubes of invisible ink to be exact.

It was amazing how he and Dean pulled it off. They knew exactly what they had to get, but getting it was the trick.

The HG Wells came in handy and they were cautious.

The first trip took them back in time to Dean in Nebraska, pre plague. He knew where his past self was supposed to be and future Dean went into the lab.

“You OK?” Molly his assistant asked.

“Oh, yeah, great. Thanks.” Dean replied sniffing. Perfume. How long had it been?

“You look beat to hell.”

Dean snickered.

“I thought you had that class,” Molly said.

“I do. I forgot something.” 

Good thing Molly didn’t look at him. A close look would have told her a lot. He went to his desk where he kept his credit cards, retrieved the Money Access Card, went to the money machine, took out over two hundred dollars, broke the card, and trashed it. He didn’t want to take a chance on going back to the lab.

He chuckled because he knew his past self probably wouldn’t even notice the deficit for a long time. He’d notice the missing debit card. Probably report it right away. Get a replacement. But the deficit? Nah.

His paychecks were deposited automatically, and in the past, Dean rarely used a money machine for cash. He wouldn’t notice.

After getting the money, Dean returned to the dining room in the present time.

It was then he and Jason went back to the same year, but to a mall, right in Montana, and hit a gift shop.

But they only had ten tubes of invisible ink.

It took four more trips to different malls in different times to get all that they needed.

Including a water gun.

Dean didn’t expect Jason back so soon, but Jason was enthusiastic. Yes, they were using the machine. But they were learning a lot. The radius. The time frames they couldn’t repeat. The lost time. 30 seconds per trip.

“Did you drop off the gun?” Dean asked.

“Absolutely, sitting and waiting for Robbie.”

“I didn’t expect you back so soon.”

“I’ve cleared my schedule. This is like a drug.”

Dean snickered. “I cleared my schedule, too. You look like you have something in mind.”

“Well, since we don’t lose much time, and I don’t think much is going to happen today. I have an idea.”

“What’s that?”

Jason removed his over shirt, exposing his tee shirt.

Dean laughed. “Oh my God. Where did you get that?”

“My father. And this is where I want to go. I got the coordinates, almost to a tee. What do you say?”

Dean shrugged. “Sure why not. It sounds like a great time.”

“I agree.”

“And you’re dressed for it,” Dean said.

Jason smiled.

“Jason you seem so happy.”

“I am, life is better. I don’t feel gloom over the loss of my best friend. I found out I am the inspiration for another great time invention, I’m solving a great mystery, and …we are going back to July 17th, 1980, Detroit Michigan, Joe Louis Arena.” Jason smiled and pointed to this shirt. “Ah, to see Ronald Reagan in the Republican National Convention.”

Dean nodded proudly. “It’ll be like a dream come true. Ronald Reagan.”

“He was my idol,” Jason said.

“Mine too.”

“Shall we?”

“Fix the machine.” Dean held up a finger and backed up. “I want to put on a blue shirt.”

 

<><><><>

 

Where was Elliott Ryder? Hal wondered. Surely, he knew about the super-secret meeting Ellen had called in the communications room. Admittedly, Hal was going to blow off the meeting until Ellen called him three sequential times to make sure he was going to come, along with bringing Elliott.

Ellen was acting as if it were a life or death emergency. Surely, if it were, she wouldn’t give a time to meet. Hal just hoped it wasn’t another one of her, ‘I called you here today to tell you one day we’re all gonna die together in an explosion’ meetings.

But just so he didn’t get any more annoying calls, he was going to go. Besides, he had to take Frank back to town so the truck was left behind for George and John Matoose.

Usually Hal didn’t keep tabs on Elliott. Sgt. Ryder took care of business and rarely did Hal need to find him.

But looking for Elliott was searching for a needle in a haystack. Everyone had seen him, no one knew when it was, but they heard he went there …

Hal knew Elliott didn’t leave Bowman, he always checked in before doing so.

He had to be sleeping or doing something secretive. After checking his home and his hideaway musical spot, Hal gave up. Elliott was just going to have to miss the super-secret meeting.

Frank was waiting at the schoolhouse where George was conducting his first session of the new Air Force.

A battalion of men who wanted to learn not only to fly, but to be part of the new team.

Hal had heard there were only thirty-two men.

Despite how disappointed Frank conveyed that George was, Hal wasn’t. It was a good start.

The only teachers they had were George, Robbie, John, Johnny, and Jesse.

And George was pretty much going to be in charge of getting the planes ready and overseeing the instruction.

Hal didn’t know how he felt about Johnny being in his town, but Johnny was an awesome pilot and as war time approached, Johnny’s talents were needed.

Admittedly, Hal was pretty excited about the simulators that would be brought in within the next week.

He, too, wanted to try those.

He arrived at the school house, removing his bandana before he entered.

Classroom 115. Not far down the hall, and he could actually hear George speaking. He talked about timetables and how it was dangerous. How each man selected had to be a fast learner, and not every man who applied would be selected to go.

Their dedication would have to be with the Air Force, because the Air Force was going to be a fighting force.

Hal knocked once on the closed classroom door, and then entered. “Sorry to interrupt,” Hal said. “I came for …” he paused. Eyes shifting, he mumbled the finish of his sentence. “Frank.”

He was surprised how crowded the classroom looked. But even more surprised to see Elliott Ryder seated in the first row.

 

<><><><>

 

“All right, all right already,” Robbie disconnected his call. “Jesus Christ.” He shook his head. Ellen was driving him nuts. What was so important?

He was impressed with himself and the time he had made. Fifteen minutes till ten. Robbie not only finished his perimeter rounds, he filled out his reports as he did so.

He had other plans in the afternoon, which didn’t include being stuck in an Ellen meeting.

Just as he mind bitched, he thought about Jimmy.

Jimmy was in the hospital. Maybe it had something to do with him.

Then Robbie felt bad … just for a few seconds. The he realized if it was about Jimmy, Ellen would have said so.

He had a lot on his mind and plate. Including jealousy over Dean and Jason going to the 1980 Republican National Convention.

They were using the machine and they weren’t supposed to … at least not without him.

Jason explained that they had to in order to complete the mist gun.

The mist gun.

Robbie had to get that.

Before it wasn’t as important, but after getting a call from Andrea in which she told him her and ‘Joe’ were having lunch in the park, Robbie had to get that gun.

He wouldn’t use it while Andrea was around. But a sniper’s position on the Containment roof with infrared would afford him the chance to watch for an opportunity when his father was alone.

OK, he thought. Fifteen minutes.

He could make it out to the lab—five miles—head to the meeting and be on the roof by noon.

All set.

Until the jeep just stopped.

He looked at the power indicator on the electric jeep.

It wasn’t charged.

“Fuck!” Robbie blurted out loudly. He had forgotten. He stepped from the jeep and yelled out again.

Time.

Ten minutes to.

Robbie inhaled and thought. He was precisely half way.

Two and a half miles to Beginnings. Two and a half miles to the lab.

Either way he was going to be running behind.

After a moment of debate, Robbie decided he would go to the lab. Run the remaining distance, and call for a ride back.

That would work.

He’d have to be late for Ellen’s little meeting.

She’d deal with it.

It was Ellen. It couldn’t be that important.

 

<><><><>

 

“To phrase it immaturely,” Hal griped, his voice echoing in the cryo tunnels as they walked to the communication room. “You suck, Elliott.”

“But, Captain, in my defense.”

“There is not defense here, Sgt. Ryder. You applied for a new position and did not afford me the courtesy of informing me.”

“In my defense, Captain,” Elliott said. “You would have denied it.”

“Of course I would. I still am,” Hal stated. “You will not join the Air Force. You have an obligation to me and the UWA. You will fulfill that obligation. I would demote but that would give you reason to join. You are my right hand man; to train someone at this point would be pointless.”

‘What about Manis.”

“Manis is not you,” Hal said sharp.

“I want to fly, Captain.”

“Then Good God, learn to fly. But that doesn’t mean you have to join the Air Force.”

“It does if I want the instruction.”

“Fly with Frank. He’ll teach you.”

“Begging your pardon, Captain, but have you ever flown with Frank?”

Frank, who had been walking silently behind them, enjoying the exchange, spoke up. “What’s wrong with the way I fly? I’ll teach you, Ryder.”

“There you have it,” Hal said. “He’ll teach you.”

“Fine. I won’t join the Air Force.”

“I know you won’t.”

“Hal,” Frank spoke. ‘You’re being a dick.”

“And I would appreciate it, big brother if you did not undermine my authority in front of my man.”

“I thought this was more personal than business,” Frank lifted his hands. “I’m sorry. That was wrong. Even though I am the president …”

‘Oh, shut up.” Hal braked and opened the communications room door.

Ellen stood by the console, Danny Hoi seated. “Glad you guys could make it. You’re right on time.”

Frank shut the door. “We didn’t want another phone call.”

“That’s for sure,” Hal added. “Where’s Robbie.”

“I don’t know. That’s a sore spot. He called to say he’d be late. But I’m not gonna wait. This can’t wait. Especially now.”

Frank asked. “What do you mean?”

“We’ve had a development. One we didn’t expect,” Ellen said. “But first there is someone I want you all to meet.”

At that instant, from behind the coffee area, Roy emerged.

Frank laughed. “We know Dean, El.”

“Yes, Ellen,” Hal stated. “This is not a new person.”

“Yeah it is,” She said. “I want you all to meet Roy. Roy … knows. He knows all of you know he is the clone.” She paused. “I told him.”

 

<><><><>

 

He wasn’t out of breath. Not quite. Just about at the lab, when the trailer was in his sights, Robbie called Dan for a lift. Dan told him it would be about twenty minutes and he’d be right there.

Ten minutes wasn’t bad.

It was so isolated at the area when there were no jeeps. No noises, the birds seemed to sing and chirp just a bit louder.

He opened the door to the lab, and went inside.

He chuckled at the blue and red toy gun on the counter and how secretive Jason was. A note attached told Robbie to use the liquid inside wisely. There wasn’t much.

Not a problem. The gun, which was about eight inches long had hook—obviously recently glued to it—and it latched on his belt. After, of course, giving it a few pumps for action.

He wondered how ridiculous he would look if someone saw it. What would he say? How would he explain it? Maybe he would claim it had salt water in it for birds near the fences.

Yes, that was it.

Deciding he’d go outside and have a cigarette, Robbie turned for the door.

Sound traveled in the eerily quiet section of Beginnings. Perhaps that was why Robbie heard it so well.

There was no mistake.

A flushing toilet.

It came from the trailer next door, the one connected and that made sense considering the bathroom was close to the connection.

Robbie, quietly walked to the where a sheet of plywood hung where a door used to be. He leaned closer.

He heard a footstep.

Someone was over there?

Obviously, they didn’t know Robbie was in the lab. How could they. He was quiet and he didn’t drive.

Just when he thought about who would be in the trailer, Robbie froze. And with his thoughts, he quietly and quickly raced from the lab.

 

<><><><>

 

Danny Hoi leaned back in his chair without saying a word. Slightly rocking, a look of enjoyment mixed with smug look across his face.

He listened and took it all in as the two Slagel brothers, along with Elliott Ryder questioned her. Seemingly all at the same time.

Ellen was smug, as well.

Danny knew they’d all shut up and pay attention once she spoke.

They did.

Ellen explained how and why she told Roy. And that it didn’t need to leave the circle of those who knew about his true identity, the community could still believe it if they needed. But they could get more out of Roy if they were upfront with him.

Dean still needed to remain hidden.

There was a reason.

The floor was Roy’s.

“I was stuck, because I made too many time trips to the same time frame,” Roy explained. “Things kept messing up and on the final trip; I believe I got it to where I needed to be.”

Frank asked, point blank. “What role did you play in our father’s death?”

“I did not kill your father,” Roy said. “I played a role, yes, but … I did not kill him. There is a reason. If I tell you my role and the reason that could influence too much. I cannot,” He spoke passionately. “For the sake of your future and the future of this country, divulge what it is. Please believe me when I say it was done for the good of all. I believe, but I don’t know, that the future is better. It can only remain better if the new course of events occur. If certain errors are not made.”

Frank asked. “Do you know what the errors were?”

Roy shook his head. “Not why they were made, just where they occurred. There is one specific time point I am waiting for. I cannot say anymore. I can only say, right now, on this course, the right decision will be made.”

“When you reach that point,” Hal said. “Will you tell us more?”

Roy nodded. “Once I reach the point, where I believe the major error occurred and that error was fixed, then I will say more.” He held up his hand. “Don’t ask when or what. Please. Just... trust me on this one. I will be as helpful as I can without being influential.”

Ellen spoke. “It’s vital. That’s what I’m getting. I don’t need to know details to understand it is our future. And it has to do with this war that’s about to happen. Jason had you guys start working on this system because he felt this system could add a great defense. Knowing what’s coming before it gets here. Obviously that was a tool that we didn’t have in the other future. But we’re wasting time. Jimmy is trying his hardest but he is moving at a normal pace. We needed abnormal,” She shrugged. “Sorry Roy.”

Danny took over. “Roy figured out the entire system and got it up and running this morning.”

Frank’s excited, ‘Holy shit’ matched that of Hal’s and they rushed forward.

“The system figured out?” Frank asked. “Is that the reason for the meeting?”

“Was,” Danny answered. “He got it running this morning. About forty minutes ago, he broke the scanning code for the air sea and surface scanning. We put in a radius of 1,000 miles…”

Elliott’s phone rang. It was a weird ring that caught everyone’s attention.

He immediately grabbed his phone. “I must take it. It’s Roberts our scout.”

“The scout following those men?” Danny asked.

Elliott nodded.

“Perfect. Take the call,” Danny said.

The curious looks tossed Danny’s way were ignored, because Danny watched Elliott Ryder.

“Yes, Corporal Roberts.” Elliott’s eyes dimmed. He spun a pivot to the room. “Hold.” He covered the phone. “We may have a problem.”

Danny said. “Yeah we do. Roy?”

Roy took a seat.

“What’s going on?” Hal asked.

Elliott answered. “The scouts followed the ten men. They arrived at their destination.”

“And?”

“It’s not good.”

Hal grunted in frustration. “Explain. What are they saying?”

“He’s rambling.”

“Calm him.”

“Roberts,” Elliott snapped. “Give me straight facts.” He listened, nodded, wrote down. “Where …”

Before Elliott could write anything down, a steady beeping, alarm style caught everyone’s attention.

Danny asked, “Find out if it’s is due north of Beginnings.”

Elliott answered. “They are saying three hundred and ninety miles north of Beginnings.”

Danny corrected. “It’s 404 to be exact. The first camp.”

Frank exhaled in a calm manner, hands on hips and walked to the board. “Fuck me.”

Above Beginnings, there were four pockets of lights. Three small. One large.

Elliott conveyed his message as he received. “Roberts reports three company size elements set, ten miles apart from each other., one medium size GP at each, 15 two man GPs.”

Danny explained, ‘that’s pretty accurate to what we’re getting, too.”

Elliott furthered. “Twenty miles north is a bigger one. Uniformed soldiers, heavy artillery, weapons, there’s a whole list.” He returned to his scout. “Get me as much detail as you can. I’ll call you back. Good job.” He hung up. “Frank.” Elliott sighed out. “Scout reports the fourth camp is huge. I’ll get more details later. But he conveyed to remember Kuwait.”

Frank spun to Elliott then to the board. “Danny?”

“This is what popped up. Nothing Air. Nothing Sea. But land …” Danny whistled. “The scout can get direct details but I can tell you this. The computer gives us approximates. We have over a thousand structures, over two hundred and fifty operating heavy vehicles, not to mention, at least ten 100mm towed weapons.”

Calm, still calm, Frank stared at the board.

Elliott gave a squeeze to Ellen’s shoulder. “Good thinking.”

She nodded. “It’s scary.”

Danny added. “Who knows if they would have moved or where they would have been by the time we got this up and running.”

Frank asked, eyes still fixed. “You say it gives details.”

Danny answered. “Yes.”

“Can you print them?”

“Yes.”

Frank nodded. “How … how many men. Can we get that?”

“Unfortunately …” Danny hesitated. “Yes.”

Frank snapped a quick glance at Danny then returned to the board.

Hal asked. “How many?”

Danny swallowed. “Biological count is 2455.”

“2455 troops?” Hal asked.

Danny nodded.

“Good God.”

Another nod, a calm one, Frank stepped away from the board. “Run me the reports I want as many details as you possibly can get me. Roy can you expand the scan?”

“I can go three thousand miles. That’s it.”

Frank sniffed slowly in thought through his nostrils. “That should get us the Gulf. Give me a land, air, and sea scan as soon as you run those details.”

“Yes, Frank,” Roy began to work.

“Frank?” Hal questioned. “What do you think?”

“Same as you,” Frank replied. He stepped toward the console and stopped. “No one believed it. A part of us all didn’t think it was going to happen. But gentleman, I believe we're looking right now …” He faced the board. “At the start of the Great War.”

<><><><>

 

Timing was imperative. Not only in what he did, but in the time of day. Robbie couldn’t be sure that Dan would be exactly twenty minutes. When he raced quietly from the lab, he immediately turned his phone on silent. The blinds on the trailer were drawn and Robbie couldn’t see inside.

He positioned himself by the door, waiting, hoping, whoever was inside would come out.

It was apparent they didn’t know Robbie was there. No jeep. No indication.

Robbie kept his eyes on the front door. He couldn’t look at his watch, turn away for a second. He didn’t want to miss a thing.

His phone buzzed insidiously on his hip.

Who was calling he didn’t know. His gut told him what he was doing, right there, was most important.

His phone kept buzzing. Vibrating.

He whispered the word ‘fuck’ in his mind several times.

Wanting the person to leave him alone.

A reprieve.

The phone vibrated again.

Robbie bit his lip. Growing more aggravated by the second.

How long had he been waiting by the front door, his back against the trailer so as not to be seen.

Ten minutes? Fifteen?

Dan would be there so and his efforts would be in vain if the jeep was heard coming.

It was quiet. Too quiet.

His heart beat and chest heaved heavy breaths.

The phone buzzed again. Just as he contemplated breaking it, he heard the turn of the front door.

Robbie back up more, pressing hard against the metal surface. He could see, through the corner of his eyes, the door.

It opened. No one was there.

He pulled out the Mist gun, beckoning in his mind that it would work.

Thinking, ‘Jason don’t fail me now’, Robbie eyed the screen door.

As if a ghost were in control, it opened.

Footstep on the wooden porch.

A footstep. But no one.

The screen door shut.

Another footstep, they hit the second step.

Robbie had to be fast and accurate.

He had to be. With an over extension of his leg, Robbie leapt forward to surpass the porch, pivoted his body, held out the gun, and in Dirty Harry action, Fired off five shots of the gun.

A blue mist, large and soaking emerged.

Within a split second, so did a figure directly before Robbie.

Robbie lowered the gun. His shoulders moved up and down, eyes focused wide and forward on the figure.

He pouted his thick lips, moistening them before speaking in a cracked voice. “Who?

One word. One word choked out until he got out another. This time he spoke his next word with passion and desperation. “Please.”

The ink started to disappear, but not before a recognizable arm reach up to the head.

Robbie’s heart pounded harder, faster.

The figure removed the hood. “Robert, Goddamn it,” he said with irritation. “Son of a bitch bastard.”

Was Robbie happy, thrilled, relieved, angry, shocked? Whatever emotion it was, Robbie was still barreled over with his own revelation, and could only gasp out, “Dad.” 

 

<><><><>
NEXT: BLACK PARADE
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