 
 
 
“Marlowe” 
By Mark Mc Quown

	Marlowe is an unordinary, ordinary field mouse but as mice go, Marlowe is much, much more than that.  He lives alone in an underground burrow in a field not far from a farm house. Marlowe doesn’t like being alone.  He lost both of his parents and slowly, one by one, all the brothers and sisters left the burrow in search of food. 
	Marlowe wakes up one morning and looked around the empty burrow, filled with ratty-tat furniture made from human throw a ways.  It’s getting cold and he senses a need to find a new shelter.  Marlowe preens his fur and notices it’s filling in and becoming a darker, reddish brown.  Certainly winter is coming.  Quickly Marlowe gathers everything that is important to him which includes some old rings lost by the family in the house and a pocket watch with an inscription and a chain which Marlowe uses to drag the watch behind him.  He miraculously found the watch one night during an adventure into the barn which turned out badly for several of his younger cousins –but that’s another adventure. 
	Marlowe carefully pokes his head out of the burrow opening as the sun is beginning to set behind the house.  He drags the watch up to the opening and looks in all directions before hopping out of the hole pulling his treasures up with him. 
	It is still warm but the wind carried a chill warning of the cold that is coming.  The tiny mouse looks at the barn and then the house and then back to the barn.  The barn is closer but the house is warmer and Marlow senses the heat with his nose and nose whiskers. He keeps his eyes directly on the house as his little legs take off through the rock filled soil.  He jumps, he hops, he scurries – slides down on his side – stands up instantly and surges forward until he reaches the wood porch which he runs under and then stops. 
	With every sense and all of his concentration, Marlowe smells the air, listens for sounds and catches tiny vibrations with his whiskers.  Finally, when he feels safe, he pulls his treasures up and moves slowly into the darkness under the house. Marlowe has never been under the house before but he has heard stories of the large, dark spiders that crisscross the ground at night on hunting patrols.  He knows about the traps and the poison, he knows about the sticky plates and sweet smelling death devices used by the humans to kill rats and mice.  He urges himself forward in the darkness.  Every noise, every turn of a leaf and motion of a snail stops Marlowe but keeps his ears jumping like fish on a line. 
	Suddenly in front of Marlowe stands his worst nightmare.  A giant, dark spider with green eyes sparkling across his head like emeralds in a black, rock forest.  The spider is hunched up and ready to attack.  Marlowe is hunched up and ready to retreat when a loud thud turns both Marlowe and the spider around to witness a rat in a human trap – killed instantly and without mercy. 
	The spider runs across the floor past Marlowe who then runs quickly toward a small crack of light coming from the floor boards.  Above Marlowe is an old, sub floor and then further above that is the real floor of the house.  He hops up onto the old, sub floor and then pulls his treasure up behind him.  Marlowe stands on his back legs and tries to see through the hole in the floor of the house.  He can hear people and animals moving about.  He can hear a television going in two rooms. 
	Marlowe moves some old wood over under the hole until he builds a small stair up. He carefully crawls up the wood.  The light comes closer and closer and closer until Marlowe is just about to stick his head out the hole when BANG – a huge cat paw slaps down across the hole sending Marlowe careening down his wood stair to the old sub floor.  The cat’s paw starts to dig at the hole until someone comes and pulls the cat away. 
	“What have you got down there you crazy cat?  Oh my, Lloyd?  Have you seen this hole in the floor by the stove?” 
	“Haven’t seen it yet.  I’ll come look directly” 
	“I think the cat found something down here” 
	Marlowe waits until the sounds stop before he sits up and collects his treasure quickly and scurries off down the old sub floor. He stops when he reaches the gas line which goes up through a hole into the kitchen. The hole through the floor is large enough for him but he doesn’t know if the watch will fit. Marlowe climbs up the black, steel gas line until he reaches the hole.  He pushes his head up through the floor and finds he’s behind the stove in a carpet of dust, dirt, old food and what seems to be the remains of a dead mouse off in the darkness. 
	Marlowe crawls up through the hole pulling the watch chain behind him.  He turns around at the top and pulls and pulls and pulls with all of his strength, but the watch will not come through the hole.  He jumps back down the hole and pulls the watch and chain off to one side where he covers it and the rings, ceremoniously, with some old cloth from a kitchen  towel used to stuff in part of the hole where the pipe comes into the kitchen.   
	The tiny mouse crawls back up the pipe and out the hole until he’s under the stove.  He moves slowly to the front legs and looks out the crack.  Marlowe sees the cat and the dog playing on the floor in front of the stove.  He crawls back toward the hole but runs across some old dog food chunks.  He carefully picks up each piece and smells it – smells it again – looks around to see that he is safe – turns back to the dog food and tastes it.  Marlowe is in love.  He sits down as if he is at a dining room table and slowly eats the dog food until he goes to sleep. 
	Marlowe’s tiny ears twitch and he wakes up.  He knows the cat is there and he knows what the cat wants.  He slowly crawls to the front of the stove and looks out between its legs. The kitchen is huge.  At one end there are just the first steps of a staircase going up.  At the other end is a large opening into the living room.  Everything is dark and quiet except for the cat that makes a purring sound as she looks for the mouse. 
	The head of the tiny mouse sticks out into the room.  He judges the distance to the stairs and then the distance to the living room.  He sees everywhere there is a crevice or a small space he could use if he gets into trouble.  Slowly Marlowe slips out into the dark kitchen and moves toward the stairs.  He picks up his speed just as the cat enters the room from the living room side and sees him.  The cat takes off at full speed, slipping and sliding on the wood floor.  Marlowe is running as fast as he can until he hits the first stair. The mouse jumps two stairs at once as the cat careens head on into the first step and yowls loudly.  Marlowe is halfway up the stairs before the cat lunges up, two steps at a time and right on the tail of the mouse. 
	Marlowe jumps over the top step like a sand rail coming over a huge ledge, landing and bouncing.  Marlowe slips and slides forward down a long, dark hallway.  In a fraction of a second the cat hits the top landing and dives across the carpet runner toward Marlowe.  The mouse slides under the first door it comes to and the cat slams into the door knocking itself out. 
	A young boy sits up in his bed and yells, 
	“What was that?  Who’s there?”  Other members of the household get up and walk in the hallway where they find the cat. 
	“Oh my God.  Miss Penny knocked herself out.  Lloyd, the cat is unconscious” 
	“I’m coming, I’m coming for darn sakes.” 
	“Cole, are you all right in there?”  Cole crosses to the door and opens it. 
	“What happened, Mom?” 
	“It’s all right son, you go back to bed now, the cat just knocked herself out hitting your door.  Must have been chasing something.” 
	“Will she be all right?” 
	“I hope so, best mouser we ever had or ever will.  Good night son”. 
	“Good night Mom, Dad” 
	“Good night Cole.”  Cole closes the door to his room.  He looks around but Marlowe is safe in a dark corner, shivering with fear but safe.  Cole climbs back in his bed and falls asleep. 
	Marlowe steps out into the room and looks around at all the new treasure.  There are balls and bats and gloves and shoes and clothes and books, belts, backpacks, toys, toys and more toys. Marlowe sees, in the middle of a pile of toys – a miniature house, just his size.  He carefully scampers over to the toy house and crawls in the front door.  There are rooms and rooms of small furniture made just for a mouse.  Upstairs there are beds and tables and bureaus with drawers to hide his treasure in.   Marlowe is beside himself.  He finds a mirror and suddenly sees himself for the first time.  He looks long at the mirror – changing his pose, cropping his ears, holding his whiskers back and finally turning so he can see his tail and his back. 
	He leaves the mirror and looks through the whole little house and is disappointed when he finds no food in the kitchen but plenty of boxes that look like food.  In another bedroom he finds doll clothes and puts on a vest and goes back to the mirror to see how he looks.  Marlowe runs back and finds pants and a shirt and puts them on and plays in the clothes, sitting in all the chairs and holding up toy glasses that are empty and toy plates with no food.  Finally Marlowe climbs up the stairs and finds a warm bed and crawls into it and goes to sleep.

THE INTRODUCTION Chapter Two

	The bedroom door slams open and Lloyd yells at his son. 
	“Cole?  Get out of that bed and get ready for school.” 
	“Ahhh.  ‘K dad, just getting up.” 
	“You don’t get to miss the bus anymore this year, understand?” 
	“Yes sir.” Cole climbs out of bed and dresses as he looks through his toy pile.  He finds his shoes in the pile right next to the toy house, a remnant from his mother’s childhood that she brought to her new home when she was newlywed.  Cole pushes the house sideways to get his shoe and the roof accidentally slides off showing Marlowe, standing on his back legs and sniffing the air.  Cole freezes and Marlowe freezes.  Cole slowly leans down until he is on his knees, towering over the top of the house.  He takes both fists and tries to scrub out his eyes using a twisting motion back and forth.  Marlowe does not move a whisker. 
	Cole looks down again and shakes his head in disbelief. 
	“You – got clothes on.” Marlowe’s large dark, glistening eyes look like some kind of moist candy frozen in the head of a mouse with clothes. 
	“Cole!  If you miss the damn bus you’ll be grounded for a week.” 
	“Okay Dad, I’m coming.”  Cole slowly lowered the roof back onto the toy house and then turned toward the door but Miss Penny is standing right in the middle of the doorway purring. 
	“Oh.  So that’s what you were chasing last night, huh Penny girl?” Cole quickly picks up a backpack and then the cat and goes out – closing the door behind him. 
	“Coming.”  
	Cole is heard running down the stairs and out the front door of the house. 
	“Don’t anybody go in my room today ‘cause - I’m working on a project for school.” The sound of the bus stops for a moment, and then the doors close and the bus takes off down the lane.  All is quiet except for Miss. Penny who is scratching on Cole’s door trying to get in. 
	Marlowe steps out the front door of the toy house and begins to explore the room.  He goes into every corner and every dark space looking for a crack or a hole or some other enemy who might wait for him in the night.  On a kitchen plate on the edge of Cole’s desk Marlowe  finds a piece of pizza and, after smelling it and licking it, he sits down on the desk with the pizza in his hands and looks out the window as he eats.  He moves closer to the window and realizes he can see where his old burrow was in the field. 
	He hears noises outside the door.  With the pizza in hand, Marlowe races down to the toy house and rushes in the front door and closes it.  He moves into the living room where he finds a toy rocking chair and sits in it, rocking and finishing his pizza.  He rocks himself to sleep and dreams of times in the past when his whole family were together and happy.  He sees all the brothers and sisters playing on the ground of the burrow while mom and dad prepare a meal. Everyone is laughing and having a great time.  Mom and dad bring out a large piece of bread. Everyone sits down on an old carpet piece and shares the bread in silence when suddenly the roof is lifted off the house.  Marlowe jumps out of the rocker and rushes upstairs until he meets Cole’s eyes and he freezes. 
	“How can you have clothes?  Are you an aleene?”  Cole slowly lowers his hand into the toy house. 
	“Now, don’t bite me aleene, I’m not going to hurt you.” Marlowe looks at the huge hand and doesn’t know what to do.  He looks at Cole and Cole looks back.  Marlowe doesn’t feel any fear so he steps slowly forward toward the hand when he realizes that he still is holding onto the pizza.  He pushes the piece up above his head and places it in Cole’s hand. 
	“Wow.  You’re offering me food.”  The old pizza that was on my desk.” Cole looks across the room and the plate is there but the pizza is gone. 
	“Wow, this is soooo cool.  I’m Cole.”  Nothing happens so Cole points to himself with his other hand and repeats, 
	“I’m Cole.”  Guess you don’t speak inglish.  Maybe you’re like a general or something so I should salute you.”  Cole takes his free hand and salutes Marlowe.  Marlowe watches with fascination and then repeats Cole’s action and salutes Cole.  Cole retracts his hand from the house and sits down on the floor of his room. 
	“This is so – I mean this is – I have a aleene general in my room and no one in all the world knows.”   Cole looks down at Marlowe who is waiting to see how it all turns out. 
	“Hi.”  Marlowe does not answer. 
	“Hi.”  Again Marlowe does not answer.  Cole reaches over to his back pack and takes out a pencil and paper and writes ‘hi’ on the paper and shows it to Marlowe.  Marlowe looks at the scribble for a long time.  Cole holds the paper closer to the mouse.  Marlowe looks closer at the shapes on the paper.  Cole folds the paper so it is smaller and he finds a miniature-golf-course pencil he has and lays the pencil and the paper down in the room in the toy house.  Marlowe moves across to the paper and the pencil. To Cole’s amazement, Marlowe picks up the pencil and holds it so it sits over his shoulder with both of his little hands around the base.  The mouse walks to the paper with the pencil and examines the shapes that Cole used.  Marlowe draws those shapes with the word ‘hi.’ 
	Cole is totally frozen looking at the mouse message. 
	“No one – is ever going to believe this.  I don’t even believe it myself – except that I see the paper you wrote on and it says ‘hi’. ” Cole looks at Marlowe who puts the pencil down.   Cole points to himself. 
	“Cole.  I am Cole.  My name is Cole.  What is your name?”  Cole points to Marlowe who just stares up at him wondering what he wants.  Finally Cole takes the paper out of the little house and with his big pencil he writes his name.  Cole.  And then points at himself again.  Cole carefully places the paper back in the house. 
	Marlowe didn’t know he had a name.  He never used a name and no one in his family ever called out to someone with a name but these were humans and they obviously worked differently with these things so Marlowe thought and thought but couldn’t come up with something to write until he noticed out of the corner of his eye a book in the toy stack which was open to a page which started with the symbols M A R L O W E.  Marlowe had no idea what it said but he liked the way the shapes fit together and the way the whole word looked after all the shapes were made, so – as carefully as possible and with Cole looking on like he was watching a major surgical operation – Marlowe copied the letters from the book and then put the pencil  down. 
	“Mar – Marlo – Marlowe – you are Marlowe”. 
	Marlowe heard his name, or the name he gave himself, for the first time.  Cole pointed at him and said it again so Marlowe was pretty sure that he was that sound – Marlowe.  And that the human was Cole – the sound he made and pointed to himself, Cole.  It was not lost on Cole or Marlowe that an introduction had taken place between a person and a mouse who the person considered to be an aleene – from another planet - assuming Cole even realized what a planet really was.  And the mouse knew Cole to be a human but really didn’t quite know how he knew this. 
	Marlow sat back as Cole wandered around his room trying to make sense of a situation that an adult would have found beyond difficult.  Cole was eleven years old and sixteen years smart.  He was a child prodigy who didn’t care about grades or money, which was all he ever heard in his house, because according to his dad Lloyd, they were broke.  According to his mom Louise they were just on hard times, but according to the man at the bank – if the hard times didn’t change soon they were going to have to leave the farm and live in the city. 
	Cole had a lot on his plate with his great brain and his stubborn desire not to use it but now was not the time to be stubborn – now was the time to grow up super-fast so he could find a way to explain to the world that living in his toy play house in his room was an alien named Marlowe who wore clothes and wrote words.  Cole looked at Marlowe and Marlowe stared back at Cole and each, in their own way, pondered what the other was thinking and what should be done next. 
	Suddenly, and without warning, Miss Penney was in the room and now in the air on her way down to land on the mouse in the toy house.  Cole did not skip a beat as he pulled Miss. Penney out of thin air and grabbed her around the scruff of her neck and took her into the hallway where he put her down and returned to his room and closed the door.  Cole walked over to his computer and typed some words.  He hit print and the printer printed a sheet of paper which said in large, bold letters “Keep Door Closed.”  Cole found some tape and took the paper and the tape into the hall and he taped the note on his door and then returned to Marlowe. 
	Marlowe was downstairs in the little house and came out the front door as Cole came back into the room. 
	“Are you all right?”  Cole waited for a response but none came. “Guess were going to have to find a way to attach this roof so it stays on the house – just in case.” 
	Cole walked back to his bed and sat down on the corner looking at Marlowe. 
	“Wow.  This is just so cool.  I guess I’ll have to feed you and everything until we figure out a way to tell everyone.  I don’t suppose you know how to make some money so my dad and mom can keep our farm, do you?  Guess not.” 
	“Cole, it’s time for dinner so wash up and come down.” 
	“All right Mom, just a minute.  Listen, I’ll steal some food off the table and bring it to you after dinner.  My mom is a really good cook.  I don’t know if you like our kind of food but if you liked that old pizza you’ll love Mom’s cooking.  Okay, gotta go so you better go back in and close the door.” 
	Cole goes to the door and closes it behind himself.  Marlowe hears him running down the stairs.  He walks back in the front door of the little house and closes it behind himself.  Almost immediately Marlowe comes back out the front door and climbs into the pile where he saw the book and finds the book again with the word Marlowe on the page.  Marlow sits in front of the book and carelessly begins to turn the pages.  He sees all the words but they don’t mean anything to him.  He quickly goes back in the toy house and brings back the paper with the words written on it and compares it to the ones in the book. 
	Hours go by as Marlowe studies the book and the way the words are arranged in sentences.  He traces the words across the page with his tiny hand.  He finally falls asleep with one thought on his mind.  Among all these words, he is Marlowe and the human is Cole. He can’t say it with his mouth, but he can draw it with the toy pencil and he knows the sound of his name from Cole saying it and pointing to him. 
	Marlowe opens his eyes slowly as he is rocking back and forth in Cole’s palm.  He tries not to show fear but Cole is huge like a giant in the eyes of the mouse.  Cole stops and lowers his hand and Marlowe immediately jumps out and onto the floor. 
	“Sorry.  I didn’t want to wake you but it’s almost dinner time again.  You were reading the book, weren’t you?  I can’t even read that book so you are very smart.”  Cole points to his head and repeats it. 
	“Smart.” 
	Marlowe finds the pencil and small, folded paper and offers them to Cole.  Cole takes them and immediately writes down S M A R T and then shows it to Marlowe and then points to his head.  
	Marlowe bounces up across some toys until he is on Cole’s desk.  He walks to the end of the desk and waits.  Cole comes over and gets down on his knees so they are face to face. 
	“Smart” 
	Marlowe closes his eyes down and wrinkles his nose and moves closer to Cole and looks right at Cole’s mouth as Cole says it again. 
	“Smart.  Like you are.  Because you want to see what is making the sound.  Right? Right.  Marlowe, come over here.  Let me show you this.” 
	Marlowe hops across to the computer table where Cole sits down.  Cole presses some keys until a program comes up that shows words and how to pronounce them. 
	“I tried as hard as I could not to tell anybody in school about you.  I almost did, but I didn’t.  I just had to think really hard about what would happen if I said anything.  I guess we just have to wait to see how it works out.  Right?”  Cole types out the work ‘right’ and points to the screen.  “Look at my hand.”  Cole points to his hand as he pushes the computer mouse and shoves   the cursor over the word ‘right’ and the computer speaks the work.  “See?” 
	Marlowe sees everything on the screen, on the desk and in the room but his eyes are focused on Cole’s hand as his finger pushes the mouse and the computer talks. 
	“It’s not really funny I guess but this is called a mouse.  Pretty crazy.” 
	“Okay, this is what I’m gonna do.  I can leave this program on and you can learn if you understood anything I said and I know you did because you are a smart aleene and it’s my job now to teach you.  Now it’s on and you can type from here any word.”  Cole slowly types out Marlowe and then puts the cursor over the word and just before he pushes the mouse, Marlowe jumps right next to his hand and pushes the mouse button and the computer says his name, ‘Marlowe’.  Marlowe and Cole look at each other for a long time and then a huge smiles grows across Cole’s face which lights up Marlowe’s face. 
	“Smile.”  Cole types in the word, points to his face and his smile and Marlowe pushes the mouse button with his tiny little hand and the computer says the word ‘smile.’ 
	“Cole, do we have to wait dinner for you every night of the week?” 
	“Coming, coming.  Okay.  I have to go but I’ll bring more food and, ah, some water and other stuff you might need here.  Okay, see you Marlowe.” 
	Marlowe watches sadly as Cole goes out the door and closes it.  He briefly sees the sign to keep the door closed before it whizzes past his face.  Marlowe stares at the computer screen. He looks over at the book and back at the screen.  He looks at the paper where Cole wrote the words and slowly Marlowe starts to piece the puzzle together.  He pushes the mouse again over his name and again the computer says his name, Marlowe.  A smile slowly grows on Marlowe’s face and he feels it.  He instantly runs down to the tiny house and rushes inside where he finds the mirror and he looks at himself.  He smiles slowly and his eyes almost bulge out of his head in excitement. 
	Marlowe bolts out of the toy house.   He runs so fast he runs across a wall sideways until  he jumps on the bed and then bounces all the way back to the house where he sits in front of the mirror and he smiles over and over and over again.  Marlowe swaggers out of the house and bounces back up to the computer table.  There are words everywhere in the room on posters, notes, books, maps, toys, puzzles and even on the machine.  One by one Marlowe types them out on the key board and then has the computer speak the word.  First, one at a time and then later five at a time and then even later ten at a time until Marlowe falls asleep on the key board. 
	Miss Penny stares down at the mouse, asleep on the key board.  Her tongue passes across her nose and upper whiskers in a flash.  Her purr grows louder as the hair stands up on her tail.  Marlowe is frozen below her with his little heart racing a hundred miles an hour.  His eyes are frozen in her eyes.  Suddenly Miss Penny makes her move and lunges down on Marlowe with her mouth wide open.  Marlowe squeaks as the cat’s teeth touch his skin and instantly Marlowe wakes up alone on the key board with his legs moving in all directions.  Marlowe scampers down to the toy house and jumps inside. 
	The bedroom door opens and Cole comes in.  He drops his stuff on the floor, closes the door and then sits sadly on the end of his bed looking at nothing in particular.  Marlowe sees Cole from the toy house window.  Marlowe recognizes that look but doesn’t understand it.  He bounces out the front door and hops up on the bed and sits next to Cole until Cole finally realizes the mouse is next to him. 
	“Hey.  Sorry, I didn’t see you there.  Hi.”  Marlowe recognizes the sound of ‘hi’ and he perks up as Cole raises his arm and waves.  Marlowe watches him for a moment and then repeats the motion and waves back to Cole. 
	“Right.  That’s right.  I sure wish I was as smart as you aleene because my mom and dad could use my help right now cause we’re going to have to move.  We’re just broke I guess.  What we need is to find the treasure that was left here some place by my grandfather who had something worth a whole bunch but he hid it and no one can find it cause we searched and searched for a long time and my dad almost went crazy cause we couldn’t find anything.”  Cole looks at Marlowe and sees that the mouse really didn’t understand any of that. 
	Cole walks over to his window and looks out at the late afternoon.  There’s a slight wind and all of the leaves falling off the trees as winter sets in.  Marlowe hops off the bed and jumps and runs up to the desk where he can also see out.  Marlowe also sees the season changing outside as he tries to figure out where his burrow is in the field between the barn and the house.  Marlowe can see the old, familiar hawk overhead and felt safe, for once, inside the house and behind the glass window.  He glances over at Cole who seems to be talking to himself which makes Marlowe wonder if this is common for people to speak to themselves and then he thinks it must be because something is greatly wrong and he remembers his own father at a time when one of his brothers was missing and how he sat outside the burrow looking forever in all directions but the brother never came back. 
	Suddenly from downstairs comes the noise of a loud argument between Lloyd and Louise. They’re fighting about money and they’re coming up the stairs so the argument gets louder and louder.  Cole hurries over to Marlowe and sticks out his hand.   Without skipping a beat Marlowe jumps into his hand and Cole carries him over to the toy house. 
	“Better get in your house for right now ‘cause their fighten and it’s probably gonna be awful so they better not find you right now.” 
	“My father was an idiot.  He had some treasure he hid, some fantastic thing that none of  us knew what it was and he hid it so he didn’t have to make a will and give part of it to his  children.”              “Please Lloyd, please, I can’t hear that story one more time.  We have torn up the walls of this house, the walls in the barn, dug up the field, dug under the house, pulled up floor boards until you couldn’t walk around anymore without watching where you stepped, and I just can’t go through anymore of this talk.”  Their bedroom door slams, so now Cole and Marlowe only hear the sound of their voices but not the words until Lloyd shouts out two words from inside the room, “the watch”. 
	“Oh boy.  Now dad’s talking ‘bout the watch that he says has a clue to the real treasure. Of course dad is the only one who have seen the watch ‘cept he described it to me many, many   times so it’s like I seen it but really I haven’t.”  Cole looks down at the toy house as Marlowe sticks his head out the window.   “Do you know what a treasure is?”  Marlowe looks at Cole but does not understand.   Cole crosses his room and picks out a book on the book shelf.  He flips through the pages until he finds what he wants and then he sits down outside the toy house. 
	“See this.”  Cole holds up a page to Marlowe which is a picture of a pile of treasure. Marlowe comes out of the house and stands in front of the picture. 
	“This is treasure.  I don’t know if grandpa had something like this but this is what we are looking for.  And there is a clue on grandfather’s watch.”  Marlowe looks over the treasure picture until he focuses on a ring.  He gets very excited and starts to jump around and then he looks around and remembers how he got in this room. 
	“What is it?”  Cole watches Marlowe with fascination as the mouse jumps down and goes to the bedroom door.  He looks under the door and sees Miss. Penney’s paws standing right on the other side of where Marlowe stood. 
	“You can’t go out there.  The cat is out there”. Marlowe jumps up on the bed and then down on the floor in front of the door.  He repeats this until Cole gets the idea. 
	“Okay, I’ll take you out, I guess.  You have to stay hidden so my mom and dad don’t see you.  That would be bad.”  Cole reaches down and opens his hand and Marlowe jumps in.
He deposits Marlowe in the pocket of his shirt and he opens the door and Miss. Penny runs in immediately and Cole close the door and locks her in.  Cole heads downstairs until he gets to the bottom of the stairs when Marlowe climbs out of his shirt pocket and crawls down Cole until he gets to the floor.  The mouse takes one second to look around and then races like a gazelle across the kitchen and disappears under the stove. 
	Cole follows him into the kitchen.  He gets on his hands and knees in front of the stove and tries to see under but it is too dark. 
	“Marlowe, you under there?  Marlowe, Marlowe – where are you?”  After a few moments Marlowe suddenly appears with his arm stuck through a ring so he is holding it up near his shoulder.  Marlowe gently places the ring on the floor and looks up at Cole and makes his mouse face smile, ear to ear. 
	Cole reaches down and picks up the gold and diamond studded ring made a long time ago.  He pushes it from hand to hand examining the shinning diamonds like small pieces of glass shining up out of a pool of gold leaves and roses. 
	“Treasure.  You saw this in the treasure and – and – you found it, under our old stove where we never looked before.”  Marlowe looks up instantly and in a fraction of a second he jumps up and climbs into Cole’s pocket.  Before Cole can even say anything, Miss Penny is purring at his feet and rubbing her body back and forth across his legs. 
	“You locked the cat in your room Cole, did you know that?” Cole turns around.  He sees his mom standing behind him and his dad just coming down the stairs.  Before Cole can say a word his mother grabs the ring out of his hand. 
	“Where did you find this Cole?”  Lloyd walks in the kitchen.   “Find what?  What did the boy find?”  Louise holds the ring up and Lloyd stops in the kitchen just staring at it. 
	“It was under the stove.  I dropped a marble and it rolled under and when I was looking for it I saw the ring and pulled it out.”  Lloyd looks long and hard at Cole and then back at the ring.  Louise walks into the living room and sits down and fans herself with her hand trying to catch her breath.  She turns and looks at her son. 
	“Cole.  That is your father’s grandmother’s wedding ring and it’s been lost since the first day our family ever moved into this house.” 
	“Is it valuable?  Will it save the farm?” 
	“It is valuable – very valuable but not enough to save the farm but it will buy us some time and – it’s a sign that the rest of their fortune could still be here.  Go give this to your mother Cole and then come back here and help me.”  Cole hands the ring to his mom and then returns to the kitchen where he helps his dad pull the stove out from the wall until it is in the middle of the room – as far as the steel gas line will let it move. 
	“Oh boy, it is really dirty back there dad.  Look, there’s even a dead mouse.” 
	“Louise, can you get some paper towels and something to clean up this mess with?” 
	 Louise and Lloyd work wiping and scrubbing and sweeping into a dust pan until the whole area is sparkling clean.  Lloyd gets on his hands and knees and aims a flashlight down the small hole where the gas line comes up. 
	“This hole’s even too small for a mouse to get through.  That damn ring must have been down here the whole time but under one of these legs or something and we never saw it.” 
	“We should say a prayer of thanks.”  Lloyd looks at Louise long and hard and then steps out of the area where the stove was and goes into the living room. 
	“You say a prayer while I go and call Sandy down at the jewelry store and see if we can get an estimate on my mother’s ring which was really her mother’s ring and maybe older.  Lloyd disappears until he is heard speaking on the telephone.  Louise takes Cole’s hand and closes her eyes.  Marlowe pokes his head out of the shirt pocket and then ducks back in. 
	“Thank you God for the good fortune you have brought to us – and the time to stay in our home a little longer – we thank you.  Hear our prayer Heavenly Father and know that we are your own.”   Louise squeezes Cole’s hand and then joins Lloyd in the living room.  
Cole looks for a long time behind the stove to make sure there is no more treasure in some corner just overlooked in the past but the area is totally clean and there is nothing else to see.  Cole runs upstairs and closes his door behind him.  He rushes to the book and holds up the picture.  He uses his finger to trace every object until he comes to the ring.  He looks down at Marlowe who is just climbing out of his pocket. 
	“You saw this ring didn’t you?  You saw this in the treasure picture and you knew where i It was.  That is why you are so smart and you are.  If you knew – if you could see…” without another word Cole jumps off his bed and races for the computer.  He types a few words and hits the mouse and images of watches come up on the screen.  Cole finally finds the picture he is looking for and he shows it to Marlowe who hadn’t made it out of his pocket yet. 
	Marlowe is stunned.  There on the screen is a picture of his watch treasure including the chain.  Marlowe hops out of the pocket down to the desk and then closer to the screen until he finally reaches up and touches it but it is flat and does not feel like his treasure watch. 
	“You know don’t you?  You know where it is don’t you?  You can show me where it is right?” 
	Marlowe is very excited but does not understand what Cole is saying.  Cole hits the print button and his printer prints the watch.  Cole pulls the paper out of the printer and sets it on the desk in front of Marlowe.  Marlowe stands on it, touches it, walks on it and then thinks about what his next move is going to be.  He knows the watch isn’t coming up through the hole and he knows that he will have to drag it back through the darkness where the giant spiders live and he shutters thinking about them again. 
	“Show me.  Show me the place.”  Marlowe hears the words but they make no sense to him.  Marlowe looks out the window and Cole notices. 
	“Is it outside?  It is.  I know it is.  I can tell by the way you reach for it.  I’ll bet it’s in your old house, where you were before you came here – ‘cept you’re an aleene and…” 
	“Cole?  Who are you talking to up there?” 
	“No one dad, I was – just listening to my radio” 
	“You stay home Cole while your mother and I drive into town and see how much we can get for the ring you found.” 
	Cole is very impressed that they know he was the one except it really was Marlowe but Cole didn’t want to say anything about Marlowe until after they found the treasure of the watch. Cole hears the front door slam and a few minutes later he hears the car drive away.  He puts out his hand for Marlowe and Marlowe jumps in it excited about a new adventure.  Cole pops the tiny mouse in his shirt pocket and grabs a flash light from his bureau drawer.  He also picks up his Swiss Army knife out of the toy pile and a small, camp shovel he keeps in the corner for camping trips. 
	“Okay Marlowe, we are going to find the watch and make everything in my family happy again.”  Cole walks out of his room, down the hall to the stairs, down the stairs to the front door and out the front door.  Cole walks carefully down the front steps and starts to walk toward the   field when Marlowe pops his head out of the pocket.  Marlowe sees where they are and immediately runs down Cole’s body until he stands on the ground facing the porch. 
	“What is it?  I thought your home was out in the field?”  Marlowe looks up at Cole and then into the darkness under the porch.  Marlowe slowly walks toward the side of the porch. Cole steps around the mouse and watches as he approaches the darkness under the porch and then further under the house. 
	“So your house is under there?  I never been under there and it’s too small for me to go with you”.  The tiny mouse seems to understand what Cole is saying so without any more words Marlowe walks into the darkness.  Cole takes out the flashlight and makes a light for Marlowe until it’s too dark and the blackness eats up the light and the mouse disappears beyond under the house. 
	Marlowe carefully moves toward the light coming under the house from the holes in the floor in the kitchen.  He sees the subfloor and feels safe.  Just as he arrives at the subfloor a large, dark spider drops down from the upper floorboards and lands in a defensive position right in front of the mouse.  Marlowe is terrified.  He turns and runs for the light outside but the spider is quicker and races in front of him and turns as Marlowe catches up.  The spider stands on its back legs about to lunge its fangs down into Marlowe when the spider is knocked completely off its legs and tumbles into the dirt. 
	A mouse about Marlow’s size and age stands looking at him, holding an old, short butter knife.  He turns and they both see the spider standing up, trying to see what happened.  The new mouse turns and Marlowe instinctively turns with him and they both scamper off into the darkness until they reach a wooden post which they climb up through a hole in the floor and enter a burrow of mice. 
	Cole waits in the yard outside.  He walks back and forth occasionally trying to call Marlowe but the mouse does not return.  Cole sits on the ground with the flashlight and tries to see under the house but it’s too dark.  After a long while, Cole moves up to the porch and sits on the porch swing, rocking slightly back and forth.  Eventually Cole lies down on the swing, closes his eyes and goes to sleep. 
	The mouse burrow is full of excitement and curiosity as each mouse, older and younger, all come and examine the mouse in human clothes.  They touch him, they sniff him, they lick at him and he seems to be a mouse but his attire is completely different than anyone in the   colony.  Finally a very old mouse with graying fur and nose whiskers comes down the row in the small burrow tucked up in a wall somewhere in the house.  The older mouse examines Marlowe carefully doing everything the other mice have done.  After smelling him for a long time the older mouse sits in front of Marlowe and thinks about this new addition to the family. 
	Finally the older, larger mouse stands up and takes a step closer to Marlowe.  He leans down slowly and Marlowe begins to feel something awful in his stomach.  As the head of the older mouse comes closer and closer Marlowe finally decides to do something so he smiles. The old mouse jumps away and instantly other mice surround Marlowe and drive him back. They drive Marlow into a small crease in the wall which forms a tiny room. 
	He steps back into the crease of wood and notices that it has been carved out or scratched out by many, many claws and it took a long time.  Marlowe is in jail.   He had no idea.  He has never seen mice act in this manner even though his clothes were obviously different than the rest.  He can see outside the crease two very large and ugly mice standing guard.  Marlowe thinks of Cole and the little toy house and the food and the warmth and he has to sit down and put his head between his legs because it is all gone. 
	“Son?  Cole?  Wake up Cole, wake up.” 
	Cole wakes up and sees his father standing over him.  It is night and no lights are on.  He realizes he is on the porch swing. 
	“What are you doing out here Cole?” 
	“I – I came out to lie in the sun and I guess I fell asleep.” 
	Cole looks around for Marlowe but there is no sign of the aleene. 
	“Come on into the house Cole and get ready for dinner” 
	“Yes sir.” 
	Lloyd leaves Cole and Cole sits up quickly and gathers his flash light and Swiss Army knife and looks one more time for Marlowe and then goes into the house.  Cole bounds upstairs as fast as he can and rushes into his room and closes the door.  He hops over to the toy house and takes off the roof but Marlowe is not home.  Marlowe is under the house, maybe forever. Cole puts the roof back on and sadly walks out and closes the door behind him. 
	The family all sit at the dining room table and eat a huge supper the like of which Cole can’t remember in his short life time.  There is steak and potatoes and green beans with butter sauce, thick dark gravy for the potatoes and whole milk just cold enough to drink.  There is berry pie for desert and vanilla ice cream to put on top.  Lloyd and Louise had bought a bottle of wine and coffee and it is a great celebration as Dad and Mom take turns telling the story of selling the ring and pushing all the money into mom’s purse and then rushing off to the grocery store where they laughed and laughed as they bought food for dinner and weeks beyond. 
	
	At the end of the meal Cole does his chores in the kitchen and then brushes his teeth and puts on his pajamas and lies down in bed.  His mother cozies him up with pillows while she tells him the story of Christ and why they pray to him every day and how he had answered their prayers even though Cole new it was Marlowe who had answered those prayers and almost… 
	“What’s the matter Cole, why are you crying?” 
	“I don’t know mom.  I can’t say.  It’s a secret.” 
	“All right Cole.  When you get ready to tell me, I’ll be ready to listen.  Now you go to sleep and let the sleep fairy take you away to your favorite place so you can play.  Good night.” 
	“Good night Mom.  And thanks.” 
	Cole pulls up the covers as his mom shuts off the light and closes the door but not all the way.  Cole sits in his bed and waits.  He waits and waits and waits until he falls asleep waiting.  He wakes up in the very early morning while it is still dark outside.  Cole carefully climbs out of bed, grabs his flash light and Swiss Army knife and heads out the door. He carefully closes the screen door so he doesn’t wake up the cat or the dog.  Cole climbs down the steps until he reaches the ground and there he turns to one side so he can look under the porch. 
	Cole snaps his light on and a huge rat, sitting right under the edge of the house, hisses at Cole and bears his ugly teeth.  Cole rolls backwards in fright, drops the light which goes out, and gives out a small yelp, but no one in the house can hear.  He pats the ground trying to locate the light.  He finds it and shakes the flash light which bounces back on but the rat is gone.  Cole looks further under into the darkness trying to figure out if he should crawl under to find his friend.  Cole, on his hands and knees just waits as his mind weighs both sides of the question. 
	A slow, low growl comes closer and closer to Cole.  He turns his light around and right behind him is a gray coyote with his teeth bared at Cole.  The dog door slams shut and Smoker jumps off the porch at the coyote who runs quickly back toward the hills and the pack.  The front door slams open and Lloyd steps out with a double barrel shot gun. Lloyd sees Cole with the light. 
	“What was it son, the coyote?” 
	“Yes sir.” 
	“Did you see it close?” 
	“Real close Dad.  He’s gray with really big teeth.” 
	“All right Cole, you go on back to bed now and if you ever hear anything out here like that again, you come in and wake me son – you understand.” 
	“Yes sir.  Good night.” 
	Cole makes sure he still has his knife and he turns off the flash light.  He runs up the porch stairs and then up the stairs of the house and back to his bed where he covers up his head with the thick quilted comforter his mother made and goes to sleep. 
	Marlowe leans against the old wood post of the house and wonders how long he has been there.  He is hungry and very thirsty as he keeps watch to see if the guards go to sleep or better yet, if someone brought him water and something to eat.  Finally Marlowe can’t stand it anymore so he sticks his head out and no one is there.  Slowly Marlowe investigates until he is sure that no one is around and he starts back, smelling his own scent, moving closer and closer to the point where they entered the wall from under the house. 
	He comes to where the opening was but it is filled up with pieces of wood and cloth and junk and it’s all crammed in so tight he can’t even remove one small piece.  Marlowe turns around and goes back the other way.  He follows the mouse scent which brings him to another dead end in the wall.  He is confused.  Where did they all go so suddenly?  Finally Marlowe sees the only way out is up and he looks for a pipe or cord or wire but finds none.  He finally just starts to climb the side of the wall until he reaches a hole, drilled by humans, through the wood and he pushes himself up through it with some difficulty. 
	The attic of the house is dark.  Marlowe’s huge, moist eyes glisten as he sees deep into the darkness of rat country.  Marlowe had known rats all his life and knew that they had two very distinct kinds.  One kind is nice and the other kind is ugly.  They coexisted with each other, respecting a certain number of rules and seniority. The ugly rats are dirty, they have bad teeth, their tails are gnarled from fights and escapes and worst of all they have blood red eyes and they eat mice – when times are tough, like these.  The others are clean, respectful of the rules and, especially important, do not eat mice but everything else.  Marlowe can tell as soon as he lifts himself up and stands up for a good smell, that both kinds are here, and before he can make another move, there are two right behind him. 
	A male and female rat stand ice still looking down on Marlowe.  Finally the male breaks his trance and moves around the mouse slowly smelling all parts of the animal.  When he is done the female takes a few quick smells and then turns around and walks off across the insulation bats, covered here and there with rat droppings.  The male follows her and the mouse follows them. 
	The rat colony has located in the corner of the attic beams where the beams continue on outside and form the eaves of the house.  Around these corner beams are holes where the plaster was never finished and these holes are the doorway into the house from the outside.  Under bats of pink glass insulation covered in brown paper, are nests composed mainly old paper, fur, pieces of cloth, dust and dirt.  Marlowe counts ten although he really doesn’t understand what that meant.  The good rats just ignore him and the bad rats glare at Marlowe and signaled between each other that dinner is here. 
	He follows the couple down between the ceiling rafters and into a nest under the insulation.  In a corner by himself, Marlowe goes to sleep.  He dreams again of his warm little burrow under the field.  He remembers tales of rats and how they had befriended some mice but then there are the other tales of mice, screaming as they were torn to pieces between fighting, hungry rat males.  This makes Marlowe wake up.  He is again alone and the nest is empty. 
	He pops his head up out of the insulation and it is day in the attic and light comes through many holes in the roof and holes around pipes that go through the roof and holes from tin grates that vent the attic and that is where Marlowe planned to escape. He takes one step and then another step and finally a third step and it is all clear. He takes one more look around and there they are.  Four of the ugliest rats Marlowe could imagine and their hot, red eyes looking like flaming coals and they move together like a trained unit and Marlowe knows in an instant that he only has seconds before his life ends in agony. 
	Marlowe moves backwards as they surround him and then the biggest of the lot jumps in front of Marlowe and stands up.  Marlowe freezes except for his face which has the huge desire at that moment to smile.  Slowly the smile spreads across his face until his teeth are bared, his mouth closed and his eyes popping.   For just a moment the large rat steps back in fear of the smile and right at that moment the hallway entrance hatch down into the house slams open and Lloyd sticks his huge head up through the hole and turns on the attic light. 
	The rats are gone in an instant as Lloyd yells down to the others. 
	“My God Louise, we got ourselves a damn village up here.” 
	“Don’t swear Lloyd – in front of the boy.” 
	“Cole, you go down in the kitchen and get them traps, the poison pellets, the sticky rat plates and some cheese and peanut butter.  Go now son.” 
	“Yes sir.” 
	“Well, that boy said he could hear something up here and by gosh – he did.” 
	Suddenly Lloyd turns around and there, just in front of the attic vent stands a mouse in clothes – smiling.  Lloyd grabs onto the ladder with both hands.  Then he lets go with one hand and plucks his glasses out of his pocket and puts them on.  The mouse is even clearer now. Lloyd can see right down to the animal’s teeth.  His eyes start to run out of focus.  He tries to rub his eyes with one hand while still holding on but he loses his balance and his feet slide out of the ladder rungs and he slides straight down to the hallway floor where he slowly falls and then lands on his back.  Lloyd looks up – focuses his eyes as Louise starts screaming for help - and sees, hanging over the lip of the hatchway to the attic, a mouse in a vest, pants and shirt and an ear to ear grin on its face.  That is the last image Lloyd has in his mind as he finally passes out. 
	The ambulance drives out of the gravel driveway and then down the lane leaving Cole, holding onto his mother around her waist while Louise clutches herself around her chest trying to squeeze all her anger in, trying to contain the emotional bomb about to go off in her heart as she sees all the money they just recouped from the ring drive off in an ambulance carrying the only man left in this household. 
	Marlowe, unaware of the tragedy, has waited until all the people have come and gone carrying Lloyd away, making a lot of noise and carrying many, many objects Marlowe had never seen.  All is quiet in the hall.  Marlowe creeps down one leg of the ladder until he is just off of the floor.  He can see Cole’s door down the hallway – which seems totally empty even of the cat.  Marlowe is just about to hop down from the last rung when he looks up and sees the four ugly rats roaming around the hatchway hole peering at him.  Marlowe knows it’s now or never and he flies off the ladder with a bounding leap.  The largest rat is right behind him as they both narrow their distance to Cole’s door which is shut. 
	Marlowe can feel the hot breath of the ugly beast behind him.  The world seems to slow down and everything is moving in slow motion.  Marlowe turns down on his side and slides toward the hole like it’s home base, The rat digs in its claws on the hardwood floor to slow down just as he’s approaching the closed door.  Marlowe – sliding on his side just about to go under the door – looks back in horror as the cat comes up on the rat from behind with her mouth completely open and the full force of her huge body coming down into him from a leap. 
	As Marlowe passed in slow motion under the door he sees the rat’s face turn from the hunter into the hunted just as the cat lurches down with her mouth and plucks the rat right off the floor and flings him across the hall into the wall where he smashed and then slides down in a pile of crumpled fur and bloody whiskers.  Marlowe watches under the door as he comes to a stop to see the cat lift the rat in the air with its paws and then jump back down on the rat until he stops moving.  After that she plays with him like a ball, bouncing his broken body across the hall and then retrieving it again just to play another round.
	Marlowe is exhausted and can no longer watch the scene in the hallway – all too aware that it could have been him.  He limps back into the toy house and closes the door.  The tiny, shivering animal makes his way up the stairs and plops down on the bed in the first room he gets to.  Marlowe closes his eyes and does not dream but escapes into the infinite dark world of no shapes and no sounds until, before long, is the tiny sound of Marlowe snoring in a dark, empty sleep. 
 
THE DISCOVERY
Chapter Three
	Cole has never been in a hospital or even seen one from the outside.  He was born in his own bedroom with a midwife and a lot of hot water.  Cole didn’t remember. He sits quietly in the waiting room while his mom paces back and forth wringing her hands and patting her hair, in between crying into a hanky and asking the attendants if there is any more information about Lloyd.  There isn’t. 
	Cole can’t stand it any longer and he begins sorting through the magazines on the huge, glass coffee table from some past century with French design.  His little fingers flip through page after page of magazines about guns, boats, health, food, cars, Hollywood, Sunsets, Flowers – his hand falls on the Scientific American which Cole has seen at his own house by his dad’s side table near the couch in the living room.  Cole picks it up and drops it in his lap.  He closes his eyes and reaches down and opens the magazine like a deck of cards cut at some random location. 
	Cole’s eyes grow very large and his attention is straight down on the left hand page which reads, “Human brain cells make mice smart.” Cole looks up from the magazine and makes sure no one is watching him.  He dives back down to the page and slowly works the words out as he reads a true, scientific article about an experiment which happened recently with exceptional results. 
	“A team of neuroscientists has grafted human brain cells into the brains of mice and found that the rodents’ rate of learning and memory far surpassed that of ordinary mice.  Remarkably, the cells transplanted were not neurons, but rather types of brain  cells, called glia, that are incapable of electrical signaling.  The new findings suggest that information processing in the brain extends beyond the mechanism of electrical signaling between neurons.”  Cole looks up and his head aches from all the words.  He rubs his eyes and reads the very bottom of the page which tells about a theft in the lab where some of these mice had been stolen and never returned. 
	“Maybe – you’re not a aleene Marlowe.   Or maybe you are and you are the leader of those ones that were taken.  Wow.  Marlowe, I think you’re famous and you don’t even know what that means.”  Cole starts thinking.  He closes the magazine and thinks some more.  Finally, with all his will, he slowly pushes the magazine down in his back pack and then sits back and looks terribly guilty – but no one notices. 
	A doctor finally comes in and starts talking to Louise.  Cole can’t hear the words but he sees his mom raise up her hands and arms like she was trying to fight something. Finally the doctor motions for Cole and his mom to follow him.  Cole holds on tightly to his backpack and even tighter to his mom’s hand.  They walk forever until Cole thinks he has to sit down and rest.  He is just about to protest when the doctor turns into a room and in that room is Cole’s dad. 
	Cole stops at the door because there were so many tubes and wires and things hanging off of his dad he is scared.  Finally Louise motions for him to come in and stand beside the bed.  He stands for a long time and then Lloyd opens up his eyes and he looks straight down at Cole and starts to talk. 
	“You seen him haven’t you? You seen – the mouse that wears clothes.” 
	“Oh God Lloyd, Cole has not seen any such thing and…” 
	“I seen him.  Up in the attic while I was on the ladder.  Clear as day he was dressed.  In a suit.  He scared me and I fell.  Hurt myself.” 
	“Lloyd, you almost killed yourself and you didn’t see any damn mouse in a damn suit and I don’t want to hear that kind of talk until you get your senses back, do you understand me?  We live on a farm and we need you.  We need you.”  Louise starts to cry and Cole backs slowly out of the room until he can’t hear her any longer.  He sits in a chair outside the room and waits.  Finally Louise comes out of the room and takes Cole by the hand and they go home. 
	The toy house is right where Cole left it and the room is the same.  He looks around in every corner but Marlowe is not to be seen.  Finally Cole lies down on his bed with his hands under his head looking up at the ceiling trying to understand the events.  Suddenly he sits up and freezes.  He concentrates on sound because he thinks he hears something.  He jumps off the bed and stands still, waiting.  He gets down on his knees and he moves slowly toward the sound which is almost not there.  He arrives at the toy house.  Cole reaches over and slowly removes the roof and there, asleep on one of the beds is Marlowe – snoring. 
	Cole cannot contain himself and tries not to wake up his tiny friend.  He carefully places the roof back on the house and then he jumps around his room waving his hands and arms above his head like a football fan at a huge rivalry game and then – crash – his door opens and his mom stands there glaring at him. 
	“What is it?  Are you up here cheering that your dad is in a hospital?” 
	“No ma’am.” 
	“Then what?” 
	Cole was speechless.  He wasn’t a very good lair anyway but to his mom there was no way and she had her ways of getting the truth out if she thought there was some secret she was not in on. 
	“I can’t tell you” 
	“What?  What did you say young man?” 
	“It’s a secret between me and…” 
	“Have you been down there playing with those Rodger boys again?  You have, and do you know how I can tell – because you always comeback home with some attitude that is not appropriate for you or your age or this family.  So you will tell me the secret or you will be grounded, no playing in the field or with your friends until you cough it up.” 
	Louise turns and closes the door behind her.  Cole stands in shock for a few minutes until he realizes that Marlowe is out of the house and watching him from the floor. 
	“Marlowe, Marlowe, I thought you were dead.  But you’re not cause aleenes live forever, even if they have human brains.”  Cole gets down on the floor and an idea hits him like a bag of cement.  His dad wasn’t crazy.  He saw Marlowe which means the mouse was in the attic. 
	“Wow.  That is such a cool trick and I hope you can teach me sometime how to do it.   You must have flown up there in some space ship, right?  But my dad thinks he’s going nuts so we have to tell him or something.  This is all very confusing and I don’t know what to do.   Can’t ask Mom, she’s already mad at me.  Listen.  Do you her that?  That’s Mom crying in her bedroom  – and I did it.” 
	Cole looks sadly at Marlowe and Marlowe smiles broadly back at Cole but then sees that Cole has a problem and then Marlowe remembers the treasure watch.  He starts jumping up and down until Cole sees him and puts out his hand.  Marlowe jumps in the hand and then hops up to his shirt pocket and drops in. 
	“Okay I guess.  I really don’t know what this means but maybe you want to go back and  look for the watch now that it’s light outside.”  Again Cole gathers the flash light and the Swiss Army Knife and heads down the stairs, through the kitchen and living room and out the screen door onto the porch.  He hops down the steps and turns and walks to where the steps disappear under the house. 
	Marlowe hops all the way to the ground and instantly disappears under the house. Marlowe does not hesitate under the house like before.  He runs straight for the sub floor and jumps up onto it and runs further into the darkening cave.  His eyes get extra sharp and he curls his nose back like he has seen rats do and he tries to snarl as he runs but it just comes out a squeak. 
	Ahead he can see something sparkle in the dark with light coming down from the hole in the kitchen behind the stove.  Marlowe arrives and unwraps the watch from the old kitchen towel scrap.  He sinks his teeth into the chain and pulls and the watch dutifully follows him back toward the light outside. 
	He comes to the cliff of the subfloor and stops for a moment to survey the greater dark area under the house.  Nothing.  Not even a whisper.  Marlowe reestablishes his hold on the chain and hops down and the watch comes down behind him with a dull thud on the dusty ground.   Marlowe is off.  In the distance is the safety of his knew friend – a human.  He concentrates on the light growing larger and larger and larger until – he stops so fast the watch catches up with him and passes him slightly as Marlowe stands frozen in front of a large, old and hungry rat. 
	The rat sniffs the mouse and the mouse sniffs back.  Both animals wait to see who will move first.  
	 
	“Marlowe?  Marlowe, are you all right”. 
	Cole flashes the light under the house and it catches the rat off guard.  Marlowe takes advantage of the moment and tears out toward the light and Cole.  The rat turns instantly and starts for Marlowe but the watch comes up from his behind and hits his back legs tumbling the hissing, growling rat into a wet, muddy area from a water leak above.  Marlowe jumps to light speed and almost flies out from under the house and right into the waiting hand of Cole. 
	Cole stands up pulling the watch up with the chain as Marlowe lets go of the chain in his mouth and jumps trembling into the safety of the shirt pocket.  Only seconds later, a wet, muddy, hissing old rat rolls out into the sun light and is blinded by the sun.  Cole takes his shoe and drop kicks the rat all the way back under the house where he hears the animal run off growling.  Cole walks up the steps onto the porch and across to the porch swing were he sits on the edge and fondles the treasure of the watch. 
	“Oh. My. Gosh.”  Cole’s mom stands behind the dark screen of the front door looking at her son. 
	“Cole.  Cole, honey, Mom is sorry that I…what is that? Louise opens the front screen carefully and walks the short distance to the porch swing. 
	“It’s – it’s the treasure watch Mom – it was the secret.” 
	Louise walks a few more steps forward and gently lifts the watch out of Cole’s hands.  She staggers over to an old chair and sits down and starts crying.  Cole moves across the porch and approaches his mom.  He holds out his hand and she grabs it and places it on her shoulder and looks up.  Slowly Louise eyes grow wider and wider and wider until they are about to pop out.  Cole looks down and sees Marlowe looking   straight into the eyes of his mom.  Louise passes out.  Cole holds her and steadies her on the chair and suddenly she wakes up and stands up. 
	Now Louise is looking down at Marlowe but her eyes are just as eye popping open.  She drops straight back down into the chair but as she passes the mouse she is in slow motion and gets a very long, good look at the animal in clothes. 
	“Your father saw a real mouse in clothes, isn’t that right Cole?” 
	“Yes ma’am.” 
	“And – the – animal is the one who found the watch and the ring isn’t that right son?” 
	“Yes ma’am”. 
	“Does – it talk?” 
	“No – but I been teachen him things and he’s got a name.  Marlowe.” 
	Marlowe recognizes his name and looks up at Cole and climbs out on his arm.
	 “Ohhhhhh.  I’m sorry but I am terrified of rats and mice.  But – obviously Marlowe is no ordinary mouse.  Did those clothes come out of the toy house?” 
	“Yes.  And they fit him perfectly.” 
	“Good.  That’s good.  Cole, I am just going to go into the house and get myself a drink and I don’t want to scare the little critter so if you’ll just back up and give your old Mom some room…  Cole backs up as Louise stammers to her feet and immediately disappears into the dark house. 
	“Well – we’re in it now, huh Marlowe?  Better go in and see what Mom has on her mind.”  The screen door bangs behind Cole as he enters the warm but darkened living room.  Louise is sitting at the table but she isn’t having tea.  Cole recognizes the bottle and the shot glass only he’s never seen it in his mom’s hands before.  Louise turns and looks at Cole with a blank stare. 
	“What is it Cole?” 
	“Well Mom I used to think it was a aleene but then I read this really cool story in a magazine while we were waiting for Dad and it’s one of those that Dad reads all the time.”  Cole flies up the stairs with Marlowe hanging on but his feet flying in air and is back in a flash with the magazine and carefully puts it in front of his mom with the page open to the article.  Louise unconsciously takes her glasses off the table and puts them on. 
	“Scientific American.  Experiments – mice injected with human – animals are smarter – lab mice stolen and still not found.  New York.”  Cole sits down at the table and Marlowe walks off his arm onto the table.  Louise looks like she has seen a ghost. 
	“Let him stand – he should stand on the magazine – not the table.”  Marlowe seems to understand her concern and he hops back on Cole’s arm and sits. 
	“Cole, we have to go to the hospital and get your dad out.  They think he is not mentally well but he is more well than all of us I think.  Marlowe must stay here in his - your toy house until we get back and then we – we will see when we get back, won’t we?” 
	“Yes ma’am.” 
	Cole moves restlessly across the kitchen and up the stairs.  He hears his mom pour herself another drink and start crying again.  And then when he is almost at the top of the stairs he hears his mother laughing and crying at the same time. 
 Finally in his room he hears his mother really laughing – stopping – laughing until he finished putting Marlowe away and returns to the living room where Louise is already to go with a sweater on and the bottle put away. 
	The ride to the hospital is hard on Cole because there are so many unanswered questions – like what is his dad going to do.  Cole comes from a family of mice and rat killers.  His family comes from generations of farmers who felt the same, so even though Marlowe is a aleene and probably has human brains and wears clothes – Dad is not going to be  thrilled that he fell off a ladder because of a mouse. 
	The hospital is like a dream world where nothing is real, and Cole is half asleep as his mother drags him down the halls, up the elevators, down more halls, back again because they went the wrong direction and finally into dad’s room where Cole immediately curls up in a stainless steel chair with a leather padded seat and goes to sleep. 
	In his dreams Cole can hear his mother shouting.  She shouts at Lloyd who doesn’t believe the story.  She shouts at the nurse who is telling her not to shout at Lloyd, she shouts at the Doctor who sternly reminds her that this is a hospital and this kind of behavior will not be tolerated.  
	Suddenly Cole feels a pull on his arm.  He opens his eyes and sees his mother pulling him up.  Behind her, Dad is in a wheel chair with his clothes stacked on his lap complaining how this isn’t right.  Cole is pulled again down the endless hallways and up and down elevators and finally out the front door and then into the back door of the car and then it all goes black. 
	Cole slowly opens his eyes and slowly focuses on two figures standing at the end of his bed.  He sits up and rubs his eyes and Lloyd and Louise come into focus. 
	“Cole.  How are you son?” 
	“I’m all right dad, a little sleepy.” 
	“Cole, your Dad and I want you to get dressed and then call us after you’ve brushed your teeth and washed your face, do you understand?” 
	“Yes ma’am.” 
	Cole hops out of bed after his parents leave and immediately opens the top of the toy house but Marlowe is not there.  He searches his room in vain and finally gives up and goes out his bedroom door on his way to the bathroom.  He quickly returns and puts his shoes on and takes one more look for Marlowe, but the mouse is not in his room. 
	“Okay Mom and Dad, I’m ready.” 
	Lloyd and Louise come in and stand awkwardly for a moment and then Louise sits on the edge of Cole’s bed while Lloyd sits down at the desk in front of the computer. 
	“Where is it Cole?  The rat.” 
	“It’s a mouse dad and he’s not here – right now.” 
	“Where do you think he is Cole?” 
	“I don’t know Mom, we were gone for a long time so maybe he found a way back to where he came from cause he’s an aleene with human brains.” 
	“I read the article Cole and those mice were in New York and the folks who stole them didn’t bring them all the way out here to another state, okay?  Second, that animal had clothes on and the only way that could have happened is if you did it.” 
	“But…” 
	“Don’t interrupt me Cole.  Now – I don’t know where you got that animal and I don’t know how long it took you to train him to wear clothes but it must have been awhile to do  that which is probably why your grades are down and you’re not doing as well in school as you  were.” 
	“But …” 
	“Stop Cole and listen to what your Dad is saying.” 
	“So, this is what we are going to do. You’re going to wait until he…” 
	“Marlowe…”  Cole says defensively. 
	“Marlowe comes back, you’re going to trap him, bring him to me and we will take Marlowe far away from here and let him go in someone’s field.  And in the meantime we are going to study our family watch to try and find the message that was left in it concerning the family fortune and its whereabouts.  Do you understand?” 
	Cole shakes his head even though he doesn’t understand.  He did not find the watch, Marlowe did.  He did not find the rings, Marlowe did but suddenly all that is not true anymore and Marlowe is going to be sent away because no one believes. 
	Marlowe stands next to the watch on the table in the living room.  He can hear the voices coming out of Cole’s bedroom but the words do not make sense.  Marlowe knows that the watch is very important but there just doesn’t seem to be any map or anything that shows him where the treasure might be located. 
	He carefully pries open the top and pushed the dull silver lid open on its silver hinge.  Marlowe looks with marvel at the watch face, the letters inscribed in gold, the two large hands and the tiny black second hand.  He uses his finger to trace the letters embossed on the white, pearl backing.    
	The door upstairs closes loudly and Marlowe knows the feet coming down the stairs are not Cole’s.  He quickly closes the watch cover and it is then that he notices that there are small, very small feet carved around the rim of the silver cover.  The people are almost down the stairs as Marlowe nervously traces the almost microscopic feet around the rim until they stop at a symbol. 
	Marlow does not understand the symbol.  He can see that there is a round shape inside a square box and then another round shape inside the first round shape.  There are green triangles touching each other at their base that are around the inside.  In the middle are red and blue diamond shapes placed next to each other forming a star shape[image: abundance blessing].  Before Marlowe can really see the rest of the design Lloyd is half way through the kitchen.  Marlowe hops across the table and runs down one of the legs.  He runs across the room until he is under the television set where the cat cannot reach him. 
He pants, he sits down and he waits until Lloyd and Louise pull up chairs to the table and start to examine the watch.   
	First Lloyd picks it up and rolls it around his hands as he looks in every corner, under every lip and curve until he gently sets it down and rubs his eyes for relief.  Louise puts on her glasses and picks up the watch and does exactly the same routine her husband had just performed.  In the end she puts the watch down, takes off her glasses and rubs her eyes. 
	“I just don’t see anything.”  Louise utters these words like they were her last. 
	“Me either.  If it’s there we might need a glass to see it.” 
	Lloyd stands up and walks over to a hutch and removes a small magnifying glass from one of the drawers.  He returns and looks the watch over with the glass but in the end he puts it down again with no results. 
	“Nothen.  There ain’t nothen there, it’s all a big hoax just like everyone in the family’s been sayen for all these years.  There was just never any treasure.” 
	Cole walks into the room unnoticed and sits down at the table.  He waits but neither of his parents see him really, they are so disappointed in not finding any map or message.  He reaches across the table slowly and puts his hand on the watch and pulls it back to him.  He sits and stares intently at the piece as Lloyd and Louise talk in the background. 
	“I guess it isn’t the right watch, huh?” 
	“Hello Cole, I didn’t even hear you sit down, I’m sorry.” 
	“Cole, it very well could be the right watch but your father and I don’t find anything on it – that tells us anything.” 
	“So, it ain’t worth anything?” 
	“Isn’t dear, not ain’t, and it could be worth something, your father and me just thought it was worth a whole lot more than an old, silver time piece.” 
	 Cole reaches across the table and pulls the magnifying glass to him and then he picks it up and examines the watch closely.  He finally looks up slowly with the glass still at his eye and he sees an enormous Marlow and yells. 
	“Hey you!”  Louise sees the mouse and screams as she shoves her chair back away from the table.  Lloyd is dumb founded and does not move but he does not take his eyes off the well-dressed rodent.   Cole calms down and puts the glass down right next to the watch.  Marlow carefully walks over to the watch and stands next to it looking at both parents. 
	“That’s Marlowe, Dad, and I’m pretty sure he is part aleene and part smart mouse from the ‘speriments they did on him in a lab.”  Lloyd and Louise try to speak but nothing comes out of their mouths.  Marlowe leans down and delicately turns the watch so he can see the side of the lip.  Then his tiny hands take the glass and prop it up in front of the lip and he stands and holds the glass waiting.  Cole finally gets off his chair and bends down so he can see through the glass at the watch. 
	“Wow, Dad, there’s some tiny little feet that walk around the part that opens. Look.”  Lloyd stammers up, holding onto the table so he doesn’t fall over and then he stands all the way up and slowly moves around the table, never taking his eyes off of Marlowe, until he arrives at the place Cole was, only now Cole is standing.  Slowly and awkwardly Lloyd gets down on his knees until he can see through the glass. 
	“Well I’ll be hornswoggled.  It’s true.  Little etched feet that move around the lip until they arrive at…” 
	Excitedly Lloyd stands up and then sits immediately in Cole’s chair.  He takes the glass and the watch and turns the watch until he arrives at the sign. 
	“Well damn.  What is this?  Never seen anything like this.  Louise, come over here and look at this.” 
	
Louise also stammers up and also uses the table for support before she is sure of her legs and then she starts the journey around the table to Lloyd who holds the glass and the watch up in the air so she doesn’t have to bend over to see it. 
	“Huh.  I’ll be.  It’s a blessing from the Lord that is exactly what this is.” 
	“What is it?” 
	“Why, don’t you know, Lloyd, the man who knows everything about barns?  My great grandparents were traditional Pennsylvania Dutch and they did what all their Dutch neighbors did, they painted these hex signs at the peaks of barns in Pennsylvania and the surrounding area.   I was taught that they were "painted prayers," or petitions made visible, asking God for the blessing of protection for their homes and farms.  The sign also asks Heaven for good fortune, abundance and prosperity, or inviting guests to be welcome in your home.” 
	“Well ain’t you just an encyclopedia of information Louise.  ‘Barn’ would have said it all – it’s somewhere in the barn!!” 
	Lloyd stands up and puts the watch and the glass on the table and then he sees Marlowe, standing and waiting and Lloyd sits down again.  Louise also sees Marlowe again and sits in another chair at the table.  Cole walks over and stands behind Marlowe and no one talks. 
	“Cole, sometimes things come about that are just darn right impossible to believe and this seems to me and your mother to be one of those times.  Now, I don’t even know what to say – to you or this animal who obviously turned the watch so we could see the feet and the symbol.  I wish with all my heart I could explain that – to someone - but I can’t, even though I know it’s true.  You understand Cole?” 
	“No sir.” 
	“Of course he doesn’t understand, you didn’t say anything.  What your father is trying to say Cole is that we now know that Marlowe, a mouse in toy store clothes, lives in our house but we can never tell anyone…” 
	“…ever.  You understand Cole.  If we went out and told all our neighbors that we had a mouse dressed in clothes who seems to understand something about us and does not fear us – our neighbors would have us hauled away in a wagon and the county would take you and put you up for adoption and no one would ever ask about Marlowe.” 
	“I get it Dad.  People would say we were nuts.” 
	“They’d say more than that I’m afraid but – right now we have something to do in the barn and that mouse is obviously coming with us, right Lloyd?” 
	Lloyd looks at Marlowe for a long time and then he looks at Louise and Cole and then back at Marlowe.  Lloyd is going through a difficult time with himself, so as he is speaking to everyone he is also speaking to himself, hoping to convince Lloyd that the mouse is now in the family.  Cole walks to the table and puts his hand out and dutifully Marlowe hops in and Cole transfers him to his shirt pocket where Marlowe jumps in and then pops his head back out – looking like a tourist going for a trip. 
	Lloyd shakes his head up and down as he turns and walks toward the front door. Louise falls into line, Cole follows, and the tiny army of four march out the screen door, across the porch and down the steps.  They move to the barn where they all stop as Lloyd takes his own tour around the entire building before arriving back where he started. 
	“Nothen on the outside.”  Lloyd and Louise look at each other and then they both turn and walk into the huge opening mouth of the dark barn where Cole did not spend a lot of time. 
	Cole has always felt the barn is dark and huge and a place where large, venomous spiders and hissing rats spend their nights fighting for territory, and spend their days sleeping and planning the next night’s raids. 
Also the barn contains a long history of junk, transferred through the family down to this final resting place where in some sections of the barn were this family’s stuff, and other parts were  packed with some cousin’s belongings, giving the whole place the effect of being some old, lost  junk store now covered in dust and a place in the dark for spiders and rats to rule. 
	Cole is behind his mother as the darkness swallows them all up.  Lloyd turns on a light switch but many of the lights are burned out so there isn’t much change in the room.  Lloyd starts in one direction and Louise and Cole in another.  After the first hour of searching Louise goes in the house to prepare lunch and Lloyd climbs the old, rickety, wooden ladder to the loft.  He swipes away at the cobwebs as he climbs but just as he is about to reach the top a wooden rung breaks under his legs and he starts to fall. 
	Cole runs out of the barn yelling for his mother and then he rushes back in to his dad hanging from one of the rungs and trying to grab one higher but his legs are stuck in the broken rungs below his feet. 
	“Cole, Cole, run up the back stairs and throw me down a rope.  And hurry Son.” 
	Cole takes off like a rabbit and runs all the way to the back of the barn and then up the stairs along the back wall to the loft.  He jumps up to the loft level and runs across the loft, jumping over old bicycles, boxes, trunks and old ski equipment until he gets to the wall with the ropes and such hanging off hooks.  Cole grabs a rope and pulls but the rope is stuck in the hook. 
	“Come on Son, I don’t have too much time left for I pass out here.” 
	Cole pulls and yells and kicks and pulls harder, pulling with all his might until the rope bundle pulls three or four wall boards off the wall exploding onto the ground along with Cole and Marlowe who rolls out of Cole’s pocket across the loft floor. 
	“Cole!!  Cole!!” 
	“Coming, Dad, coming.”  Cole sees Marlowe but does not have time to help him. Cole grabs the rope and rushes to the edge of the loft where he throws over a loose end. 
	“Okay Cole, tie that off on something solid.  Use one of the knots I showed you.” Cole looks around anxiously and sees a round metal hook sticking out of a post going all the way to the ceiling.  He quickly loops the rope through the hook and ties it off. 
	“Okay Dad, it’s tight.”  The post shakes and trembles as Lloyd adds his weight to the rope and pulls himself up to the loft where he crawls over the ledge and rolls onto his back gasping. 
	“Guess that ladder isn’t any good anymore, huh?  Cole walks over to his dad and helps him sit up.  Lloyd grabs his son and gives him a huge hug.  Cole, who was never hugged by his dad before doesn’t know what to do so he just stands there and waits for it to be over. 
	“You did good Cole.  You saved your old Dad’s butt from falling all the way to the ground which would have meant that I was back in that ambulance again going back to that same hospital and adding up more bills than we have the money to pay for – so thank you.” 
	“Yes sir.”  “Where is Marlowe, Cole?”  Cole suddenly remembered Marlowe and turns to rush over to where the mouse rolled out of his pocket but Marlowe is standing there pointing at something.  Cole runs up to Marlowe and the mouse jumps up onto his arm and hops back in the shirt pocket.  Lloyd comes up behind Cole and they both stare at what Marlowe was pointing at. 
	“I don’t even believe that I am saying this Cole but that is one damn smart mouse.”  Cole and Lloyd continue to look at an old wall built in some earlier period of time that had been closed up with the wall that held the ropes and other barn hardware on hooks, wires and nails.  In the middle of the wall was the symbol from the watch. The symbol was only about ten inches  square and faded almost to the point of being gone but just enough of the colored triangles and  other shapes exist to see that it was the symbol from the watch. 
	“Lunch is ready” 
	“Louise, come up here but don’t use the ladder, it’s rotten.” 
“Come up the back steps.”  Cole and Lloyd stand waiting as Louise makes it to the top of the loft and then complains about the junk and filth all the way across the loft until she arrives at  the wall and immediately stops talking. 
	“The mouse found it.” 
	“Marlowe.”  Cole corrected his father. 
	“Oh my God.  How do we get in there?” 
	“Well, I figure we could spend a bunch of time looking for the original door but this room is so well hid I don’t expect we’d find much for a long time so I believe we  should cut a hole right through this wall and right now.” 
	“But what about lunch, Lloyd?” 
	“I believe lunch can wait a few more minutes Louise while we find out what the family had been talking about all these years.”  Lloyd hobbles down the back steps and returns almost immediately with a hammer, crowbar and a hand saw.  He puts down all the tools but the hammer and with it he starts pounding at the top of one of the wall boards until it breaks away from the nails and falls into a dark room.  Lloyd continues on with the hammer while Louise and Cole use the crow bar and their feet, kicking at the old wall boards until they fall into the unknown room and leave a hole the size of a door. 
	Lloyd, Louise and Cole with Marlowe in his pocket step into the darkness.  After their eyes have adjusted the three see a room filled with antique furniture. 
	“Cole, go get the big light from the kitchen and use the stairs and don’t fall.”  Cole runs towards the back steps and in a few moments he runs back up the steps and into the room where he hands his dad the big light.  Lloyd turns on the light and walks a few steps. 
	The entire room is filled with antique furniture dating back to the 18th and 19th century, all covered in dusty fading sheets.  Cole and Louise walk along pulling sheets off an old spinet  harpsichord, an ancient kitchen hutch, a full set of Victorian couches with matching wing chairs,  more chairs, an elegant fire place mantle, lamps, beds, paintings and all stacked neatly in rows  and all in perfect condition. 
	Lloyd finally walks over to a piece of furniture and pulls an old, dusty sheet off and there in front of him is a large, black desk with a top standing portion with doors and above  it the very top opens up like a piano lid to expose little, letter cubby holes and slots. 
	“Does anyone know what this is?” 
	“It’s a desk, Dad” 
	“It’s an Edison Desk, Cole.  This desk right here was built by Thomas Edison and is probably worth more than the farm.” 
	“Who was Thomas Edison?” 
	“Now Cole, you must have learned in school about Thomas Edison, he invented the electric light bulb and electricity, didn’t he Lloyd?” 
	“But this is a desk” 
	“That’s right Cole, he was an inventor and built many things and one of my family used to work for him in his carpentry shop and that relative may have even worked on this desk.” 
	“Are we going to sell it?” 
	“Yes Son, as soon as we can get it out of this barn it goes on the auction block, along with probably everything else in this room.  It’s as fortune – in furniture.  It is a treasure and we found it - because of a mouse – how ironic can that be?” 
	“What’s irenic mean?” 
	“Come on boys, we can talk about irony over fried baloney sandwiches with homemade potato salad and – something ‘licious for Marlowe.”  The three walk out of the barn arm in arm and race into the house to talk about irony and the great discovery.  It is one of those days when the stars are all in the right place and the family is a unit again.  And Cole and Marlowe are the heroes even though no one will ever know how it all really happened.  No one will ever believe that two of the greatest mouse haters of all time are suddenly feeding and housing one mouse whose name was stolen from the cover of a book. 
	The day that remained after lunch is spent rigging ropes and chains to an old beam that was originally used to haul hay into the loft.  The work is hard and Cole has to sit down often and rub his hands or pull hemp slinters from his fingers.  Slowly the desk, wrapped up in many blankets, is hoisted over the side of the loft and slowly pulled down.  Louise is on the ground directing the distance and Lloyd and Cole are slowly lowering the desk with a block and fall. 
	“Lower, lower, just a little lower, we’re almost there.” 
	“How far now Louise/” 
	“Couple of feet.” 
	Cole is now straining with the rope and Lloyd isn’t doing much better.  Then a crack comes bounding out of the beam and Lloyd yells for Louise to get out of the way.  Louise drops the kitchen towel in her hand and runs toward the door.  The beam cracks one more time and the desk bounds the few feet down and crashes on the hard ground.  The rope jumps out of Cole’s hands and Lloyd just lets it go and then turns and runs for the stairs. 
	Louise, Lloyd and Cole all stand in front of the wrecked desk with all their hopes and dreams suddenly shattered by the weight of the moment.  Marlowe, in Cole’s shirt pocket, pops out after all the commotion and looks at the scene in front of him.  Suddenly Marlow’s ears stand up and he instantly runs down Cole’s body and over to the desk where he stands looking deep into a fracture in the wood. 
	Louise starts to cry again as Lloyd tries to hold her and comfort her.  Lloyd looks down and realized that Marlowe is on the floor and not moving. 
	“Cole!  What is that mouse up to?” 
	“Marlowe.” Answers Cole in a controlled voice. 
	“What’s he doin, Son?”  Cole gets down on his knees and tries to see what Marlowe sees but it’s too dark. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]	“We need a light, Dad.”  Lloyd lets go of Louise and takes a few steps across the barn to a cabinet which he opens and brings out a flash light that barely works.  He hands it to Cole and then slowly lets himself down on the ground.  Cole turns on the light, shakes it a few times to get it brighter and then aims it at the break in the wood and they all look. 
	“What is it, Dad?” 
	“It’s – it’s a – stamp, Cole.  Here, let me see the light.”  Cole hands his dad the light and Lloyd gets down as far as he can and looks way into the darkness. 
	“My God, you are truly real and you have some crazy sense of humor.” 
	“Lloyd you be careful of how you speak about our Lord.  What kind of a stamp is down there?”  Lloyd adjusts the light a bit and takes one more look and begins to laugh. 
	“The most valuable stamp in the world, Louise, is stuffed in the middle of this desk and is more valuable than our entire neighborhood around us.” 
	“Really, Dad, I just thought they were worth pennies.” 
	“What are you saying Lloyd?” 
	“I believe the stamp I am looking at is worth millions.” 
	Cole and Louise both make a sound but no words came out.  Lloyd turns to Marlowe and looks at him for the longest time.  Finally, slowly, Lloyd reaches out his arm and extends his hand down to Marlowe.  Marlowe looks at Cole and then he looks at the hand.  He looks at Cole one more time and then he calmly jumps up into Lloyd’s hand.  Lloyd stands up fully without taking his eyes off the animal he could easily crush by just closing his fist. 
	“I – don’t know exactly who – you are or – where you came from and as much as I laughed quietly at Cole’s notion that you are an alien – I am now – or what I mean is that – you are with us Marlowe and we take you into our family and will protect you as long as you choose to stay with us, so help me God.” 
	“Amen.” 
	Marlowe can feel that something good just happened so he hops up to Lloyd’s shoulder. Lloyd turns his head so he can see the mouse and then he turns his head toward the house and walks in that direction.  He takes his son’s hand with one hand and Louise’ hand with the other and the family walks out of the barn, out of debt, out of fear and into a world that no one in that tiny family could have possibly imagined.
	It is the world of the super-rich, the super powerful, and the world where dog eats dog has an  entirely different meaning than the local dog fights around this rural farm which is about to  get a long, overdo face-lift.


THE RECKONING 
Chapter Four

	Cole doesn’t know anything about stamps.  He hadn’t even known that his dad had been an amateur stamp collector when he was Cole’s age.  Also Cole cannot comprehend the amount of money that the men, collected around the dining room table, are talking about.  He looks at the rows of stamps, all placed on linen squares Louise cut out of some really expensive fabric and then covered with thin plastic sheets the size of his school notebook paper.  Also on the table are books about stamps, magnifying glass and tweezers and latex gloves and special little lights to see the incredible detail on stamps that have not seen the light of day for a hundred years and more. 
	Cole leans over the table carefully and looks down at a blue stamp.  He slowly sounds out the words as he read the note next to the stamp. 
	“The U.S. Franklin Z-Grill was published on 1867.  This is the rarest of all postage stamps in US.  Only found 2 pieces that remain.  In 1988, 1 cent “Z-Grill” stamp sold for $ 930,000.00.”  Cole picks up a magnifying glass to see it more clearly.  He slowly leans closer to the stamp. 
	“You be careful what you’re doing son.”  Lloyd looks over quickly. 
	“You know how much that one square inch of paper is worth?”  “Yes sir, nine three 0 0 0 0 dollars.” 
	
[image: http://www.worldstampnews.com/wp-content/uploads/2010/04/US-Franklin-Z-Grill.jpg]All the men surrounding Lloyd turn around and stare at Cole who carefully withdraws to a position further away from the $930,000.00 stamp.  Everyone else turns back to their conversation except Lloyd who looks at his son in a new light, in a new way.
         Lloyd leaves the group and walks to his son.  He checks in Cole’s shirt pocket to make sure that Marlowe is not there. 
	“I’m very proud of you Cole – and your friend.” 
	“Marlowe.” Cole answers a little tired of his dad’s mistake. 
	“Marlowe, of course.  Cole, you have to understand that it is going to take me a long time to – address the mouse as Marlowe but I will, I will, I promise.”  Lloyd gives Cole a tight hug and then returns to the men talking stamps.  Cole returns to the table to look from a safe distance at the beautifully made stamps worth more than Cole can imagine.  Then he notices the red stamp [image: https://encrypted-tbn2.gstatic.com/images?q=tbn:ANd9GcTENe8CFUT5R1tyipbls3t0dO7uQJSykdYKz2gcebMp8fxVkLhO]with an upside down airplane printed in blue.  Cole scoots over closer to this stamp and just  laughs and laughs until one of the men walks up next  to Cole and whispers, “That is called a mistake because the plane is upside down and that mistake
	 makes this stamp worth a little over a half
	 million dollars.  What do you think about that?”

	Cole doesn’t know what to think.  First, he doesn’t really understand.  His parent talk about money all the time but not a half million dollars’ worth of money.  The man walks back to the circle of men and Cole goes on admiring the beautiful colors and designs in all these beautiful stamps.    Then Cole recognizes the face on one of the stamps. It is a black stamp with the face of Abraham Lincoln in the center.  
      Cole moves a little closer[image: ABRAHAM LINCOLN at Find your stamps value or Worth of stamps or Online catalogue of Stamps] and recognizes Mr. Lincoln’s face.
	          


      “Hey dad, it’s the face of President Lincoln, I learned about him in school.”  Several men walk over to Cole and a large fat man smoking a cigar looks down at the stamp and then down at Cole.   “That stamp right there son, was issued in 1867 and sold for fifteen cents.  Now the damn thing’s worth about a quarter of a million used – huh, have no idea what it’s worth unused like you see it right there on the table.  You think that’s a lot of money for one stamp?” 
	“Yes sir.”  Cole glances at the table one more time and takes in the rows and rows of stamps that had been secretly concealed in a desk made by Thomas Edison and perhaps an old relative of Lloyd’s.  Cole walks away from the table and makes his way up to his room where he closes the door and immediately lifts the roof off Marlow’s house and finds Marlowe fast asleep on one of the beds.  He carefully replaces the roof and then climbs onto his own bed and finds his old build-a-bear and snuggles himself to sleep as Bear stands guard over his domain. 
	Cole finds himself in his dream on the floor of the barn with his dad looking into the dark crack of the old desk.  Later in the dream, they are in the barn with a giant tarp placed in the middle of the room and the desk in the middle of the tarp almost in pieces.  He remembers that moment when his dad found the real treasure.  The top portion of the desk is separated from the larger bottom portion with the two sets of pull out drawers on each side of the very large middle drawer with a space under it where you can slide in a chair.  The top of the desk over the pull out drawers has been pulled off so you can look down in the middle drawer except it has already been removed and lay on the tarp full of papers, documents and other sorted items. 
	Lloyd stands looking down in the empty space until he notices that the two sets of pull out drawers which formed the left and right sides of the desk, seem to have a hollow space behind them and next to the back of the desk.  
	Carefully Lloyd slides a crow bar under the wood covering the void and pries up.  The ancient, rusted nails scream out for relief as the lid pulls up and then falls off to one side.   Inside the void are leather pouches with the stamps inside smaller paper holders folded up in the leather like a book.  Lloyd carefully lifts one of the pouches out and gets down on his knees as he opens it. 
	Cole comes up next to his dad and also gets down on his knees.  He peers out over the pouch as Marlowe hangs out of his pocket very interested in all the happenings around him and very proud that everyone seems to accept him so he feels no fear.  Lloyd unfolds the old shiny leather and there they are, just like they had come off the printing press in brightly etched colors and complicated backgrounds and all stacked neatly in tiny paper holders.  Lloyd turns around and looks his son in the eye. 
	“Cole, don’t tell anyone what you see in here, do you understand, Son?” 
	“Yes sir.” 
	“You’re too young to know that people change when they understand you are worth a large amount of money.  People are natural gossips and even if you told friends and made them swear never to tell anyone, they would – and eventually someone would find out and come out here and try to hurt us in order to get in on a free deal.  I know, and I found out the hard way so don’t you make the same mistake – don’t tell anyone, not anyone, and I want you to swear it.” 
	“I swear Dad, I won’t tell anyone.” 
	“All right then.  You go in and get your mom and tell her to come out here quick and bring a bag.”  Cole takes off like a lightning bolt but half way to the house he trips and falls straight down into the dirt and he immediately wakes up.  He gets up but he is down stairs in the living room.  He looks around and everyone is gone and all the stamps have been taken away.  The house is dark and nothing is moving except the cat and the dog who are chasing each other around the circle of the kitchen to the living room, through the den into the hallway, right hand turn around the staircase and back through the kitchen. 
	Cole can hear words but they seem to be coming from upstairs.  
	He gets up from the sofa and runs upstairs and into his room.  He closes the door behind him making sure he doesn’t close it on Miss Penny.  As soon as Cole turns around he sees Marlowe sitting in front of the computer, and the computer is pronouncing words for him.  Marlowe turns for a moment and gives Cole his big, ear to ear grin and then goes back to work.  Suddenly a word comes up and Marlowe gets very excited and starts jumping up and down.  He leans forward toward the screen and traces out the words with his hand and finger as the computer repeats, Abraham Lincoln. 
	“That’s right.  He was right down stairs with has face on a stamp worth – uh – over hundreds of dollars.”  Marlowe looks intently into the screen as the computer shows a picture of Lincoln’s signature on a document.  Marlowe jumps off the computer table and runs all the way to the bed and then turns around and runs back again in excitement. 
	“Wow, I never seen you do that before.  What is it?”  Cole looks closely at the screen and sees the signature and then turns back to Marlowe who is still jumping around the toys in the middle of the room. 
	“What is it?  Have you seen this before – in the treasure room?”  Marlowe jumps up to the table and jumps down and goes to the door and waits. 
	“All right, all right.  Let’s go, but it’s going to be dark out there.”  Cole puts Marlowe on his shoulder and picks up the supplies – his trusty Swiss Army Knife and the flashlight and a small baseball bat. 
	“This is just for protection.”  Cole goes to the door and opens it and looks out.  He closes the door behind him and moments later he enters the dark barn with his flashlight on and the bat ready for any attack.  Marlowe races down his body and runs right into the pile on the tarp.  Marlowe finds the long center drawer and climbs into it.  Cole is right behind him with the light which he shines straight down on the papers and documents in the drawer.  Marlowe stands next to the documents and pushes them away one at a time until he comes across the one he is looking for and stops. 
	“What is it?” Cole gets down on his knees and looks closer at an old document written with black ink on parchment.  He crouches down even closer until he sees the signature at the bottom of the document and sounds out the words.[image: http://www.raabcollection.com/sites/default/files/styles/document-teaser/public/documents/lincoln-blockade.jpg?itok=4BXCIazq]  “Ab – er – ham Li – con.  Abraham Lincoln?  This is a letter from one of the Presidents of America and his stamp is worth – a whole lot of money.  Marlowe, you are such a smart aleene and now you have our brains so you are like my computer is smart.  We have to take this in so it will be safe.”  Cole moves across the dark tarp and finds the box of latex gloves and puts on a pair.  He returns to the desk and puts Marlowe in his shirt pocket and then reaches down and delicately picks up the parchment and starts out of the barn. 
	Cole puts the document on the kitchen table, on top of one of the pieces of leather his mom used to put the expensive stamps on and then he covers it with a thin sheet of plastic and waits.  Cole waits and waits and waits until he looks down and sees Marlowe is asleep in his pocket.  He gets up and makes his way to the stairs and once there he slowly climbs them up to his room where he deposits the sleeping mouse in his toy bed and Cole, fully dressed lies down on his bed and goes to sleep. 
	Lloyd and Louise open the front door laughing and trying to hush each other so they don’t wake Cole.  They stumble into the living room and throw their coats and sweaters and gloves down on the sofa and then retire to the dining area where Louise turns on the light over the table as Lloyd sits down right in front of the document. 
	He laughs a couple of times remembering the spirit of the day but his eyes narrow as some part of his mind registers what is sitting in front of him.  The micro-wave goes off in the kitchen as Louise makes herself some tea.  Lloyd shoves his chair closer to the table and lifts the plastic sheet off the parchment.  He slowly lifts up the letter as Louise comes in and sits across from him. 
	“What is that?” 
	“A letter.” 
	“Well, who writes letters on parchment these days/” 
	“Abraham Lincoln.” 
	Louise and Lloyd stare across from each other as Louise slowly lowers her cup and stands up.  She moves around the table while pulling up her glasses and fitting them on her face. 
	“Where did it come from?” 
	“It must have been in the desk and Cole brought it in, where else could it have come from?” 
	“A few days ago I would have answered that completely different but I recently met a mouse with a name and clothes who smiles so who am I to say where else anything is from?” 
	“This – is a letter from Abraham Lincoln and I shouldn’t even be touching it.”  Lloyd carefully puts the parchment down and covers it again with the plastic. 
	“Could it be worth more than the stamps?” 
	“No – it is not worth the millions the stamps brought at auction but – its value can’t even be spoken about in words.  Look – he wrote these lines.  I can touch them and be part of one of the greatest American presidents of all time.  I can- feel Lincoln through the ink.” 
	“What are we going to do Lloyd?” 
	“Louise, lock the damn front door and go upstairs because we’re going to do something that we haven’t done in a long time.”  Louise turns slightly red as she quickly turns and stumbles toward the front door which she eventually locks.  She turns back and looks at Lloyd. 
	“I’m going to get that bottle of whisky and I will meet you – you know where.” Louise giggles slightly and walks straight to the stairs where she hangs on the hand rail and pulls herself up to the top where she disappears. 
	
“Abraham Lincoln – is in my house – in my hands and heart and I feel his tremendous greatness even in this simple letter and his scrawled signature – there is something going on here that is out of the normal and really – I am almost afraid of how this could all turn out. I know you’re up there laughing down at me and I know that I certainly deserve it but, if you are really real, I hope you hear me cause I need some help.” 
	“Are you coming up?” 
	“I’m coming with the bottle – and my fingers crossed.”  Lloyd stands and walks into the kitchen where he finds the whisky which he takes up stairs swaggering as he walks with one hand behind him with his fingers crossed. 
	“The animals are up here.” 
	“I’ll take care of Penny and Smoker don’t worry your little mind about that.  Okay you animals – out!!  Out of here!!” 
	Lloyd, Louise, Cole, and the family lawyer all dressed to the nines, sit in front of a large, wood carved desk and listen to the declarations being read by another attorney concerning the final distribution of funds made from the sale of stamps, furniture, documents and other priceless possessions sold at auction. 
	Lloyd leans down to Cole and whispers in his ear. 
	“Listen up Cole, this is the reckoning of all that treasure and I know you won’t understand now but the number is almost a billion.” 
	“Is that a lot?” 
	“It’s more than I could explain to you in a life time.”  
	The man behind the desk goes on and on and on with that sold for and this sold for and the total of all of these is this and when you take away that and this - this is the final reckoning. It doesn’t matter to Cole – yet - and no one in the future could have ever guessed the outcome. Cole, later in his life, would look back at this moment and smile, like his friend Marlowe.
He would come to appreciate, along with the rest of the planet, the consequences of Marlowe being such a smart animal -- which were also consequences of some greater Experiment, only the experiment continues now without those who started it in a small lab in the state of New York. 
	Cole runs to the front door and opens it.  It’s the UPS man for the fifth time today and it is only ten in the morning. 
	“We got another one, Dad.” 
	“Just put it over with the rest, Cole and stand guard on the door.” 
	“Yes sir.’ 
	Cole paces back and forth, sitting every once in a while in a chair placed in the hall just for him.  In those brief moments he talks at Marlowe but only receives the big mouse smile in return.  The telephone in the living room does not stop ringing.  One of Lloyd’s old friends and occasional farm hands has been hired to answer the phone.  He has a list of people who can get through to someone in the house and then he has pages of what to say to other people, all other people.  Harley picks up the telephone. 
	“Christenson residence – who is this?  Excuse me sir but the Christenson’s are not – who are you again?  Will you hold please?  Lloyd, it’s your Great Uncle Mart.” 
	“Don’t have any Great Uncles living, Harley, and he is not on the list.  Please just read the lines and hang up Harley.” 
	“Yes sir.” 
	Harley goes back to the telephone as Louise comes down stairs with a suitcase and her bag.  She stops in the dining room where she sees Cole speaking to Marlowe while taking a break and Harley speaking to another person on the telephone. 
	“I never had any idea we had as many relatives in this living world and every single one of them is broke with a hardship story.” 
	“And half of them aren’t even relatives Louise – you wonder how they found out.” 
	 “That’s pretty easy Dad since our newspaper run a front page article with pictures and everything.” 
	“That’s right Cole, and this is something definitely you want to remember.  As soon as you have money, every crawling God-made creature that can talk and understand what the dollar sign means wants a part of your claim and many of them will do anything including taking your life to get what they believe is honestly part theirs.  That is why we are leaving. 
	Harley takes another call and Cole answers the door but shuts it almost as fast. 
	“More reporters, Dad.” 
	“Just keep it closed Cole and only take the mail and UPS.” 
	Louise stands still in the dining room and looks long and hard at each little prize and memento that she found along the way of this life’s journey.  Her heart skips a beat at each piece  of furniture, every photograph, each dish and candle that is a piece of the fabric of their lives and that she has always used to comfort herself with the blessings she has received from God and this Mother Earth.  She strolls into the kitchen and touches the photographs on the refrigerator that tell a history of the Christenson family, the lives, the births, the deaths – the dogs and cats that lived and died on this family farm – all changing now.  Quickly Louise takes every picture and magnet off the refrigerator and places them in a plastic bag which she then hides in her day bag. 
	Lloyd comes down the stairs with two suit cases and stacks them in the hallway just past Cole’s guard station.  He looks in and watches Louise carefully remove all the photographs from the refrigerator and stow them away in her bag.  Lloyd drops his head a moment and puts his hand up to his eyes to stop the tears.  He too feels the pang in his heart as he tears his family away from a life style which would have included being buried out in the north pasture along with other family members in a private cemetery on private property -- but a mouse changed all that.  A mouse named Marlowe found the secret and opened the lock to a new destiny that had no parallel in his family or Louise’ family.  They are rich beyond understanding and they now had a mouse living with them who may well have come from outer space. 
	They all step out on the porch for the last time.  No one moves for a long time. Louise finally sits down on the porch swing for one last rock back and forth with the old springs telling everyone they needed some oil.  The van stands solemnly in the front yard with Smoker and Miss Penny in traveling containers in the back.  Louise stands up and walks to the steps.   Lloyd walks to her and takes her hand.  Cole walks to the other side of them and takes her other hand.  She turns once with a white handkerchief in her hands wiping her eyes. 
	“Thank you God for this house and farm – and all that we have received.” 
	“Amen.” 
	“Amen.” 
	They step off the porch as a group for the last time and load themselves into the van. Harley opens the front door and steps out on the porch and waves. 
	“You take good care of that house Harley, it’s a fine home and it took care of us all this time.  We’ll call you when we get to the city.  Thank you Harley, couldn’t have done this without you.” 
	Harley waves as the van driver pulls the van around in the dirt drive and drives away in a cloud of dust.  Harley stands on the porch for a few minutes watching them go. 
	“They’ll be back.  Folks always come back home.”


THE BEGINNING
Chapter Five

	The city is so different that it seems they will never adapt.  The New York apartment which they bought outright is on the twenty second floor in uptown Manhattan and has a three hundred and sixty degree view of New York City.  Central Park is only a few blocks to the west so Smoker and Miss Penny have a place where they could run and do their business while under the watchful eye of a hired pet sitter.  The inside of the apartment is four times larger than the farm house and it is all brand-new. 
	 Lloyd and Louise hire a cook and a house cleaner who live in the apartment with them and took over all the duties Louise used to have.  Lloyd is a farmer by trade, farsighted and measured by nature, so he has transferred the money into many different accounts to protect it.  One of those accounts is for Cole and he will have full use of it on his twenty first birthday.  The other accounts are in investments, savings, IRA’s, checking accounts, his own family farm and partial ownership in a few farm companies he has dealt with all his adult life. 
	After months of trying, the family finally reaches a routine where they are served breakfast in the morning, Cole who is now twelve, then goes to school and Lloyd and  Louise work in the apartment where they are served lunch.  At night they all are served dinner and then the family retires to the television room and watches television together as Louise sews or knits and Lloyd watches the television while also going over the stock and bond prices for the day, week and year. 
	Cole is playing on the floor with Marlowe who has settled in better than anyone else. Marlowe lives in his toy house and the monster cat and dog duo never come in that room, nor does the house cleaner.  The rules are very clear.  Only the family enters Cole’s room and it isn’t important for anyone else to know why – that is just the way it is set up.  Otherwise Marlowe has the whole house to explore as long as he is with Cole, and Cole loved nothing more than exploring so for months they are occupied going over every room except the rooms the cook and the cleaner live in. 
	Now Cole and Marlowe play on the floor of the television room after dinner.  The news is on and Lloyd and Louise seem very interested in news about a virus that was introduced on the West coast by an older, American diamond merchant who had just returned from South Africa by way of South America leaving a trail of death behind him that is now being investigated by the Center for Disease Control in Atlanta, Georgia. 
	“Can’t understand these people who bring these diseases into our country.” 
	“I don’t think he realized it.”  Lloyd turns to her slightly annoyed. 
	“He didn’t realize he had a hundred and two degree temperature?” 
	Cole listens but doesn’t really care.  He had purchased a little train and track kit just Marlowe’s size and he is driving Marlowe around the carpet with a remote control. Marlowe is sitting happily on a flat car eating blanched peanuts from Virginia that are held in a tiny cart that came with the train kit and was made to fit into holes on the flat car. Marlowe can see the television as he whizzes by and he recognizes the word virus when it comes on the screen.  Marlowe has learned a lot in his spare time which is more now than ever before, but the timing is perfect now for Marlowe to learn and every second that he is not with Cole or the family, he is in front of the computer learning words and how to pronounce them. 
	Marlowe comes around again so he is passing the television and again he picks out words like death and the numbers in the thousands.  He can tell by the look on Lloyd and Louise’ faces that these are terrible things that are growing more terrible.  He waits until everyone has gone to bed before he hops across the room in the pajamas he wears to be more like Cole.  He jumps up to the key board and hops around on the keys until the definition of virus appears in Wikipedia.  His tiny eyes dart back and forth as he has learned to read already and now he is learning to read fast.  Page after page after page of information scrolls by  about viruses, their history, their evolution, mutation, difference from bacteria, treatment,  prescriptions, death toll and recent new virus species the world had not seen in the past and is not  prepared for in the present. 
	Marlowe turns and looks at Cole peacefully sleeping and it comes to him that he – Marlowe - is Cole’s protector and that is his true mission in life.  He goes back and begins reading medical text books online.  Marlowe studies this subject for days that turn into weeks which slowly grind into months until he may have become the smartest animal on the subject of virus in the whole world.  His head hurts and he never had that happen before.  Nearly every day, close to morning, Marlowe drags himself back to his house and drops on the first bed he gets to  and folds up into  the fetal position and goes to sleep. 
	 
	The days are long in New York City for Cole and Marlowe, and Cole can’t believe it when he is teaching Marlowe about the calendar, that they have now been together longer than a year and that includes Christmas and his Birthday and Thanksgiving and the President’s Birthday and now it is coming back into winter.  If Marlowe could think back that far he would remember being in his burrow in the field with a few brothers and sisters and cousins left but Marlowe barely remembered the burrow now and doesn’t feel good inside when those thoughts do come to him.  Marlowe does not look older but Cole is taller and thinner now so he looks a little different.  Cole is now twelve years old which makes Marlowe at least a year old and some months. 
	Cole starts thinking about how old Marlowe really is so he sits down in front of his computer with Marlowe at his side and he finds out that a normal mouse might live between one and two years but a mutated mouse in better conditions might live as long as five years. As they go along reading about mice, Marlowe slowly understands about age and about death although Marlowe knows quite a bit about death from many, many of his brothers, sisters and cousins who left the burrow and never returned.  Also Marlowe had found several dead mice including the one under the stove in Cole’s house on the farm.  He had touched them and rolled them over and touched them again but they never responded and they didn’t smell good and now all of these experiences are making sense – those animals and relatives were dead.  They did not move or breathe and they would never move or breathe again.  He thinks about it and thinks about it but it is very difficult to understand.  Marlowe just needs a little larger brain to take it in or more time which, actually, Marlowe has all he would ever need. 
	The world outside the apartment is noisy, busy and dangerous for both boy and mouse alike.  Cole never goes out without someone like the cook or his parents.  He always takes Marlowe so the mouse is never alone in the apartment with Smoker and Miss Penney.  His favorite place to go is the Central Park and the Zoo whenever it is open. 
	The Zoo is a magical place for Cole but a world that Marlowe will take a long time to understand. 
	There are animals, like Marlowe, inside of cages and humans stand in front of the cage and look in while eating a hot dog or popcorn or ice cream.  Marlowe hangs out of Cole’s pocket trying to understand what this is all about.  He can see the lions and tigers and bears – monkeys, snakes, spiders and lizards and many animals he knows from the farm except now they are in cages with people staring at them, including Cole and his parents.  They leave at the end of the day, exhausted and take a yellow cab home which Lloyd pays for and then everyone piles out and heads for the elevator inside the apartment building.  The family has dinner in their beautiful dining room and talks about all the animals they had seen on that day. 
	After everyone is asleep, Marlowe hops up on the computer and searches Zoos and their history and the weird fact that people like them – that people like to see animals in a cage and even though Marlowe thinks he understood this, he doesn’t.  He closes the program in the morning and sadly returns to his house for a quick nap before Cole wakes up and another day starts.  Marlowe thinks humans must be the smartest of all the animals in the world even though they have some strange habits – like zoos and coffee.  Fortunately Cole feels the same way about the animals in the cages and he often tells Marlowe that no one will ever put him in a cage, Cole will see to that.  Marlowe is reassured and feels better for a short time. 
	Then something happens, something very bad and the whole world changes.  It is a morning like most of the others except that Lloyd is engrossed about the news on the television and he sits in front of it most of the day – also talking to Harley back on the farm.  Cole and Marlowe play in his toy pile for a while and then he and Marlowe go out and sit down in front of the television and learn that the virus in California had spread from the patient who brought it in from another country to one aid worker and one doctor who were all in quarantine. 
	“What is quarnteen mean, Dad?” 
	“It means that you are put in a place where other people can’t come in contact with you unless they are wearing protective clothing with gloves and a mask and everything.” 
	“Sort of like the zoo.” 
	“Sort of like that only people are not in cages, they’re in rooms in beds where they get medical care.”
	 
	Marlowe hangs out of Cole’s pocket and seems glued to the television.  His eyes watch every word and he listens to every sound and seems to understand something that Lloyd and Marlowe do not.  He climbs part way back into the pocket and listens to Cole and Lloyd talk about the bug and how it hurts you and how it could hurt a large number of people and even kill them.  Death is something Marlowe knows a lot about and he doesn’t like it very much. 
	“What is in the news that has you all so captivated?” 
	“The virus in California spread to a doctor and a worker.”  Lloyd looks across at Louise who sits down and listens for a while. 
	“It’s a different strain than the last one that killed so many in Africa.  This is more dangerous and they are saying it has mutated.”  Louise gets up and leaves without saying anything and then the day just goes on like normal without any more news or anything that is bad or terrible in the world.  It is just a pleasant day where Marlowe has the rare opportunity of spending time with Louise who baths the mouse which Marlowe does not understand and she also washes his clothes with a toothbrush.  Marlowe notices that people take a lot of baths and showers and he just can’t understand why you would want that much water on you.  There are many things like this that puzzle Marlowe but he just accepts each one and goes along with it realizing there is really nothing he can do to change it anyway. 
	The days fly by now as winter approaches and the zoo is closed except for the cages that are inside a building.  The news from the West is worse and in only a few weeks California finds itself in quarantine and the people in the largely concentrated cities are afraid and are looking for a way out.  Lloyd and Louise know this and they start actively making a plan to move back to the farm and get away from the city. 
	The country is blanketed in snow now from the west to the east, from the north to the south.  It is an historical storm, but the history that it is connected to is dark and deceptive and is moving.

	The virus that started so simply in the west escapes the hospital, escapes quarantine and escapes the cages of modern man and is moving like the snow storm that surrounds it, across a nation in fear of freezing and dying from an epidemic.  There is no more going to the park or around the corner to the deli or to the pet store to see all the animals in cages, tanks and aquariums.  No, the family receives groceries from a delivery service that eventually stops when the virus arrives in New York. 
	It is very early in the morning and the outside world is dark and cold and covered in snow.  Lloyd has come up for Cole and Marlowe. 
	“Cole, Cole, wake up, Son, and get dressed.” 
	“What’s happening, Dad?” 
	“We’re leaving, now.” 
	Cole jumps out of bed and gets dressed.  He lifts off the top of the toy house but Marlowe is already awake and ready.  Marlowe has moved many times in his short life so he knows what to take and what not to take.  In this case he has nothing, so he jumps out of the house and up into Cole’s pocket. 
	“Something big must have happened because we’re leaving.” 
	“Come on, Son, bring Marlowe’s house.” 
	Cole reaches down and wraps his arms around the house and takes it down the stairs. At the bottom of the stairs he recognizes a familiar face as Harley helps carry other things down to a waiting van that Harley was driving.  Into the van goes some suit cases, a few day bags and boxes filled with money.  Smoker and Miss Penny are on the bottom of their travel cages and pushed up next to the back of the back seats. Marlowe’s house is next and then some pillows and blankets, some more boxes, but they were food and then – the guns.  Lloyd watches his son as he loads the van with hand guns and rifles – like the kind you see on television in the war movies. 
	“Don’t touch these Cole, they’re loaded and dangerous.”  Smoker started barking and biting at the sides of his cage. 
	“Smoker.  Smoker!!  Shut up!!”  Smoker looks at Lloyd with his ears down and stops barking.  Miss Penney just lies on the bottom of the case miserable and waits for it all to be over. 
	Everyone piles in and Harley locks all the doors and turns on the wipers. 
	“Listen everyone, we are going home but we have to drive through the city first to get out to the highway.  It’s going to be dangerous because no one is supposed to be traveling and especially trying to leave because the city is under quarantine.  Just buckle up and hold on and let Harley do the driving.  Thank you Harley, for risking your life for us – we will not forget.” 
	Harley pushes down the gas pedal and the van slips and slides until the four wheels grip the road and they are off.  The wipers barely keep the snow off the front window. It is cold and the wind is howling.  Louise clutches Lloyd, and Smoker whines at the bottom of his cage.  The van goes up and down over the hills of snow and bounces on the blocks of ice in a roadway that no longer really exists.  Lights are on in the buildings and at the street crossings but the black van is the only thing moving in the white, snow covered city. 
	A loud pounding sound comes from one side of the van and then shouting. 
	“Hey, hey, where do you think you’re going?” The van quickly passes a police man standing guard at a building.  The officer chases after the van for a short space and then just disappears in the white background.  A few more miles  ahead and it happens again only this time with several officers who are helping an ambulance driver dig out the ambulance that had driven off the road.  Again a lot of yelling and hitting the side of the van but Harley is nonplused and just drives without recognition of the outside clamor. 
	“Are you all right, Cole?” 
	“Yes sir.” 
	“How about Marlowe?” 
	“He seems okay right now but I know he’s scared.” 
	“We’re all scared Son, all of us!” 
	Cole settles down as low as he can get and he holds his pocket so Marlowe knows it’s all right.  Marlowe knows it is not all right and that danger is all around them but danger did not show its ugly face yet so the three adults, one boy and one field mouse stay awake and wait as the black van, now covered white in the snow, pushes through snow piles crawling onwards toward the highway and home. 
	Cole dreams of warm sun, swimming in the pond near the edge of the wood, a big fire in the fireplace with Dad in his rocker reading and Mom on the couch looking through magazines and Cole sitting in front of the fire playing with his soldier toys and Buzz Lightyear.   Slowly Cole brings himself back to life because he is getting cold and Marlowe is jumping up and down on his chest.  Cole opens his eyes but all he can see is white.  He can’t make out the inside of the van because a door was open. 
	He jumps up from his deep sleep and grabs the sliding door and with all his strength he pushes the door closed and the snow stops coming in.  Cole looks around as fast as he can move his eyes and he realized that the van is still running but Harley is pushed up against the steering wheel and his parents are both unconscious in their seats, still buckled in.  As soon as his eyes focus on Smoker the dog started barking.  Cole climbs back and rubs his hands on the cage while he checks to see that Miss Penny is still alive and she is. 
	“It’s okay boy, it’s all right.  We just had some kind of accident and – I got to get up there and see how Mom and Dad are doing.   Cole reaches his mom and sits her upright in her seat belt and then he pulls Harley back so he is in his seat and then Cole climbs into the front seat and turns the heat on high. He pulls Lloyd back upright and after Lloyd settles in one place he looks out the window but they are in a snow bank so it is just white.  Slowly, with cold hands, Cole looks over the control panel until he finds the wipers and he turns them on. 
	 Cole pushes Harley’s seat back as far as possible and then climbs onto his lap and looks down at the gear shift.  Marlowe hops over and points to ‘R’ and Cole shifts the lever to ‘R’ and the van starts backing up.  
	He can barely see out the back window so he runs into another snow drift behind him which stops the van moving.  Marlowe points to ‘D’’ and Cole shifts and the van moves forward.  Marlowe sits up on Cole’s shoulder and guides him with directions since Marlowe could see much better in the snow and through it than Cole. 
	Suddenly Marlowe jumps up on the wheel and the wheel turns the van right into the shoulder of the road.  Marlowe’s ears are twitching like bees on a field of poppies. 
	“What is it?  Why did you do that?”  Marlowe looks up at Cole and then he turns and looks out the back window.  Cole turns and looks and without warning a snowplow  chugs past them spewing out dark, diesel fumes as it sprays a rooster’s tail of pure white snow  high up in the air and off onto the roadside. 
	“Oh, I guess you heard that cause I sure never did.” 
	Marlowe jumps up and down on the seat and points forward.  Cole looks at the plow fading in the distance and gets what he is supposed to do.  He pushes his foot down as far as he can and the gas pedal pushes down and the van pulls back into the snowy road and races after the snowplow.  Cole pulls his leg up slightly and the van slows down until it is just following the plow into a white and unknown world for Cole but Marlowe, who was smarter now than ever before, understands certain technical elements like Global Satellite Positioning and how to use the little device that Harley set up on the dash board. 
	Marlowe uses his tail to point to the flashing red LED and the map that it is traveling over. 
	“Okay, okay, I get it.  That’s us and that machine knows where we’re going, right? 
	“Right.”  Cole looks down at Marlowe and Marlowe looks up at Cole and then he grew his big smile from ear to ear.  Cole keeps looking down at Marlowe and then the road and then down at Marlowe again. 
	“You spoke.  You said ‘right.’  Right?”  Cole looks right at him.  The smile goes away and the mouse shapes his mouth and utters a word for the first time in history and the second time  in his short life. 
	“Right.”  Cole goes back to driving or following the snowplow and then he starts laughing.  Marlowe has seen this behavior from Cole and the family and also on the Internet. He tries to shape his mouth, he tries to push air through the shape in little bursts and finally with a few missteps – Marlowe starts laughing too.  Cole looks down and watches the mouse laugh which makes him laugh even harder which in turn makes Marlowe braver to express this strange thing that seems so right once you do it. They are a pair.  A twelve year old driving three unconscious adults down a snow filled highway following a snowplow while laughing hysterically with a mouse named Marlowe. 
	Later, many years later, people who know the story sit around and talk and try to figure out how far that boy drove that van until one of those adults woke up.  One thing is for certain – it was a long ways and a journey no one would ever forget. 
	Louise wakes up first.  She is slow to come to consciousness but finally figures out she is covered in a blanket and then she realizes that Cole is driving the van under the direction of a field mouse and she passes back out.  Lloyd is the next to wake and he also takes a long time to come too and he also finally realizes Cole is driving on the lap of Harley who is unconscious. 
	“Cole, Cole.” 
	“Dad!  Dad!!” 
	“Don‘t let go of the wheel son.” 
	“Dad, are you all right?” 
	“I’m all right and I want you to lift your foot off the gas and pull over here on the side of the road.” 
	“Yes sir.”  Cole happily follows his dad’s instructions until the van comes to a stop. Lloyd watches Marlowe for a moment until he realizes that Marlowe has been following the GPS. 
	“Good boy Marlowe, good - boy.” 
	Cole climbs off Harley’s lap while Lloyd checks his face and Louise wakes up. 
Lloyd massages Harley’s shoulders as he speaks to him slowly and finally, after a long time, Harley returns to this world and leaves the one he was stuck in. 
	“What happened?” 
	“We don’t know.  You must have fallen asleep is the only thing I can figure.” 
	“We hit a snow pile.”  Everyone turns and looks at Cole as he wraps up in the blanket next to his mom who holds him tightly. 
	“I had to drive out cause we were all cold cause the door opened I guess.” 
	“What door was open?”  Cole looks at his dad and points to the sliding door. 
	“So, you closed the door and then what?” 
	“We had to check and make sure Smoker and Miss Penny were all right and then I turned on the heat and set you guys up so you would feel better.” 
	“Then Marlowe heard the sounds of the snow truck so we waited until it passed us and then Marlowe pointed that we should drive behind the truck while it cleared the snow.” 
	“That’s very clever Cole – very, very clever because, Son, you saved all our lives and you’re only twelve.”  Everyone’s eyes shifted to Marlowe. 
	“That’s – very clever Marlowe, you are – I just can’t say what – I can’t even say what I think because it all makes no sense but no matter that – you are something beyond me and all we can say is thank you Marlowe – whatever you are.” 
	Marlowe lets his huge grin grow across his tiny face as he recognizes what they said and he also recognizes how hard this all really is for them – since he is just a mouse.  This would all change though in the end because Marlowe is an animal and Cole and his family are animals and down the road – those lines of separation grow less and less important as this most extraordinary mouse proves to be greater than any one’s imagination except for Cole who knew Marlowe was an aleene and that was the end of it. 
	When all was said and done, Harley climbs backed in behind the wheel, Lloyd sits shotgun and Louise and Cole sit in the back seats with Marlowe and behind them in the cargo space is everything they took to New York, Smoker, Miss Penny, and no more. 
	The long drive home was white.  That is what Cole remembered in the future when he thought back on this moment.  It was white and cold and there were no fast food stations open so they survived on crackers, cheese slices with apple and nuts.  This, as far as Marlowe was concerned was a banquet and he ate like he was the chief guest – but after one cracker, several cheese slices and a large number of nuts – Marlowe was done. His little tummy pushed out the vest and he had to loosen his belt to make room for the food. 
	Cole wakes up and he recognizes the street signs and he knows it is only a matter of time before they’re home.  Cole thinks about his room and what he will do to it after living in New York for such a long time.  He noodles about the barn and thinks he might build a room or make a fort and supply it with stuff.  The thought that there might be more treasure is very exciting because the last treasure they found was such a grand experience for Cole and everyone  and then – of course there is Marlowe that no one knew about except the immediate family which is Lloyd, Louise and Harley. 
	As the van drives off the main highway and onto the single lane roads, Cole is irritated at the fact that he can’t say anything about Marlowe.  He has tried to keep secrets before but he always ends up telling his best friend or someone’s mom, but not this time.  Cole has been so close on a number of occasions to where he was about to spill the beans when some tiny voice would come to him and say – you better not do this!!  In those times Cole would abruptly stop talking and just walk away and then run away feeling bad but know he did the right thing. 
	There it is.  Their house, their barn and fields and old machinery and junk and – and  there are walls – walls that had never been there before that are high and made out of  concrete block with no openings except through a front gate that is electric and opened for  them as they drive in.  Lloyd looks back and watches Cole for a moment while they are still driving.
	 
	“Harley did all this, Cole, while we were in New York.  He did it because – because there is something very bad happening out there – which is why we left New York.” 
	“Do you know what I’m talking about son?” 
	“Yes, sir.  The bugs.” 
	“That’s right Cole – they’re called a virus which I guess is a very tiny bug, so small you would need an electron microscope to see them.  A microscope that would magnify them thousands and thousands of times larger than they are.” 
	“Why don’t they like us?” 
	“It’s not the kind of bug that likes anything Cole.”   Louise shifts her weight 
	“It’s a virus and – well – it’s really small and doesn’t have a brain.” 
	“What’s it got?” 
	“You know, we should all talk about this after we get into our house and unpack our stuff – what do you all say to that?”  The van stops and the doors all opened and Cole is the first one out yelling and screaming and running around like a mad man and then finally into the house, up the stairs and onto his bed in one clean jump with Marlowe rolling out of his pocket, across his chest and onto the warm blankets and soft sheets. 
	The next morning there is work although Cole had no idea what they have to do.  They are home and it is warm and everyone is here including all the animals and Harley, and his room was clean when he got there so Cole left his warm bed grumbling about how early it is and can’t they do it tomorrow and since there is no answer he goes into the bathroom and brushes his teeth and gets ready for the day.  The day that will be so different because there are more people on the property that Cole doesn’t know and now there are rules that were never there before and now there is more secrecy about Marlowe. 
	Cole eats breakfast at the table while other people eat breakfast in the barn.  Cole can’t wait to finish so he can go outside and find out all the wonderful things that must be happening with the new people. 
	“Eat slowly Cole and chew each bite.” 
	“Yes Mom.” 
	“And Cole, when you finish you have to sit down and talk with your mother and me about – well about why we have a wall and why there are other people here now, do you understand.” 
	“Yes sir.” 
	“Also, Cole – this is very important.  Your mother, myself, and Harley are the only ones in the world that know about Marlowe – as far as we know.  You cannot tell any of the people outside that you meet today about him.  I can’t be more serious, Son, than by telling you that Marlowe – for now – is our secret and he will remain that way until we say differently.” 
	“I get it.”  Lloyd stops and takes a long look at Cole.  Cole waits for his dad to say anything, but he doesn’t.  Lloyd goes back to eating his breakfast and Louise goes into the kitchen for more coffee.  Cole looks down at Marlowe who looks up out of his pocket home and they both seem to have an understanding about this situation so Cole slows down his eating and pops a few morsels into his pocket for the ever hungry animal now living there. 
	The talk that is supposed to happen doesn’t because other things come up which distract Lloyd so Cole decides he will explore the compound.  He rushes outside with a warm jacket and a cap and starts walking inside the wall.  There are places where you can climb up and see on the other side.  The wall goes all the way around the compound and makes it look like an island in the middle of a sea of fields.  Just outside the wall there is a low steel fence that has signs on it warning of high voltage.  There are also cameras that move all the time, back and forth, and then, past the electric fence, there are just fields and roaming clouds in the sky – so, a pretty normal sort of day. 
	Marlowe, who is cold because he isn’t growing any winter fur for some reason, pops his tiny head up so just his eyes and nose stick out of the jacket pocket – one of his many new homes.  Marlowe can see things that Cole can’t and he feels things in the wind, and none of those feeling are good. 
	Cole finishes his inspection of the wall so next he starts on the barn.  When he enters the barn Cole knows things are really different.  There are people there working on making food and putting it in boxes for storage.  
 
	Farther up in the hay loft Cole finds the room where all the treasure was discovered is full of televisions which show the areas of the compound, and Cole knows they are connected to the cameras he has already seen.  Older men turn to him and introduce themselves and then go back to watching the televisions. 
	Something is not right and Cole can’t figure it out until later, when he is sure, and that is that there are no other children here, only Cole.  Cole also notices that the men in the room are also watching pictures and graphs on other televisions and they talk about the virus and how far away it is and also ‘bout electricity and what would happen when it goes down. Cole does not understand this since he has always had electricity since as far back as he can remember. 
	“You know Marlowe, we gotta check on this virus bug and see what this is all about.” 
	Marlowe’s little hand reaches up out of the pocket and gives Cole a thumbs up and then it disappears again.  Cole looks around carefully as people go about their daily business as if Cole doesn’t even exist.  He walks out of the barn and straight into the house and up to his room where Marlowe immediately jumps out of the pocket and hops over the computer desk and jumps up and waits. 
	Cole hits a few keys and then Marlowe turns his tail around and punches in the letters v i r u s.  The computer thinks about it for a moment and then opens with definitions and images.  Cole slowly reads the definition. 
	“Any of various simple submicroscopic parasites of plants, animals, and bacteria that often cause disease and that consist essentially of a core of RNA or DNA surrounded by a protein coat. Unable to replicate without a host cell, viruses are typically not considered living organisms.”  Cole looks down at Marlowe with a wondering eye. 
	“Did you get that?” 
	Marlowe shakes his head ‘yes’ and points with his tail to another definition and Cole slowly starts to read that one when Marlowe interrupts him and reads it out loud. 
	 
	“An extremely small living thing that causes a disease and that spreads from one person or animal to another.  A disease or illness caused by a virus.” 
	Cole is so shocked he has to walk across the room and sit down on his bed.   
	“You talked – for real.  You said a whole sentence.  You can talk can’t you?  I mean you can say more than one word.  You read those words and then you talked.” 
	Marlowe lets the grin take over his face and then he looks cautiously at Cole and speaks. 
	“I learned on the computer.  It shows you how to shape your mouth to say words and it speaks them for you so you know how they sound.  It took a long time and I really – uh – like talking.” 
	“You’ll like my Mom a lot more then because she is the talker.  My Dad reads a lot and that’s why he’s so smart.” 
	Marlowe and Cole just stare at each other.  Man and beast look into each other’s eyes and know they share a common bond in language.  Cole learned language as soon as he was ready to speak.  Marlowe was taught language from a machine that spoke words to the mouse and the mouse finally repeated them correctly.  Also the machine showed Marlowe pictures which represented words so he slowly understood what words meant.  They two animals do not know what the other is thinking but they both do know that they are friends which has new meaning for Cole and Marlowe. 
	Cole’s bedroom door opens and Lloyd steps in. 
	“Can I come in?” 
	“Sure Dad.” 
	Lloyd walks into the room and looks around and is slightly surprised that it is so clean. He notices Marlowe is sitting in front of the computer screen and he walks over and sees the information about viruses.  Lloyd thinks about it for a few minutes and then comes over and sits on Cole’s bed with him. 
	 
	“Cole, I don’t even know if I could fully explain to you what is happening in the outside world not only in the United States but in the whole world.  A deadly disease has come to us and is talking us from the earth by the thousands every day.  I want to show you something.” 
	Lloyd walks over to the computer and sits at the desk.  Marlowe is right below him. Lloyd tries to speak to Marlowe as he is typing.  Marlowe listens and shakes his head up and down as if saying he understands what Lloyd is saying. 
	“I know you’re really a smart – I mean I know you are really – well, we can try it again later but for now, Cole come over here and look at this.” 
	Cole walks over and on the screen is information about the Black Death.  Cole slowly reads it in his head. 
	  “The Black Death was one of the most devastating pandemics in human history resulting in the deaths of an estimated 75 to 200 million people and peaking in Europe in the years 1346–53.” 
	“Do you understand all those words son?” 
	“Kind of.” 
	“Here, let me read this for you.”  but instead of Lloyd’s voice the voice of a tiny,  unordinary/ordinary field mouse came out of Marlowe. 
	“The Black Death was one of the most devastating pandemics in human history, resulting  in the deaths of an estimated 75 to 200 million people and peaking in Europe in the years 1346– 53.”  
	Lloyd pushes the chair back and stands up, never taking his eyes off the mouse.  He staggers back to Cole’s bed and falls backwards on it but instantly sits back up still looking at Marlowe. 
	“He talks dad.” 
	Marlowe continues to stare at Lloyd until Lloyd finally finds his voice and gains some control over his mind and imagination. 
	 
	“I - what I mean to say is – I just can’t believe I heard what I heard even though I know I heard it.  You can talk.  You talked – to me.” 
	“Yes sir.”  There is kind of a wry look on Marlowe’s face as he feels slightly superior for the moment but neither Marlowe nor Lloyd nor Cole understood at this time how important this one moment would be for the future of the human race. 
	“And – you understand what those words mean, Marlowe?” 
	“Yes sir.” 
	Lloyd starts to laugh a bit and then he cries some and then he laughs a bit more as his entire world of understanding is being smashed to pieces by a rodent the size of a small soft ball.  His brain is wriggling inside his head cavity and he feels slightly nauseous but he fights for control over himself and finally settles down in silence for a few seconds. 
	“You see Marlowe, I have been a mouse and rat hater since I was young.  That’s what I was taught.  And there has been no mouse or rat in our world history that spoke or wore clothes or that understood the English language.  I mean Marlowe – do you have a language for your own – family?” 
	Marlowe shakes his head no and sadly thinks about that strange fact.  He communicated with his enlarged family by smelling, licking and rubbing heads and faces together.  He never thought about talking to his mom and dad and even as he thinks about it now he instinctively realizes that Lloyd and all humans are trained to think that other animals are simply on a lower field of play. 
	Suddenly Marlowe turns around and lets his tail push down keys on the word processor and after a few moments a video comes up on U Tube.  Marlowe pushes the enter button and the video begins. 
	The video was shot by an older couple in Massachusetts who noticed a stray cat had come by their property that was only three or four months old.  The next day they were surprised to see the kitten had been joined by a crow.  They couldn’t believe their eyes when the crow started pulling worms out of the lawn and feeding the cat. 
	Cole and Lloyd give each other a look and then go back to the video.  The couple made calls to their veterinarian who suggested they video these events for proof that they actually happened.   The couple took the advice and videotaped this cat and this crow for over a year as they became friends, partners and shared a relationship that seemed impossible from a human point of view.  
	The couple finally took the cat in and supplied it a home.  The cat lived with the couple. The animal slept in the house at night but in the morning when they let the cat out, the crow would always be there to meet his friend and they would play all day together until the cat came in at night and the crow went off to its own nest. 
	“Wow dad, that is really neat huh?” 
	“Yes Cole, it is very neat and very, very interesting that Marlowe knew where this video was on the Internet and that he played it for us.” 
	“Why do you think he did that dad?” 
	“Because – because Marlowe is teaching us Cole.  He is teaching us that all animals have - something in them that we don’t know about – something that relates them to us in a way that just seems impossible.” 
	Lloyd looks down at Marlowe but he can’t speak.  He looks at his son but he still can’t find words that make any sense.  Lloyd’s life has just been turned upside down and the only question left is weather he landed on his feet or not. 
	“Cole, go down and get your mother and bring her up here, don’t tell her anything.” 
	“Yes sir.” 
	Cole sails through his door and flies down the stairs yelling for Louise.  Marlowe and Lloyd hold their positions still staring one at the other. 
	“I hope you understand Marlowe, that it is very difficult for me to talk to you.  You’re a mouse.” 
	“You should be in a trap or a burrow but you’re here in human clothes and you can speak.  I could never tell anyone, I’m sure you understand.  It would be like you introducing me to your mother.  I mean – what could you say that she would understand?” 
	“I see your point.”  Marlowe sits down and they both wait and wait and wait until finally Louise and Cole come through the door. 
	“You better close the door Louise and come in and sit down.” 
	A shrill scream comes dancing through the door and echoes all the way down the stairs.  It is like a scream and a waling sound that is interrupted with occasional laughter and intermittent tears.  People working on the compound stop their work for a moment as the trail of laughter and tears passes them, heading for the empty fields and finally into outer space where the sound vibrations continue on for eternity. 
	What just happened up in that bedroom is the beginning.  It is the beginning of a better understanding between mouse and man, between crow and cat, between an older couple and a stray cat.  This beginning will be amplified eventually to spread across the nation and finally across the world.  A new understand of animals in general and a deeper understanding by those who may have felt a certain ambivalence about animals in the past. 
	The present world is losing its human population because of a killer virus that has no antidote or treatment.  The disease starts out one hundred percent fatal but is in constant mutation and one of these mutations changes the way the pathogen operates in the human system.   Instead of killing the host after a severe and painful sick period the virus starts keeping the host alive so the virus could stay alive.  The people who are attacked by this new mutation are sick but well enough to seek food and shelter and well enough to survive.  The problem with this new crop of sick humans is that they are a breeding ground for the disease and they can pass the infection onto humans or other animals who then became host to the ever changing virus inside them. 
	

	Days turn into weeks turn into months and it all goes so slowly for Cole and the compound remains the same except the electricity stops flowing.  This is a very complicated matter but Marlowe is able to break it down for Cole as they are walking the wall one afternoon – Cole’s security job within the compound. 
	Cole walks dragging a loosed limb blown in on the recent winds.  Marlowe sits on Cole’s shoulder with his legs bouncing up and down on his chest.  Marlowe also has a stick but it is just a sliver in relationship to its larger counterpart that Cole carries.   Marlowe uses the stick as a pointing device when they reach high areas and they can see most of the compound.  
	“So you see Cole, that your father was quite smart when we lived in New York as he could see this was all going to happen in the near future so, to protect the compound he added photovoltaic panels to every surface that didn’t already have a solar panel.  He then added a very large battery storage system in the garage so in the event that the power went out – as it has – the compound would have enough electricity to run normally.” 
	“How do you know all this Marlowe?” 
	“I really can’t say, Cole, because I don’t know.  I just know – but I really don’t understand what that means.  That is not all.  The compound has a water well that produces over twenty gallons a minute which is more than enough water.  Also, in the past, there was a gas line run into the hills behind the compound.  The line is cemented in a tunnel used to mine gold but now is too full of gas so it is quite dangerous, but not for us – and the gas is under its own natural  pressure so there is really no equipment required besides a few regulators, some valves and lines and pressure reduction devices to make the gas useable.” 
	“You’re just a walking encyclopedia, Marlowe.” 
	”Well, sitting.”  Marlowe chuckles and then he squeaks and then he laughs until he almost falls off of Cole. 
	“I made a little joke.” 
	“I guess you did – I just didn’t get it, sorry.” 
	“I …”  Marlowe stops in midsentence and freezes.  Cole stops for a moment seeing Marlowe and he freezes.  They are both frozen in the middle of the day like two statues. 
	Cole whispers. 
	“What is it?” 
	“We’re in trouble and we have to run, now.”   Marlowe drops straight down into the pocket and Cole takes off toward the house.  After only a few seconds an alarm goes off in the compound and around the wall. 
	Cole looks over his shoulder as he runs and a dark figure with dirty, torn clothes climbs up from the outside and stands up.  He holds something out toward Cole and then turns enough for Cole to see a bow and cocked arrow aimed at his back. 
	Marlowe pops his head out of the pocket and yells. 
	“Run!  Faster.  Faster!!” 
	Cole is running as fast as he can until his foot hits a loose stone and he loses his balance and falls forward.  He puts out his arms and hands to protect his face and he falls just on one side and slides in the dirt until he comes to a stop.  The figure begins to loosen his grip on the arrow.  Cole turns back and sees the arrow and the man in silhouette. Cole opens his eyes wide in terror as Marlowe sticks his head out and instantly sees the dark figure on the wall and then bang.  A gun shot goes off and blows the figure off the wall backwards.  In just moments the back part of the compound is filled with men and women with rifles and hand guns, climbing up the interior wall ladders and a gun fight breaks out that is ear shattering and sends Marlowe deep into Cole’s pocket in total terror. 
	Lloyd runs up behind Cole and pulls his blood covered son up off the ground and into his arms.  He passes Cole on to Louise who carries him immediately into the house.  In a few moments the gun fire stops and only moments after that, Lloyd comes into the house to check on Cole who sits on the sofa waiting for first aid for the cuts and scratches he received when he fell down. 
	“Are you all right Cole?” 
	“Yes, Dad, just a little scared.” 
	“What about you Marlowe?” 
	Marlowe sticks his hand out of the pocket and waves and then retracts it again. Louise returns from the bathroom with alcohol, bandages, Neosporin and a few Q tips. She works nervously on Cole while she and Lloyd talk. 
	“Who was it?” 
	“I’m afraid it was our worst nightmare but we were prepared – although not enough. It was a small gang of five or six – I couldn’t tell.  They were sick, you could see that at a distance and we killed all of them.” 
	“How did they get on the wall?” 
	“The alarm system didn’t pick them up fast enough and we are looking into that right now.  Harley is burning the bodies right where they are and they we will spray with disinfectant when it all cools down.” 
	“What do you think?” 
	“I – I think we killed them and now we are talking precautions that the virus is not using air as a vector.” 
	“Cole, I want you to go upstairs, leave your clothes out in the hallway and take a shower but don’t get these two bandages wet.”  I’ll come up in a minute and wash Marlowe and his clothes so make sure he doesn’t take a nap.” 
	“Okay, Mom.” 
	Cole stands up and Marlowe sticks his head out of the pocket. 
	“I was just cleaned.” 
	“Don’t get into it Marlowe, Mom knows what to do.” 
	Cole stalks off through the kitchen mumbling along with Marlowe who is also mumbling about too much water and too much soap. 
	“That was close.” 
	“Yes.  Too close.  We may have to reevaluate our situation here.  Let’s talk about it with Harley after supper.”  
	“What happened?” 
	“I don’t know Louise, a very expensive security system failed on us and life as we know it is getting more precarious everyday so we can’t afford to go wrong here.  I’ll check in the barn and see if there’s any new information.” 
	There is no more information.  As far as anyone can tell this was a glitch and no one was hurt or killed by it except those unfortunate souls who had no choice. 
	Certainly this is a time for great choices.  But the choice for survival had to have been made months if not years ago.   Perceptive people like Lloyd listened and acted on instinct and intelligence, and he made all the right choices but even so – the system failed once, and once could have been the end for everyone.  As it was, only one person ended up suffering besides the group that was shot and burned outside the compound walls. 
	Months later, while sitting and watching ‘pirate television’ which is still coming out of a local broadcast station that is located on the top of a mountain where a small  conclave of television geeks and producers have banded together and control the mountain top  from all points of access.  Here is another compound with self-producing electricity and uninterrupted water flow from mountain wells.  The crazy and wild population of  wandering sickies is directly parallel to the early 21st century zombie movies that had seemed to take over television and motion pictures until this event came and the stories all turned true – except – the people starving in the small, roaming bands in America now are very much alive but sick.   And there is still no cure, not even a rumor.  
	It is also important – for someone – that the zombies on old television shows were cannibals and these people today are not – yet.  Equally important, in the zombie movies they all seemed to be so lifeless and even driven perhaps by some outside force.  The sick Americans now are anyone and, consequently, their ranks have intellectuals, doctors, soldiers, engineers and just about everyone they need to survive in a nation of dying bodies and unburied corpses. 
	Cole had only been allowed to watch these movies when they lived in New York. Now, there are no movies on the television – only a constant buzz of information about pockets of people still alive, cities virtually untouched because of their location and other cities totally  and brutally dead to the last soul.  Somehow colonies of TV nerds and employees had banded together and formed small compounds in buildings or warehouses, housing the technical equipment needed to broadcast television.  These colonies require generators for electricity and a way to feed themselves through a growing black market. 
	It makes Cole’s head hurt to think about what a group of people could do for food and toilets in a time when the electrical grid was down which meant no water.  Again, Cole  has great admiration for Lloyd because he thought of all these things right at the beginning and he had enough money to act so Cole and his family would be safe from a virus that everyone under estimated from the beginning.


THE MISSION 
Chapter Six

	Cole has his thirteenth birthday in the compound and it is celebrated by all except Marlowe because Lloyd thinks it’s not a good idea to bring Marlowe to such a large event where he might be exposed.  Marlowe is happy enough to stay upstairs in his house eating cake and cookies which are a total delight.  He divides up his treasure of sweets between floors and rooms of his toy house and he leaves a small portion of one kind of treat in each room so he can roam the whole toy house and always have sweets at his side.  At this moment he is sitting on one of the beds with two hands full of white cake with a dark, chocolate frosting and a black raspberry filling that simply drives Marlowe nuts. 
	He holds the piece, looks at it gingerly not wanting to eat it too fast because then it would be gone.  Slowly his tiny hands brings the amazing food up to his mouth and he takes a bite.  Marlowe stops, savors the moment, and then chews it up and smiles. 
	Deep inside Marlowe knows this is Paradise and wants to stay here and be like this forever but fate never works out the way you want – no even for a mouse. 
	Cole is at the table opening presents, mostly hand made things including food treats. He announces loudly who had sent the gift and then opens it with the fervor of a ten year old turning thirteen.  Just as he is about to start on another mystery gift, a huge scream comes from the living room where many of the guests in the compound have gathered around the television because finally some real news was being broadcast. 
	Everyone around the table, including Cole, runs into the living room just in time to see a woman announcer wearing terrible clothes and no makeup, deliver the most beautiful news they hear in their life time.  From a darkly lit room with a window looking out over Los Angeles, standing under hot clip lights, sweating, the newscaster says these words. 
	“They believe they have found a cure.” 
	No one in the compound hears anything after that or the joy and shouting might have been less.  Not only does the announcer explain there is a compound which formed in and around the UCLA medical center, and stayed intact as a unit of health care and now spends twenty-four hours a day working on a vaccine.  They would have heard also the vaccine is not yet perfected and still needs more testing.  But at the moment the research vaccine has reduced the death rate from one hundred percent after exposure to seventy/sixty percent, and the vaccine acts within twenty-four hours. 
	Cole is still holding his unopened gift when he realizes that his dad does not look very well.  So Cole works his way through the people standing and jumping around until he reaches his dad who is sitting on the sofa. 
	“Are you okay, Dad?” 
	“I’m fine, Cole – I’m, just a little under the weather, that’s all.”  Lloyd reaches down and Gives his son a big hug and Cole can feel how hot his dad seems.   
	“I’m just going to go upstairs and lie down for a while.  Can you keep an eye on things down here?” 
	“Yes sir.”
	 
	Lloyd stands up as many of the guests pat him on the back and shoulders and congratulate and thank him for keeping them all alive.  Lloyd turns to each person and thanks them and finally he turns to Louise who can also tell that her husband is not well. 
	Cole watches in horror as, in slow motion, his dad reaches out for Louise but she is too far away so he falls.  Cole can see in his dad’s eyes the terror as his father falls past him like a giant oak felled in the woods by old age or nature, and then Lloyd hits the ground.  It all  happens so fast even though Cole sees it all so slowly but still, as he reaches out to catch Lloyd  the man is too big and passes through his small hands onto the carpet. 
	Cole can’t grasp for the longest time what has happened.  Everyone in the room helps carry Lloyd upstairs and there are many conversations about what could be wrong with him but no one ever mentions the V word except to themselves later on at night, in their own beds and to themselves or their significant other.  For days and days there is never any mention of Lloyd’s diminishing health being caused by the virus since Lloyd was never near enough to the sick ones who were killed trying to break into the compound. 
	If Lloyd has the virus it can only mean that the virus is now using air as a vector to spread.  Cole lies on his bed in his pajamas weeks after his horrible birthday, one he will never forget although he does learn to laugh about it many, many years later.  He looks over at Marlowe who spends endless time on the computer, educating himself because he is pushed by some unseen force -- Marlowe is not the kind of mouse to fight the wave so he lets go and stays with it all these days since the beginning. 
	“What’s a vector?” 
	Marlowe looks over and wrinkles his nose which has become sort of a habit of late and Marlowe claims he has no idea where it came from. 
	“A vector, young Cole, is a carrier, often an animal (such as an arthropod) that transfers an infective agent from one host to another.  For instance, the vector that transmits Lyme disease from wildlife to humans is the deer tick or black-legged tick.” 
	“Is that what brought this virus to all of us?” 
	Marlowe steps away from the screen and sits down on the edge of the computer desk facing Cole with his ears down and a sad look across his face. 
	“No Cole, a deer tick did not transfer this virus to people, it was transmitted to people by mouse poop.  Hantavirus is carried by rodents, especially mice. The virus is found in their urine and feces, but it does not make the animal sick.  It is believed that humans can get sick with this virus if they come in contact with contaminated dust from mice nests or droppings. You may come in contact with such dust when cleaning homes, sheds, or other enclosed areas that have been empty for a long time.  Hantavirus does not spread between humans.” 
	“Wow.  Wow.” 
	Cole cannot take his eyes off Marlowe and Marlowe cannot look Cole in the face so the two form a cold war and just sit, waiting for the other to give in. 
	“But – but you just said it didn’t spread between humans.” 
	“Yes, I did and it is not supposed to but this virus mutated and the mutation formed a new virus that is spread by contact between humans and now – with your dad – it seems to have used the air as a vector of transportation.” 
	“What does that mean?” 
	“It means, master Cole, that the wall of the compound can no longer keep the virus out so, now it’s only a matter of time before everyone is infected unless there is a vaccine.” 
	“But there is, there is and I heard it on the television.” 
	“Yes Cole, I know.  The small band of people who keep the Internet up have passed this information along but it is in California – all the way across the country from Virginia where we are.” 
	“We gotta get it to save my dad.” 
	 Marlowe looks at Cole for a very long time.  He remembers that day, not so long ago, when he popped up out of the burrow in the field and pulled a pocket watch with some rings all the way across the field and under the house where he didn’t want to go because of the terrible things he knew were down there.  He thinks about that journey and then he thinks about what kind of journey it would be to California even though Marlowe, as smart as he is, has no real concept of distance past a few hundred yards. 
	“Do you know where California is?” 
	Cole looks across at the computer and then jumps over to the desk and starts typing. 
	A map comes up and Cole, after some moments, pinpoints where they are in Virginia. He then pinpoints California.  He puts one index finger on one place and the other index finger on the other and he looks at the distance in between. 
	“How far is that?” 
	Marlowe hops up and takes a long look at the map.  He wrinkles his nose and reads the legend which shows the scale of the map. 
	“We need a ruler or measuring device.” 
	Cole jumps up and walks over to his bookshelf and grabs a ninety-nine cent wooden ruler and brings it back and sits down.  Marlowe has him measure the distance between his fingers and then Marlowe does the mental calculations after which he sits down and drops his head. 
	“What’s wrong, is it very far?” 
	“Yes.  It is in fact 2268.65 miles.” 
	“How far is that?” 
	Marlowe punches up the calculator function on the computer and punches in the appropriate keys with his tail and then he reads the answer. 
	“11,343,250 feet.” 
	Cole sits and looks at Marlowe and then looks at the number and then looks at Marlowe one more time. 
	“But how far is that?” 
	Marlowe shakes his head back and forth because he can’t answer the question. He knows that it was very far but he doesn’t really know how to explain it so Cole will understand. 
	“If you were in an airplane going five hundred miles an hour it would take about five hours or a little less to get to California.” 
	Marlowe and Cole turns around and there is Louise standing in the doorway drinking a cup of tea.  She finally walks into the room and sits on the end of Cole’s bed. 
	“Why, are you two planning a trip?  because there are no airlines anymore.  The airports are of full of groups and bands of people who have the virus but it doesn’t kill them because the virus lives in those bodies.  Those bodies keep the thing alive.  Cole, Marlowe, we are stuck here until someone brings us a vaccine, there is no possible way to go  across the country to California and back here and still be alive.  We are in God’s hands and Marlowe, I know that probably doesn’t mean anything to a mouse but there is a more powerful force on this planet than man and that is who we should be praying to everyday to help us through this time.” 
	With that Louise turns on her heels and glides out into the hallway and back to nursing Lloyd. 
	“Who is this God fellow she talks about?” 
	Cole thinks about that question for a long time but in the end he still really has no answer even though he tries to fake it for a few moments. 
	“God is really big ‘cause God is everything, even you Marlowe.”  Marlowe straightens his ears as he receives this news that he is God but then he thinks about what Cole is saying and he slowly understands that Cole meant he didn’t really know, and is just talking like many people do – constantly.  Marlowe thinks he will just hop over to the computer and ask it and while he is doing this Cole is going through his closet looking for something. 
	Cole comes out with a book which is all maps, every page, and shows it to Marlowe. 
	“This book shows every road and every way to get anywhere in this country.” Marlowe examines the book but doesn’t understand that Cole is thinking about the trip and not what his mother told him. Marlowe is trying to get around what the distance really is. He just doesn’t have enough brain power to see the whole way and understand that it is thousands of miles and that means days and days – if you are driving.  Marlowe can never get past a certain point when he starts to think about walking – that is – sitting in Cole’s pocket while Cole walks.  Anyway, there really doesn’t seem to be any point to further discussion since the distance is so great and Lloyd is not that sick yet. 
	The outside world, which is only seen in the compound through the eyes of pirate television crews all over the world, is slowly coming back together but certainly not in the way that it was taken apart.  The government which had always been in the forefront of saving the world and especially its own country, had left early and, to this point, still has not surfaced to take back control from what is now pure anarchy.   The only proof ever needed after this to show that the government is not ‘for the people’ or ‘by the people,’ is the fact that the government tried to save itself before it helping a dying nation.  The cowards in the government, from the President on down, as far as money would allow them, went on a ride to the underground facilities which they built explicitly to save themselves in an instant like this.   And they had not been seen since. 
	What replaced the government was a patchwork of cottage industries, born from a marriage of anarchy and capitalism, that took over critical industries and services like television broadcasting and the train system.  Marlowe is reading all about the present situation  on an Internet site that is also run by private individuals in compounds surrounded by the same  kind of security that protect this piece of Virginia property. 
 Marlowe brings up train routes that are sporadic and dangerous, but still the trains are running which means food and medicine and energy are moving slowly back and forth as the virus settles into camps of individuals and waits for a new mutation in order for it to move on and kill more people. 
	Cole comes up behind Marlowe’s back and studies the screen.  He can see a train route from Virginia to California.  Marlowe sees Cole’s reflection in the screen and uses his tail to show Cole the route Cole has already recognized on the screen. 
	“What about it?  Are you thinking about taking a trip?”
	 Marlowe turns to Cole and looks at him sadly.  Marlowe, from the months of study about the virus, knows that Lloyd is infected.  He also knows from all the reports that the bug can wipe out the compound in a matter of months unless Lloyd is moved or a vaccine is brought in.  He sees his own death in this dark scenario because the virus affects man and other animals the same way.  All animal life was susceptible.  Someone has to be smarter than the bug and the bug has no brain so that seems to be the easy part but in fact, when the  epidemic started to spread in California, no one took the proper steps early enough to stop the pandemic which has now claimed four fifths of the earth’s population.  Populations in some poorer countries have been completed wiped out. 
	Marlowe, although he has this information stored in his tiny brain, still does not comprehend the huge distance the earth occupies from one side to the next and from top to bottom.  Also Marlowe only understands time instinctively.  He can read a clock and he understands the movement of the sun but time periods he only understands by living in them and not from a distance. 
	Across the room Marlowe looks like a school teacher educating a younger pupil and as far as younger goes, Marlowe in people years is probably pretty close in age to Cole – but  Marlowe has something Cole does not and that is an infusion of human brains that kick started Marlowe into super intelligence – except he is a mouse. 
	 Marlowe is explaining the trip to Cole who sits completely still, almost not breathing and hating every second of the trip already and he is still in his own bedroom.  The mouse explains how many people worldwide are dead, and how the compound will not  survive Lloyd’s illness because he has the virus and at that moment Cole stops listening and runs  to his dad – only Marlowe jumps in front of him and literally roars to make him stop. 
	And Cole does stop and he instantly realizes that the mouse is mad and he also realizes  that if his dad has the thing, he can get it if he goes in there and that is Marlow’s point as  they both sit down on the floor and discussed it together – boy to mouse.  Eventually they get down to the small pockets of sick people and that part Cole can’t understand. 
	“Cole – the virus is very smart even with no brain.  It has changed itself, adapted in people’s bodies but it doesn’t kill the host now since it needs that body to survive.” 
	“What’s a host?” 
	“It’s the person Cole – in science they call the person a host, I don’t know why.” 
	“So, they’re zombies like on the movies we watched – without Dad or Mom knowing.” 
	“No Cole, they are like slightly sick people but they don’t eat each other – they are dangerous because the virus is in them and can spread from them.” 
	“And where do they live now?” 
	“They are in small colonies all over the world – just trying to survive until medical science finds a cure.” 
	“I sorta feel bad about them – cause it’s not their fault, huh?” 
	“That’s right Cole, it’s not their fault but we have to stay away from them – all of them while we look for the cure in California – in a Ronald Reagan UCLA – in a hospital.” 
	Cole is very tired.  When he closes his eyes and lets his mind wander he sees them both  out in the world for days and days and more days and even longer than that and in places he  doesn’t know, he’s with a mouse in his pocket who wears clothes and talks. 
 It makes him tired just to think about where they will sleep and how they will eat and  what will he tell his Mom and before he knows it he is asleep on his bed until the middle of  the night when Marlowe crawls across his face to wake him up. 
	“It’s time.” 
	“What?  What time Marlowe, it’s dark?” 
	“It’s time to go, Cole.  Tonight.” 
	“But, but, but what about…”? 
	But Marlowe has already jumped off the bed and across to the computer desk where he waits with a pencil and paper.  Cole weaves across the room in sleep and sits down at the desk and looks at the blank paper. 
	“Write a note to your mom, Cole.  And quick.” 
	Cole picks up the pencil half consciously and scribbles a note until he has said all he can and he puts the pencil down.  Marlowe guides him through dressing and collecting a backpack that Cole had packed a long time ago for emergencies – but not like this.  He squeezes in extra socks and underwear.  Marlowe makes him take some maps, a compass, a lighter that no one knows Cole has, a flashlight, his knife and some snacks he keeps for late night eating.  He rolls up his sleeping bag and ties it under the backpack.  He takes a few pencils and some paper and pushes them in a side pocket and he clips his canteen onto the side of the pack. 
	Cole slips on a jacket and a cap and ties a scarf around his neck.  He hoists up the back pack and adjusts it on his shoulders.  He takes all his stash of money and puts it in his pockets and then Marlowe jumps up onto his shoulder and then drops down into the jacket pocket.  Seconds later his little head sticks up out of the pocket with a small doll’s clothes cap on his head – Marlowe is prepared for the adventure even though Cole is scared almost to wetting his pants.  
	Cole stands in the doorway of his room and looks at it for the last time in a very long time ahead.  Marlowe suddenly remembers sitting in the mouth of his burrow with the pocket watch and rings dangling behind him on a gold chain.  Just as Marlowe jumped out of the burrow in his mind’s eye, Cole steps out of his room into the hall and right on the tail of Miss Penny who yowls and growls and then runs down the stairs as soon as Cole lifts his foot. 
	Cole waits in frozen silence with fear growing on his face.  Marlowe waits also but with an expression of satisfaction rather than fear.  The house is quiet and so is the compound as soon as they are down the stairs.  Cole looks down in the dark and there is Smoker standing in front of him and waiting to play. 
	“Smoker, what are you doing here dog?  Come here Smoker, come here.” 
	Smoker stands on his back legs as Cole pets him.  Smoker smells Marlowe and tries  to get his nose closer to the jacket pocket until Cole finally pulls out a piece of beef jerky from a side pocket and Smoker grabs it and runs off into the darkness of the compound. 
	Cole goes immediately the other way around the house and all the way back into the part of the compound where the sick people tried to get in but were scared away by Harley and Lloyd with guns.  It is also the place where Lloyd contacted the virus which changed everything and everybody inside the walls which would now become a prison. 
	Cole climbs up to the top of the wall, turns one more time and looks at his home and then lowers himself down the backside of the wall.  The alarms go off.  Cole hits the ground running. 
	“Which way?” 
	Marlowe sticks his head out and smells the air and looks around as well as he can.  He smells the air again and points to the West.  Cole follows his direction and turns West and takes off down a trail that he would never travel again but would tell stories to his grandchildren about -- the adventures of Cole and Marlowe.


THE JOURNEY 
Chapter Seven
	Cole is absolutely lost but feels some comfort that Marlowe seems to know where they are and where they are going.  Periodically they stop and Marlowe looks at a map but in the beginning they were really headed for something and not somewhere.  Marlowe is guiding them to a train track which he knows has trains running periodically as far East as Virginia.  Even though Marlowe has never seen a train or track before he has studied them over and over and over again until he is quite an expert on a subject yet to be viewed -- but that all changes as they come over a rise on a pine wooded hillside and down below them in a green valley of fields and fences is the black pair of lines that Cole knows is the tracks by experience and Marlowe knows is the tracks from miles of pictures and photographs.
	 Marlowe sniffs the air.  His ears become rigged as they turn and twist and pluck out of the air tiny micro sounds that Cole will never hear even with assistance.  The mouse points down, and down they go.  Down and down and down until the valley floor reaches up to their feet as a flat green surface covered in wild grass and bushes.  Cole skips around the boulders and larger rocks as they come closer and closer to the tracks.  They stop at a small spring and Cole fills the canteen as Marlowe laps up the water on his knees with his head  lmost in the pool. 
	Suddenly the hair on Marlowe stands straight up and Marlowe is in Cole’s pocket faster than Cole can follow him. 
	“Leave.  Now.” 
	Cole has just clipped the canteen onto the backpack.  He turns and starts to run toward the tracks. 
	“No, back into the woods, quick.” 
	Cole looks down at the mouse and without thinking turns a hundred and eighty degrees around and runs as fast as he can toward the trees.  He is running but doesn’t know why.  He does know that when Marlowe says things like ‘quick’ or ‘now’ that it is usually serious and needs to be acted on immediately.  As Cole is running he can hear something behind him and after a few more yards he can tell that it is the sound of dogs. 
	Cole takes a quick look over his shoulder and he can see a small pack of dogs running full speed and growling as they run towards him.  He turns back and pours on the speed.  His little legs are going as far forward and backwards as he can maintain without falling or breaking himself in half.  The pack is gaining ground but Cole is not running any slower. He can see the trees in front of him and he knows why Marlowe has sent him this way.  He looks from tree to tree to see which one is the closest with branches he can get to fast and climb up out of harm’s way.  
	Through the pines Cole sees an old oak with low branches and he heads for the oak. A pain starts in his side and it hurts to run which slows him down and closes the distance even more between him and the pack. 
	“Faster, faster, Master Cole!” 
	“It hurts.  It hurts to run.” 
	“It will hurt even more if those dogs catch us.” 
	Cole sucks up the pain and pushes his legs just one more time until they are at the tree.  He doesn’t stop running, he just jumps into the lowest branch he can and instantly, like a monkey, Cole goes up the branches using the strength in his arms since his legs are spent. The first dogs hit the tree and jump up to the first branch and then the second, and then one dog falls, and then another dog falls, and then they all stop for moment. Cole keeps climbing until he has no strength left in his arms and he stops.  He is in a large cup of the tree where several branches shoot up like a hand with the fingers folded upward. He is at least twenty feet off the ground.  The dogs are barking and growling and fighting amongst each other as one by one they try to climb the tree and one by one the fall to the ground only to find the other dogs biting them for their individual failure. 
	 Marlowe looks down with fear in his heart but he knows they are too high for any of those animals to make it up.  Marlowe only met one dog before and that was Smoker but below him now are many different dogs of different breeds and different sizes.  Marlowe can smell both male and female animals and as far as he is concerned they all act the same way – hungry and mad. 
	“I feel sorry for them.  They are used to being fed by us and now they have to hunt for food and they even forget who they are because they are so hungry.”  Marlowe can remember times he was so hungry he could have eaten almost anything, but he never thought there was a time when he would have eaten another mouse or a rat for that matter.  Marlowe isn’t a cannibal and doesn’t expect other animals to be but these are different times and food for all animals is scarce.
	 The dogs calm down after a while and then lie down and go to sleep.  Cole is tired too, so he unrolls his sleeping bag and places it down in the cup of the tree and climbs into it and goes instantly to sleep.  Marlowe tries to stand guard but after a short while he too crawls into the bag and up on Cole’s shoulder where he curls up like a dog and goes to sleep. 
	It isn’t very long before the dogs catch the scent of some animal and leave in a wild pack, growling and biting each other as they jockey for a place in the pack as they run off towards  the tracks just as daylight fully comes out for the morning. 
	Cole and Marlowe wake up to silence and bright sunlight.  Cole jumps up quickly and looks all around them but the dogs are gone and the only sounds are birds chirping and the very faint sound of a train coming toward them.  Marlowe cocks his ears and in an instant judges how far away the train is and how much time they have to get down and run to the tracks.  
	“We have to go now!”  Marlowe is abrupt because there isn’t any time for niceties. 
	“Okay, what’s the hurry?” 
	“No time, Cole, we have to go.” 
	Marlowe jumps up on Cole’s shoulder and then down into the pocket.  Cole quickly rolls up the bag and throws it in the pack and then starts down the tree.  The climb down is easy except for a couple of slips and one broken limb.  Finally Cole jumps to the ground and they start out across the meadow in the same direction as the dogs. 
	The sounds of the train grow louder as Cole runs harder through deep meadow grass. Marlowe suddenly pops his head out of the pocket and sticks his nose as far in the air as he can. 
	“They’re coming back.” 
	“Who?” 
	“The dogs!!” 
	Instantly Cole sees the pack running right toward them.  Cole turns a hard right and heads directly downhill towards the tracks.  The dogs shift like a flight of geese without missing a beat. 
	“Turn toward the south, now.”  Without question Cole changes his direction again so that now he is running up the tracks with the train coming behind him.  The dog pack shifts again to correct the angle toward Cole.  The dogs are running right next to the track and are only seconds behind Cole and the mouse.  The sound of the train is suddenly deafening.  Marlowe crawls all the way up to Cole’s head and shouts in his ear. 
	“Turn your head and look at the train.”  Cole turns his head and to his amazement he is right next to the train – a box car with the door slightly ajar. 
	“Jump in, NOW!!”  Again, without thinking, Cole takes a tremendous jump and just hits the side of the car with his hands scraping across the splintered wood inside, trying to get a hand hold.  Marlowe jumps into the car as Cole pulls himself up so that his top half is in the car and the rest of him is dangling along the side.  Suddenly Cole screams out.  Marlowe runs to the edge and sees one of the dog has locked his jaws onto Cole’s leg and is bouncing along the rocks next to the track.  Marlowe’s chin curls back and his teeth bare and he jumps out of the car and lands on Cole’s leg just up from the dog.  Marlowe steps down a few inches and opens his mouth and growls right into the dogs face. 
	The dog suddenly opens his eyes and sees a rabid mouse with his huge teeth moving down the leg of the human towards his nose.  The dog lets out a huge yelp and lets go of Cole’s leg just as Marlowe jumps back on the leg and scampers up the boy’s body and into the train car.  Cole clambers up into the car and reaches down and rubs his leg where the dog had latched on.  Together they watched the pack slowly run out of energy and fade away down the tracks as the train starts up a steep ascent. 
	Cole wraps his leg in a handkerchief and then crawls over to the door and hangs his legs out as the train slowly pulls itself up the grade.  He looks over at Marlowe on the ground and realizes that Marlowe is staring directly behind them into a dark corner of the car.  Cole turns himself into the car and squints with his eyes and barely makes out a person in the darkness. 
	“We’re not alone.”  Marlowe states the obvious but neither one of them move.  Finally the figure in the corner darkness crawls out in the light and addresses Cole. 
	“You got a mouse that talks?” 
	Cole sits amazed as he look at a girl about his age who is wrapped up in warm clothes and carries a bundle on a stick.  She has dark, matted hair, is a little taller than Cole and she wears glasses. 
	“I don’t have him.  His name is Marlowe and he – lives with me.” 
	“It talks.” 
	“I am not an it, I am a very ordinary field mouse and I am called Marlowe.” 
	“It talks really good.” 
	“Marlowe is the smartest animal I know – he is even smarter than me.” 
	“He ain’t smarter than me.  There ain’t no mouse, louse, rat or bird that is smarter than me” “Marlowe is smarter than you.  Can you talk mouse talk?  No.  But Marlowe can speak and he knows what he’s talking about.”  The girls sinks back into the corner and covers herself back up. “He ain’t as smart as me – he is a mouse.  What do they call you?” “Cole” “Where you from?” “Virginia.” “Were in Virginia, dummy.” “Don’t call me a dummy.  I know a lot of things.  I know where the antidoe is.” “Cole, we should talk about something else.” “Oh.  Oh yeah.  Okay.  Where are you from?” “I just can’t believe that mouse talks.  Are you sure that’s not a toy with batteries?” Marlowe turns to her and curls his lip back and puts out another enormous growl and the girl screams and hides under her covers.  Cole looks down at the mouse with a new understanding and admiration.  
	“All right, I believe you, get that animal away from me.  It’s a mouse and it talks.  A talking mouse – what antidote?  Are you talking ‘bout the plague that’s killed everyone?   Cause if you are – I need that.  That’s where I’m going.  To find it.” 
	“What’s your name?” 
	“Korrie Anne.” 
	“That’s a very lovely name.” 
	“Mouse talks pretty good for a rodent.  How did you learn how to do it?” 
	“The computer.”  Marlowe turns away in disgust and looks out at the scenery as it passes the train. 
	“My family is sick with it, but they ain’t dying.” 
	“That is because they have the strain of the virus that has mutated into a non-lethal strain so as not to kill its host – too quickly.” 
	“Wow, you are smart.  What does that mean?” 
	“It means that the bug keeps changing to protect itself so now, instead of it killing the people right away it just lives in them till it can figure out what to do next.  My dad has it like that.” 
	“So, that’s where you’re going, ain’t it?” 
	“Yes!!”  Marlowe turns back to the scenery and Cole can’t take his eyes off the girl. 
	“I’m going with you.” 
	Cole and Marlowe share a look that says a thousand words but in the end Korrie Anne joins the mouse and the boy on a journey of such significance that later in life they would all laugh about it – and then cry, for a long, long time. 
	The train is going West – right toward the center of southern California but it has to take routes through Colorado, Utah, and Arizona.  No one knows who is driving the train because Korrie Anne jumped on the train just like Cole and Marlowe except she did not have a  dog pack after her – although she was being chased and she woke up every night in that  nightmare that followed her all the way to the west coast. 
	Night comes fast and so does the cold.  Cole isn’t prepared for that much cold and Korrie Anne just buries herself next to him for warmth.  Marlowe, on the other hand, is warm as toast in Cole’s pocket, and with his fur all bushed out he looks like a blow fish in a suit.   Cole and Korrie Anne are bunched in a corner, covered with his sleeping bag and her blankets.  The sunlight makes gold bars as it finds its way through the cracks in the wood car.   The light is bright but the air is still cold as the two wake and pry themselves apart and out of the cave of bedding.  The train has slowed down.  They both walk quickly to the opened door and look out across a huge network of train tracks all converging into one place. 
	The train is moving slowly in a large arc around a huge, empty city occupied now by the poor, stray animals who did not get the disease but were abandoned by their human owners  in a now empty city with a huge concrete arch facing a green, slowly moving river.  Cole makes out the words on a passing station building – St. Louise Missouri.  Korrie Anne and Cole sit in the door opening with their legs dangling down the side of the wood train car.  There are no humans as far as they can see, but then Marlowe pulls on Cole’s coat and points off in another direction and there are people – lots of them, and they aren’t happy. 
	“What do you think is going on out there?” 
	“People trying to stay alive with no food.”  Cole opens his bag behind him and takes out  an apple which he shares with Korrie Anne and the mouse. 
	“Do you think they’re sick?” 
	“Don’t know, but I sure don’t want to find out either.  We don’t need any more people…” and without finishing Cole stands up and Korrie Anne stands right behind him. 
	“They must have seen the train.  They were probably waiting for it ‘cause here they come.” 
	“What are we going to do?” 
	“This train has to move faster or they’ll catch up with us.  Come on.” 
	Cole quickly grabs his things as Korrie Anne collects hers.  They both jumped out the car door onto the rocks which hold the tracks in place.  They stand up immediately and starts running for the front of the train.  They pass car after car but the crowd behind them can now be heard yelling for the train to stop.  Suddenly the train starts to pick up speed and pass Cole and Korrie Anne.  They slow down as the cars are passing and wait for the open car to catch up.  The crowd is moving now – faster than the train, even though the train keeps gaining speed. 
	“We’re not going to make it!”   
	“Yes we are – we have to for my dad.” 
	The crowd reaches the fence which is only yards away from the tracks.  They start climbing the fence like a swarm of ants.  They are a tide of humanity gaining the top and then falling or jumping to the ground below.  A young man about Cole’s age catches Cole’s eye and the two young boys stare at each other for a moment through the fear and mayhem that surround them.  Instantly Cole breaks away from the look – turns and grabs Korrie Anne by her clothes and helps her jump into their old, wooden car.  Cole takes a few more steps and then jumped up onto the side where Korrie Anne grabs him and starts pulling him in. 
	Just then an adult man reaches out and grabs Cole’s leg as he tries to jump into the car.  Cole drags the man for a few yards with the man running and stumbling alongside the car.  He reaches up with the other hand and is about to grab Cole by the hair when Marlowe comes out and runs down Cole’s back until he is almost face to face with the man. Marlowe curls his upper and lower lips around his teeth and roars just like a lion.  To his amazement the man instantly lets go of Cole and falls, tumbling down the rock embankment never taking his eyes off the mouse.  Korrie Anne makes an heroic effort with one pull and Cole  tumbles into the car as the train sweeps around a long arc of the city and heads straight West  toward a world of hope – although it was really just rumor when Cole started his journey and now  there is no way to check on the truth. 
	Cole crawls across the car as Marlowe crawls down onto the car floor and then walks to the open door to see what’s happening.  The crowd has stopped chasing the train and the man that Marlowe had roared at is obviously telling the story to a large number of interested people about the small monster that the kid had concealed and let out at the last moment.  Marlowe can see the man using his hands to describe the size and shape of the fire breathing thing that scared him off the car.  A thin smile grows across Marlowe’s lips as he turns in satisfaction and returns to his friend and his home. 
	“That mouse – it’s a special kind of thing isn’t it?” 
	“He is very special and full of surprises.  Also he’s very smart.  He’s smarter than both of us together, I swear.” 
	“Well you don’t have to be swearing about that – I can see the animal is smart and I didn’t mean to call him an ‘it.’  I was raised by folks who hated mice and rats so I can’t be warmed up to Marlowe like you was him.” 
	“Gotch ya.  Have you ever heard of St. Louise?” 
	“Yeah, but I don’t know much about it except for that arch that we saw when we first came into the city.” 
	“How far have we come. you figure?” 
	“Eight hundred and twenty two miles.”  Marlowe looks up from the floor of the car where he is eating the remains of the apple that Cole had.  He grins his big grin and then goes back to eating. 
	 
	“Yeah, really smart.  So Mr. Marlowe, how much further do we have to go to get to California?” 
	“There are 1,588 miles in a straight line from Saint Louise to Los Angeles.  1,827 miles by car. Saint Louise and Los Angeles are 1 day 5 hours far apart (by car).” 
	Cole and Korrie Anne look at each other in great admiration for the animal at their feet. An animal so gifted that even two young children could appreciate the miracle that sits there on the dirty, dusty car floor, patiently eating the remains of a Virginia grown apple. 
	“What will happen to all those people – who were trying to get on the train?” 
	“I guess they gotta make a decision like we did and then stick to it.  We have a mission but we prepared for it better than they did and we got on the train which they didn’t so I think we know something they don’t but I don’t know what it is.” 
	“Are you scared?”  Cole looks over at Korrie Anne and then down at Marlowe who has perked up his ears on this question.”  He thinks about it for some time. 
	“Yes.  I’m really scared.” 
	“Me too – really.” 
	A new appreciation settles between the two.  They’re young, they’re scared and they have the smartest animal in the world with them, and he is Marlowe.  They’re big and Marlowe is small, but Marlowe has something besides brains that is almost as important and that is Marlowe has a vicious survival instinct that allows him to become ferocious enough to growl and allows him to bite and tear at an enemy.  Cole and Korrie Anne have survival instincts too, but they are not natural killers.  They do not sit and think how to aggressively get past an enemy, and Marlowe does not sit there with that on his mind either, he doesn’t need to, because Marlowe is the only one of the three equipped with a killing instinct that will save all of them over and over and over again in the near and far future. 
	The company of three is thinking about their own individual needs and wants – all quiet and in their own heads when Marlowe suddenly stands up and walks quickly to the door and looks out. 
	“We’re going too fast.” 
	“How do you know?”  Korrie Anne, still not totally convinced that Marlowe knows it all, stands looking over the animal. 
	“I don’t know but I do – and we’re going too damn fast.” 
	Marlowe instantly realized that he has sworn and Korrie Anne and Cole both got it immediately.  Cole runs to the door and looks out and can tell in an instant that Marlowe is correct.  He hangs on the side of the door and looks out and notices a steel ladder going up the side of the car. 
	“We gotta go up there to the roof and walk forward till we get to the engine” 
	“Are you sure?  Really sure because that is really scary.” 
	Without thinking, Cole hangs out of the door and reaches one hand forward until he clutches the ladder.  He pulls himself off the floor and his body swings around until his other hand is on the other side of the ladder.  Marlowe, who had jumped into his pocket house just as Cole moved toward the door, now looks out and sees the ground and rocks passing by at a very  fast speed.  Cole holds his hand out for Korrie Anne who waits and waits until she can’t wait anymore and then steps forward – hanging on to the side and letting her body swing around until Cole grabs her hand and puts it on the ladder.  She pulls herself the rest of the way out and around until both of them are on the ladder and climbing up to the roof. 
	Cole reaches the top.  He turns and pulls Korrie Anne up until they are both standing side by side and looking like they’re in a wind tunnel.  Cole puts his arm in front of his face to ward of the wind and they start forward until they come to the end of the car.  Cole pulls Korrie Anne back a few steps and then gets ready to run and jump across to the next car.    They look at each other in understanding, and then hold their hands tight.  They both step out at the  same time and run straight forward and leap the short distance between cars and then immediately  sit down to gain their breath. 
	They stand up again and walk against the wind to the next car and then the next and  ext and next until finally they can see the engine but cannot see anyone in the car.  They slowly climb down against the force of gravity and hold tight to the dirty steel rails as they finally reach the small walk platform on the engine.  They hold each other tightly as they walk to the end of the platform and open the engine house door and step in closing the door behind them. 
	Korrie Anne screams which brings Marlowe out of the pocket in fighting mode.   Cole looks across and sees the engineer sitting in the seat with his hand on the throttle but he is not conscious.  Cole rushes over to the man and checks his breath like his dad had taught him to do.  He then checks his pulse by putting his hand over the man’s heart. 
	“I think he’s dead.  Maybe had a heart attack from all those people trying to get the train.” 
	Korrie Anne is frozen at the door and does not move.  Cole looks out the window and can see they are coming to a large train bridge but they are moving too fast. 
	“Gotta slow this train down or it will jump the tracks.”  Cole grabs the man’s hand on the throttle but it is frozen in place by muscle contraction and he can’t move it. 
	“We gotta get this hand off this or we’re going to turn over.”  The train is now picking up speed as it goes downhill toward the bridge crossing.  Korrie Anne is useless and can’t move.   Cole picks up a bar of steel and starts toward the man’s hand but he can’t make himself do it. 
	“I can’t do this, I can’t do it.” 
	Marlowe races up out of the pocket and jumps on the man’s arm.  He follows the tendons up the arm – recalling from memory all the anatomy he studied on the computer while they stayed in New York City when everything was just beginning to fall apart.  He comes to a point on the man’s arm and stops.  He opens his mouth and bites hard into the arm and instantly the hand opens on the throttle and falls away.  Without skipping a beat Cole reaches forward and pushes the throttle in the opposite direction and the train instantly begins to slow down.  The train arrives at the bridge then crosses the river below and then exits the other side on its westward journey toward the coast.  Cole crosses over to Korrie Anne and they settle down in a corner of the engine house and both go to sleep.
	 Marlowe waits for a while in the engine house and then crawls up to a window and sits with his feet dangling outside as he watches what must be the state of Kansas in flat, wheat tones with crisp cold air all swirling in the mind of a mouse who is also very tired.  He tries to see into the future to where they are going and what they will do when they got there and all of this is clear to Marlowe – even the fact that he is the adult on this mission so now his responsibilities are to keep these two humans safe so they can accomplish their mission. 
	Even though Marlowe has seen it all on a map, still the distances and time involved are overwhelming to think about – especially for such a tiny mind.  Marlowe keeps grasping for facts in his active mind as his tiny frame slowly goes to sleep with his hands firmly attached to the cold, steel window frame. 
	 They sleep for a long time – too long as it happens so Marlowe never sees the blinking lights in front of them or the men and women who gathered to meet this train which is not going to stop.  Somewhere near the Colorado border a small clan of uninfected people have started again to live and bring life to the area.  Many of the group runs for their trucks seeing the train is not slowing down.  They pile in the truck beds and race alongside the train until they are close enough to jump on board.  A slow chain of men work their way from the middle of the train toward the engine. 
	Marlowe suddenly opens his eyes and sticks his head in the air.  Instantly he jumps back to the floor of the engine and ran across and hops up to Cole’s ear and shouts. 
	“Wake up.”  As Cole pulls himself out of sleep Marlowe jumps down and into his pocket just as the engine house door opens and several men step in.  The first man steps over to the throttle and pulls back the lever.  He check the engineer for any vital signs as  Cole and Korrie Anne wake up and stand up facing a group of very curious men. 
	“You sick?”  A single man’s voice comes out of the group.  Cole and Korrie Anne, frightened to their core, shake their heads no.  The engine finally stops and the first man pushes the handles in reverse and the train backs up until it arrives at the make-shift camp where they are hustled into a central tent that is filled with people.  A crowd grows around them immediately as people ask where they are from and how they got there and do they know how folks are doing in this place or that.  Cole and Korrie Anne are stunned into silence until a woman’s voice comes out above the others. 
	An older women, still very beautiful, walks through the crowd and waves Cole and Korrie Anne over to a table where others bring them some bread and hot tea.  Marlowe carefully sticks his head out of the pocket as he smells the wheat and the yeast in the warm bread. It pulls him up like a genie in a bottle and then he quickly dives back down into his hiding place. 
	“We’re from Virginia.” Cole burst out between bites. 
	“How did you make it all the way out here by yourselves?”  The older woman moves closer for the answer but Korrie Anne adds her two cents before anyone can answer. 
	“And we’re going to California for the medicine, so we can come back and save our family.”  This admission raises the talk level as everyone discusses how two children could get from Virginia to here alive.  The woman raises her hand and hushes the crowd. 
	“Well, that is very interesting but you have a long way to go yet and this train will not take you there safely so I believe that you will have to stay with us until there is a better way to make that journey.” 
	Cole and Korrie Anne both stop eating and put their food down on the park picnic table they are eating at. The teenagers stand up together and the crowd backs away a few feet. Cole grabs onto Korrie Anne’s hand and pulls her closer to him. 
	“My pa is sick with the bug.  If I don’t come back he’s going to be like the sick ones and I won’t be able to help him.” 
	“I’m sorry son, but your father is probably already one of them or he is dead by now from the virus.” 
	“NO.  HE IS NOT DEAD AND I AM GOING TO HELP HIM!!!”  Cole pulls Korrie Anne toward a place in the crowd where there are fewer people.  Just as Cole takes a few steps the man who stopped the train steps forward and grabs his arm.  Instantly Marlowe jumps out of his pocket and roars at the man from Cole’s shoulder.  The man drops Cole’s arm and jumps back as the crowd lets out a scream and yells and then everyone falls silent as the older woman slowly gets up and walks to Marlowe and then sits again so she is at eye level with the mouse. 
	“Well – I’ll be damned.  I have never seen anything like this in my life.  Never heard of any – thing like this, ever.”  The crowd responds in kind as people slowly try and push forward  to see what their minds are telling them can’t be there. 
	“I am Marlowe and these are my friends.”  A holler goes up through the crowd that the rodent talks and is dressed in a suit.  People who don’t believe it try and push forward to see the animal. 
	“Stand back all of you and be quiet.  I – am Jolene, Marlowe, and I am sure that you must understand that I believe I am hallucinating because mice don’t talk, they don’t dress up in a suit, and they don’t protect humans from – each other” “Yes, I completely understand your situation.  I would hope you could also understand mine.”  Jolene moves closer to Marlowe as she fights with her own understanding of the Universe and the way things should be.  She tries to get her mind under control and she reaches a finger out to touch Marlowe.  Marlowe takes the finger and shakes it like a hand and the crowd responds with amazement.  Jolene sits back down never taking her eyes off the mouse.  Others whisper in her ear but she fights back trying not to listen so she can make up her own mind about what she sees in front of her and the whole room. 
	“How is this possible?”   
	“Well, as a matter of fact there is a plausible explanation but we don’t have time at this moment – we are already late on our schedule.  Can you help us?” 
	Jolene sits for a long time, pushing away the naggers and the whisperers saying stupid things like it’s a puppet or a mass hallucination, or even worse that Marlowe must be an alien.
 Cole had forgotten all about the fact that he had been sure Marlowe was an alien, except Marlowe dispelled that notion after showing Cole his old burrow, or approximately where it was, and how he had lived there with a family so he couldn’t be an alien.  Many in the room now thought that was the only reasonable explanation -- or they were all just going crazy. 
	“I am at a total loss for words.  I – who have a very real fear of mice – am sitting here talking to a mouse – holding an intelligent conversation, and the mouse is wearing a suit and his name is Marlowe.  So Marlowe, if I were to relate that story down the road, people would think that I was just crazy, or worse, that I had the sickness.  But you are real.  Very real.  And I have to trust that in these strange times that you did not show up on this doorstep as an accident.” 
	Several persons in the room are not convinced of that and start to protest, but Jolene shows the room why she is the leader still of this small pack of humanity. 
	“Stop it.  STOP IT NOW!!  All of you.  Get around the fact that there is a mouse in this tent that speaks our language and is dressed.  This is what remains when there are no other possibilities.” 
	“Spock.” Jolene turns quickly to Marlowe who awkwardly holds up his tiny hand with his fingers pushed together in such a way as to form a V between the middle finger and the next one closest to the little finger. 
	“All right Marlowe, I don’t need any more convincing that you are – with us.  And because of your extraordinary abilities, we are also going to help you because we also need the medicine for others who are not here but still in need.  We have sent others but they have yet to return.  I trust you understand how difficult the trip is and the dangers that lie before you?” “We do.”  Cole answers as Marlowe takes the long walk back to the pocket where he deposits himself along with a small chunk of bread that Cole offers, finally realizing that he must also be hungry. 
	“We have a plane.  It is very close and it is ready to fly.  Allister here, who I understand turned off the train, is the pilot and he will take you along with two others who have been preparing now for this day.” 
	“A plane.  An airplane.  How is it possible?”  Cole looks over at Allister for an answer. 
	“A mouse that talks – how is that even thinkable, but we see him, here among us like everything’s normal, only he’s a rodent.”  Marlowe sticks his head out of the pocket and rolls his lips over his teeth and bares them. 
	“And don’t anyone ever forget it.  I promise I won’t.”  Marlowe drops back down in disgust while Jolene makes hand signs to start the operation.  People move and Cole with Korrie Anne are ushered out of the tent with their things to a waiting golf cart. Cole and Korrie Anne get in the back while Allister sits in the front with the driver.  Jolene comes around the side followed by her entourage that are always with her. 
	“This certainly is the craziest thing I have ever done in my life.  You couldn’t write this in a book, you couldn’t make this up – it’s just too hard to believe so now I am working on faith that my heart is telling me the right thing, because my head tells me to get a trap and some cheese.” 
	“Personally I think the cheese thing is a little over rated, and, speaking for myself – the only mouse in the area with an opinion – chunky peanut butter with a little side of bird seed is culinary nirvana.” 
	“Well the good Lord certainly put a mouth on you, Marlowe.  Cole and Korrie Anne, listen to this tiny animal, he has powers unseen that will help you survive.  And Allister, of course, along with the two who are warming up the aircraft – will have your back.  Come back.   Help us rebuild our shattered world.  Bring back the medicine, for God’s sake.” 
	Jolene turns and walks back to the tent without another word.  Cole knows deep in his heart that she has made a very hard decision to let two children and a mouse fly to California for the most important prescription ever made in the history of man. 
	The events that follow are blurred slightly by the time they are spoken of around a camp fire, somewhere in the future with many different animals listening to the tale.  Before Cole even realizes it, he is in a seat, belted up and the plane is moving down the highway which they all figure is just long enough to get this hunk of steel in the air before it reaches the high power lines that used to bring energy across the country on a grid that is now trying to bring itself back to life.
	 The aircraft lifts off the highway and just passes the highest high tension wire which still carries some residual power, but the plane clears the lines just barely and then coughs and wheezes as it reaches up for more sky and the earth below gets smaller. . Marlowe is glued to the window like a magnet on a brick of steel.  His large eyes, even larger now as he senses he is flying – even if it is just inside of an airplane – he is flying.  How many mice have flown before – he thought in sheer amazement of this feat.  Undoubtedly many in cages or boxes or crates, but not at the window of the aircraft.  Not standing on the shoulder of a boy who saved his life those so many days and weeks ago.  Not dressed in fancy doll clothes and not one – not one – who spoke English. 
	The mouse feels like his head is being zipped off as the land below grows smaller and smaller until it is only patches of greys, whites and speckled colors like a birds egg.  Marlowe has no sense of direction in the air.  He misses the electromagnetic pulse of Mother Earth to give him his instinctual bearings.  He feels displaced and it makes him rather sick, so he retires to his pocket suite and there he falls fast asleep against the warm and beating breast of his human friend Cole.  He has no idea how long he sleeps, and he only wakes because the plane is in trouble and he senses now that the aircraft is heading down instead of level. 
	Marlowe crawls up and out of Cole’s pocket only to see the oxygen masks dangling in front of him like a group of badly placed flags in a wind storm.  Marlowe jumps up and grabs the mask above Cole and swings it to his face where he pulls the straps over Cole’s ears so it stays by itself.  He swings over to Korrie’s mask and does the same thing.  Finally he jumps over to an empty mask and sticks his feet into the air flow. 
	Marlowe swings around on the mask but cannot see the other two men.  He turns the mask around and tries to see Allister but the cabin door is closed.  Finally he swings back toward the windows and can see tree limbs slapping the side of the plane in a huge wind and rain storm.  The aircraft hits a wind mass which forces the plane up at a steep angle.  Marlowe can see the ocean now and that the plane is flying over brown hills with small towns tucked in between the valleys.  And then – there it is – the Los Angeles valley basin filled with houses and buildings as far as the eye can see.  Small lights and small clumps of light appear periodically so it does not look like the scattered diamonds-on-fire-in-the-desert as it looked at one time when the electricity flowed to places where large populations of people were alive. 
	The plane runs out of air and falls again but not straight down.  As Marlowe watches he feels that Allister must still be trying to guide the plane.  Cole and Korrie Anne finally come to consciousness and panick as they realize the plane is going down.  Cole looks at Marlowe terrified, but Marlowe doesn’t allow that for long.  He jumps down off the mask and runs up to Cole’s ear and yells inside. 
	Cole turns briefly and looks at Marlowe.  Marlowe jumps into his pocket as Cole turns and grabs Korrie Anne and pulls her out of her seat.  They struggle to get to the rear of the plane as the plane goes up and down and up and down in a storm determined to kill them all.  The plane turns up again and all of Cole and Korrie Anne’s stuff comes rolling down the aisle to them.  Just as Cole reaches out for the packs and grabs them both, Korrie Anne grabs Cole and the back of the airplane breaks off and drops straight down, belly first. 
	Cole and Korrie watch the main part of the craft leave them and follow a trail of wind patterns down until the front part of the plane strikes trees and is torn apart by the impact. The rear portion of the plane makes a gentler landing although just as frightening.  Cole watches the front portion of the craft rip a hole along the earth and come to pieces with things blowing out the top of the craft and the sides just disintegrating as the mangled metal tears up trees and foliage until it comes to a fiery, steamy stop covered in torrential rain.  With a huge splashing sound the rear portion of the craft hits water and skids along a waterway with concrete on both sides.  Slowly the end of the plane stops its forward motion and sinks partially in what appears to be a river with concrete banks.  Korrie and Cole grab onto each other as they hold onto their things and jump out into the water.  The water is rushing but it is not deep.  A large yellow-orange package falls out of the back storage area and bumps into them as they try to wade across the rushing current.  Marlowe looks at the package and then jumps out of Cole’s pocket onto the slick, yellow rubberized canvas surface and crawls over to a black looking pull handle.  Cole can see now it is a raft and he sees where Marlowe is going.
He grabs Korrie and they both grab the orange blob as Marlowe pulls the inflator and the raft opens up and fills with air.  The kids pull themselves over the side as Marlowe also crawls over the side and into the bed of the raft.  The current then catches the raft and they are off, rushing down a fast flowing river – the Los Angeles River. 
	Cole holds onto one side of the raft and Korrie holds onto the other.  Marlowe crawls across the raft bottom to Cole and then hops up to his pocket and buries his wet, shivering little body down in the dry warmth inside the pocket.  The raft goes from one side of the river to the other and back again as it makes its way to the Pacific Ocean which is ahead of them but many, many miles away.  The wet and frightened pair of humans huddle on the bottom of the slick, plastic surface and ride out the storm until they arrive at a small cut off at a gentle angle from the main flow, and the raft goes up the side of the cut off and stops, locked onto the concrete bottom by friction and a waning storm surge. 
	Cole finds a zipper on the inside of the raft and opens it to find some tarps to cover them.  He pulls out a small one and places it over them as they both sink down to the sides of  the raft and finally go to sleep as the raging storm passes on to the south. 
	A robin wakes them.  They pull back the tarp and discover they are up on a concrete embankment with a huge, empty freeway that goes over their heads and off in four different directions.  The air is rarefied by the storm, and the sunlight is pure and bright as it bathes them in the heat of the morning.  The only sounds of the morning are the wind and the one single robin chirping a song with very few listeners. 
	They abandon the raft and try to get their bearings.  Marlowe stands on Cole’s shoulders and looks at the massive freeways – empty now and silent.  He looks at the river and he sees where the sun is. 
	“This is the Los Angeles River and that large roadway is what they call the I-5 and that other large roadway they call the I-134 and that area across the freeway is called Griffith Park and is very famous for its observatory which is that way on top of those hills.” 
	“Do you know which way to go?”  Korrie is anxious and scared and hungry and she is in no mood to receive any bad news.  Marlowe understands this by the tone in her voice so he is very careful in his answer. 
	“Yes.  I memorized the Los Angeles area map before we left the compound in Virginia. We must follow this large roadway called the I-134 to where it meets another roadway called the I-101.  Then we take that West to the I-405, which is another huge roadway, which will take us to the famous Sunset Boulevard which we take East now until we arrive at the school where the hospital is located.  It is the University of California at Los Angeles.” 
	“How do you know all this stuff?”  Marlowe is perplexed by Korrie’s question.   Partially because Marlowe doesn’t know how he knows all of this stuff.  He got it from a computer and he learned the computer from Cole but he couldn’t explain how he keeps it in his mind, which is significantly smaller than hers or Cole’s.  Marlowe just looks at her blankly until Cole says, “Let’s go.” 
	They collect as much as they can carry from the raft which now includes water, food and some of the tarps.  They also now have some medical supplies if they need them, and a radio which seems useless in the present situation.  Marlowe understands the direction they should go, so they start off by crossing the onetime-most-traveled-freeway in the world, the I -5.  Empty now, it lies like a grey line of asphalt running up and down the coast in the shape of a long, unending river.  No cars, no people, no birds or dogs -- or any animals as far as that goes. No life except for the trees, which only stay alive from the rain water, the sun, and the ever cleansing winds which blow the dirt and the disease off in other directions. 
	On the other side they walk through an empty parking lot with cars which had been looted and vandalized, showing the state of the mind the people were in when they were on their last legs and still no help was coming.  Past the parking lot are many buildings and walkways and past all of these is the Los Angeles Zoo – completely empty now and partially destroyed.   They walk along the quiet, empty asphalt trails passing the looted fast food stores, the cages all open and empty, the unused golf carts, turned over benches, and areas where people had gathered, made fires, and lived awhile before they had to move on or they died. Marlowe had seen a zoo full of animals in New York and he has the same feeling now even though the animals are gone.  He just doesn’t get the locking up of animals for personal viewing by humans.  It is disgraceful in his mind and certainly in that zoo, and in all zoos, was a place where mice were in cages and on display in their little worlds to a much larger world that may find that it has been on display by even a greater power – and all for personal observation. It frightens Marlowe – he doesn’t feel good about all this or about being here right now and right at that moment a huge scream comes flying out of the air as a monkey jumps down from a tree and knocks Korrie Anne to the ground.  Cole grabs her and pulls her up.  Korrie takes her bag in both hands and swings it around as hard as she can and hits the monkey just as it’s about to jump from the ground.  The animal looks like it has been blasted out of a cannon as it tumbles through the air, but that isn’t the end.  A whole band of monkeys are now descending or walking toward Cole, Korrie, and the mouse.  Without thinking, Cole grabs her, still holding all his things, and they run off toward a brick building with glass doors and windows that are barred and not broken. 
	They slam open the front glass doors and then turn and close them.  Cole pushes the aluminum latches at the top into the brick frame.  Then he does the bottoms with his feet as the monkey troop hits the glass with their bodies, over and over and over again.  Cole and Korrie stand back as the glass buckles but holds. “What do they want?’  The tone in her voice is pure horror. “I don’t know, I don’t know!!” “They’re hungry – they want to eat.”  Marlowe sounds matter of fact as he appears at the top of Cole’s pocket.  He looks around and sniffs the air.  “It’s better in here.  We should get away from the doors.”  They walk deeper into the building, through several steel doors until they are in a lab where all the cages and all the terrariums are empty.  There are several dead animals on the floor and the room has been trashed by something or some fight or some storm of energy that left almost nothing standing.  Something across the room is moving very slowly.
Suddenly Marlowe runs up to the top of Cole’s head as a large California tarantula spider lops slowly across the floor towards them. 
	“Easy Marlowe, it’s just a tarantula.  We had plenty of them in the compound, don’t you remember?”  Marlowe remembers many spiders and several were large but he doesn’t remember seeing anything like this, and he’s more than terrified as Cole gently picks the animal up on a tray and then shuffles it over to a place in the wall which had been broken all the way to the outside, and lets the spider crawl through the hole and into freedom. 
	The monkeys outside are making an awful racket so they all move further away from the noise and into another lab that is not torn apart or even touched by the outside world.  Also this room has electricity from some different source than the rest of the park which had shown no signs of lights or electrical use.  Against a bank of walls are freezers, and one of the freezers has ice cream and ice cream bars.  Cole and Korrie Anne are in pig heaven as they eat, slowly,  one ice cream at a time while Marlowe, equally transported, spends most of his time on the small  Bon Bons which are a little more his size. 
	The next morning Marlowe is half hanging out of Cole’s shirt while Cole is fast asleep on the bright linoleum floor covered in ice cream wrappers.  Right next to him is Korrie Anne with an equal number of wrappers on her and around the floor.  The sugary scene is only disturbed by the sound of gun fire outside.  Marlowe withdraws to the darkness of the pocket as Cole and Korrie Anne simultaneously stand up.  They both run to the doors and wait.  The gun fire stops and there is no sound.  Cole pushes the doors open and they creep into the darker hallway. 
	They make their way back to the front door, and they see that on the other side of the glass many monkeys have been shot and are scattered in every direction.  Marlowe just sticks his nose over the pocket and views the scene outside.   “Who is hunting who?”  Marlowe pulls more of himself up until he is on Cole’s shoulder.  “This is the disaster of these times – we don’t know who is on what side and the only way to find out seems to bring death.” 
	“Did they shoot them for food?”  Korrie Anne presses her face closer to the glass. 
	“I hope so, but I’ll bet it was for protection – some group lives here and that’s why they still have electricity in that kitchen.” Another shot drops a monkey right down the glass in front of Korrie Anne.  She screams and Cole grabs her and covers her mouth. 
	“Stop. Stop screaming.”  She is instantly quiet and they wait. “What if they’re on our side?” “But how would we know that?” “We would have to take a chance that could cost your father his life – if he’s still alive.” Cole looks over at Marlowe on his shoulder and understands the wisdom of the mouse. 
	“Come on – we have to get out of here.  Back toward the kitchen.  Quick.” They both turn and run as fast as they can until they reach the first hallway.  They hear the glass doors break behind them and people entering the building. 
	“This way.”  Marlowe points in a direction they have not been and Cole takes it without stopping a beat.  A long hallway with many doors on one side only leads them to a back door which is steel and marked ‘Security Door’.  Cole goes to it and tries to hear anything on the other side.  Marlowe perks up his ears and listens. 
	“No one is there, let’s go.”  Cole slowly pulls the steel handle and the door latch opens and then the door opens.  Cole leans out his head and sees dry, rolling hills with pines and scrub brush and scattered, old oak trees.
	 “That’s it.”  Marlowe points up the rolling hills and the two teens take off at full throttle with Marlowe bouncing around on Cole’s shoulders trying to smell the air and listen for any alarms.  Cole and Korrie run and run and run until they finally just fall into the dry grass and dust on a hill top.  Marlowe can see the ocean and instantly reorients himself to North/South with the water on the West. 
	“Where are we, Marlowe?”  Cole asks with a certain amount of curiosity, but on the other hand, it really makes no difference where they are but are they going in the right direction? 
	“We need to travel West toward the ocean and then South toward a village named Westwood, which is in the larger town of Los Angeles.” 
	“I’m really hungry.”  Carrie Anne is stating the obvious, and they are all now thirsty as  well, but they stand up, dust themselves off, and they walk West through the hills of the  Cahuenga Pass where they cross several asphalt roads and many dirt roads.  They see no one until hours later they come upon a very large roadway with many empty cars and three or four people scavenging the empty automobiles. 
	“Where are we Marlowe?”  Marlowe looks, he smells, he listens and his natural global positioning device sparks in his head. 
	“I believe this is a road called Barham and is a smaller artery into the village of Hollywood, which is near where we are going.   We can’t be seen by those people.  We should cross further down where I don’t see anyone.”  Cole and Korrie made their way along Barham until they come to fences and security gates which have been entered already by others who left holes through the wire.  They scurry across another road and suddenly they find themselves in a vast park where magical things seem to rise out of the ground in villages of shops. 
	Carefully Cole and Korrie Anne make their way down the empty lanes of Universal City where on any given day thousands of people would be lining the streets, occupying the restaurants or standing in long queues waiting for the huge rides advertised on all the movies and television stations – when all of those things were real and had people in them.  The shops had all been looted and the restaurants had been emptied long ago. 
Around every corner and covering the ground as far as you can see is the trash of a  civilization that had collectively vacated its position on earth -- to a bug that you need an  electron microscope to actually see.  Giants had been vanquished by microbes, and then the little bugger went silent and lived in some while it still killed others, which indicated to many that this little bugger was smarter than anyone had ever even thought – if anyone had thought that a virus thinks. 
	In a very short time, many, many human bodies were completely removed from the visible and now exist in the form of dust or in the bottom of some huge pit, carved out by the tools of civilization - large enough to occupy the remains of thousands.  This was mass extinction – like nothing man ever did on earth came even close to the billions now dead from the bug, and the face of a civilized earth was now rotting away from non-use, or non- maintenance, or both. Everything man-made is slowly coming down around the few people remaining on the planet.  And those that are left have no reliable way to determine that a way back from this death is actually happening except through their own little colonies and islands of life – all waiting to see if a new seed will start and if and how they will each be a part of that seed and its new growth. 
	Cole and Korrie Anne have never seen anything like Universal City.  Even Marlowe, who had seen the park in pictures on Google Earth and in the vast amount of pages on the subject available on the Internet -- is stunned by the architecture of fun, and the child-like character of each shop and ride or cart or kiosk that covers the acres of the park.   And now it is slowly dissolving back into nature, except for the Styrofoam debris which will remain visible to the very end and leave an everlasting comment on the intelligence of the people who occupied this ground before the bug arrived. 
	As they walk, Marlowe begins to feel like they are being followed.  He runs up to Cole’s ear and whispers his concern.  Cole periodically looks back over his shoulder until he confirms that there are people following them.  Suddenly Cole pulls Korrie Anne into the open door of  a shop called The Banana Republic which used to sell clothes but is now completely empty.   They run to the back of the store where they find a staircase and they go up until they reach a hallway.  Marlowe points left and Korrie Anne points right so they go left until they find an open door. 
	They run through the door and close it and lock it behind them.  A quick survey of the room shows it has a window and two other doors.  One door is to a toilet which, amazingly seems to be functioning, and the other door is locked.  They can hear their followers outside in the hall, trying different doors but speaking softly so no one can hear.  Cole tries the locked door again and then Marlowe jumps down to the floor and squeezes his way under the door.  Once on the other side, he runs up the door to a bolt lock and, after much struggling and wedging himself for leverage, he pushes the bolt open and the door opens.  Cole and Korrie Anne rush into the room and then shut the door and push the bolt into its receiver, locking the door behind them 
	They turn around and behind them is a wall of food machines that has packaged food still inside.  The people in the hall start trying to break down the outer door but Cole and Korrie Anne are too hungry as they try to shake the machines or break the glass but to no avail.  Marlowe jumps into the dispenser tray of one machine and climbs up through the dispensing tube until he is in the machine facing Cole and Korrie on the outside.   As the two point to what they want, Marlowe grabs the bag or box and tosses it down the dispensing tube.  He finally comes to a bag of lightly salted nuts which he tears open inside the machine. 
He sits on one of the stainless steel rotating dispensers and eats – one nut at a time with the joy of a vacationer dining on the tantalizing juices of a medium cooked prime rib with all the trimmings. 
	In time Marlowe climbs into the vending machines that have water and soft drinks.  They take all the water and some cans of Coca-Cola.  The unseen people are still trying to get into the outer door and the people and mouse inside are just starting to look around this room.  Besides the vending machines, there is a door which turns out to be a storage closet and another door which turns out to be a janitor’s closet.  The outer door breaks and the people enter the outer room.  Cole and Carrie Anne are frozen in terror until Marlowe points out the large vent above one of the machines.  Cole immediately climbs up the machine and works the aluminum screen off the vent and looks in.  He pulls his head back out and reaches down and helps pull Korrie Anne up and then he pushes her up into the vent and follows with Marlowe. 
	Cole reaches down and pulls the screen cover back into place just as the door is broken open and several people enter the room. 
	“They ain’t here!” 
	“Are you sure?” 
	“I’m looking at the room – a closet a sink and vending machines – with FOOD.
	 Instantly the small group of hungry urchins break through the face of the machines and take everything inside.  Meanwhile, Cole and Korrie Anne come out on a roof top through a small maintenance door next to the heating and air conditioning machine.  Cole runs to the side of the roof and sees a fire escape down.   Suddenly a single jet plane flies very low across the whole park and right over the top of Cole and Korrie. 
	“Cole is that…?” 
	“An F-16, United States Air Force”.  Marlowe goes on in a droning voice like a tiny lap top but Cole and Korrie can only watch the plane fly south and finally out of sight. 
	“Come on – we can climb down the fire escape.” 
	One by one, with Cole in the lead, they climb down the side of the building and then off the property and out of the park.  In front of them is the Hollywood Freeway, a fast black ribbon winding through the Cahuenga Pass and then down into the Los Angeles valley via Hollywood and North Hollywood.  The freeway is dotted with empty cars, partially decayed bodies of humans and animals, trash and clothing and no people for as far as the eye can see. Korrie and Cole are tired and terrorized but they step out onto the roadway and, under Marlowe’s direction, they go North toward an even larger freeway which they soon find out from the mouse is the 101 which connects the 405 and the 170 and eventually the 5,  depending on which way you go. 
	Cole and Korrie walk carefully but steadily, but Korrie is running out of gas.  Cole starts checking in the cars and trucks to find a clean one -- one they can lock.  They finally climb into an older Toyota Camry which still has manual locks which work.  Cole sits behind the wheel with Korrie in the passenger seat. They both just sit back and close their eyes but they only have moments of respite when Marlowe says a little too loudly that there are people coming from behind them.  Cole sits straight up and tries to unlock his door but the door won’t unlock.  Korrie tries hers and the same thing.  She jumps in the back seat and tries the back doors but no luck.  The looters are closer as Cole kicks at the door windows and then the front windows.  Korrie jumps back in the passenger seat and without thinking she leans over and turns the key that is dangling from the ignition. 
	The car jerks and coughs and tries to hit.  Cole pushes the gas pedal a few times and then holds it down like his dad had shown him a hundred times in the compound.  The Toyota fires up and blows dark smoke out the exhaust.  The pillagers are only a few cars back and running now.  Cole reaches down and takes off the emergency brake.  Two young men reach the car and raise their tire irons over their heads.  Korrie looks over at Cole and screams. 
	“Hit it!!!”  The car screeches dark rubber and leaves their assailants in a cloud of black smoke.  Marlowe climbs up on the dashboard and looks at his two human friends and his odd smile grows across his face until he turns around and faces the road. 
	“Right lane, quick.”  Cole trying to relearn and remember all his driving lessons until Korrie reaches over and pulls the wheel to the right and the car careens over to the right lane. Cole is driving around cars, dead animals, live animals, junk, trash and everything else as he tries to control his anger at Korrie. 
	“Don’t ever do that again.” 
	“I won’t.”  She sits back in her seat glowing with triumph, fear, desperation and …triumph. She fights her mouth from making an obvious smile but what is happening in the car now is more important than her moment, so she leaves it. 
	Marlowe stands on the dash like a ship’s captain at the helm.  He directs the car this way and that until they are on the California Interstate 405, one of the longest roads in the world stretching from Mexico all the way to Alaska in the other direction.   One of the most traveled roads in history with millions of cars a year and now – in only a few short months the highway is silent and empty of motion except for one Toyota Camry being driven by an underage boy without a license or anyone to check it. 
	 Marlowe is almost doing a tap dance when they make the turn off at the I-405 and onto the famous Sunset Blvd., now transformed by the lack of humans driving in this part of the world. 
	“We’re close, we’re oh so close now.”  They pass a sign for The University of California, Los Angeles as they wind around the s-turns on Sunset Blvd, going east.  And then, a little further down the road, a sign for the Ronald Reagan Memorial Hospital at UCLA and then -- it all stops.  There is a wall across Sunset Blvd. and through the whole campus.  A large, concrete wall that doesn’t allow anything in or out as far as the trio in the car can tell.  Cole pulls the car into the driveway of one of the local residents – the owners long gone or long dead by  now.  They all leave the car and start to walk along the wall until they reach the road sign pointing into the campus for the hospital. 
	“Do you think it goes all the way around?” 
	“Probably, if this is the place that is supposed to have the what-do-you-call-it?” 
	“Vaccine.” 
	“Thank you Marlowe.” 
	“My pleasure.” 
	Marlowe finally climbs up the wall, but in a very short time he comes running down again. 
	“This way, quickly.”   Marlowe leads them across the street to a residential house and they walk in the front door and then sit down on the dusty, hard wood floors of a multi-million dollar mansion in Bel Air. 
	“It is not just a wall, it is a fortress with guards which walk the wall in patrols.  I saw them and there are many and they are armed.” 
	“All this way and for nothing.”  Korrie cries as the frustration of defeat looks them in the face.  Marlowe runs through the house and returns shortly with a pencil.  He sits down in front of them and draws on the oak hardwood. 
	“Look, I studied this place for a long time before we left just to make sure I knew all there was to know from the computer and books.  There are old, very old, steam tunnels that run underneath this campus and connect almost every major building with each other and the Heating and Cooling facility at the other end of the campus.   Now, we are here and the hospital is here. The building we see over the wall is Royce Hall – an old recording studio and major theater/auditorium and it is connected to the hospital through the tunnels.” 
	“But we still need to get over the wall.” 
	“And we will.  Tonight, in the dark – I’ll show you how.”  With that Marlowe jumps up on Cole and finds his way to his little shelter in the pocket where he dives in and curls up and dreams about the old days in the burrow – warm and cuddly with his brothers and cousins under a mat of earth and loam, and surrounded by a bed of mouse hair and torn up magazines and clothes. In that dream Marlowe finds himself leading his tiny duo toward a black, iron gate with guards in a guard house, set back from the gate and armed with very large, dark and shiny looking weapons.  In the dream Marlowe crawls into the guard house and takes a key off a large key board which is marked ‘Gate Key’.  He rushes out of the guard house but he is followed by a cat and the cat only sees the mouse.  Marlowe, no longer in the dream, loops across the cobble stone entry drive and dives under the gate. The cat, now only fractions of a second away, also dives under  the gate but as the cat stands up on the other side, Korrie drop kicks the animal a number of feet  away and the cat screeches and yowls and wakes up a guard.  Cole grabs Marlowe and the key and pulls him away from the gate down a ways along the wall where he lies down and pulls Korrie down into the darkness.  
The cat limps back under the gate and goes to the guard who pets the animal while looking in all directions -- for anyone. 
	“So cat, did something kick your ass out there?  Wonder what it could have been – still living?  The guards picks up the cat and pets her across her head and finally goes back into the guard house.  After a few moments, Cole and the crew come back to the gate and very carefully open the lock.  They push the huge gate open just enough to skinny in, and then they close it and lock it.  Cole leaves the keys on the ground in front of the door to the guard house and then they all make their way to the back of Royce auditorium where Marlowe crawls into the building through a crack and opens a door and lets his friends in. 
	Royce Auditorium is huge and, like a vacant castle, reverberates every tiny noise and sound into a large echo which goes on and on.  They walk into the auditorium which has  emergency lights working, and Marlowe guides them up to the stage, out the stage back door, into the back hallway and down the poorly lit hallway to a small door which they pry open with a  metal bar used for stage scenery.  The door opens.  They enter, and close it carefully just as a single guard enters the hallway from the other side and passes the door on his inspection tour for the night. 
	The steam tunnels are small, concrete tunnels with an arched roof.  On one wall runs all the insulated steam lines, phones lines, water lines, electrical lines and communication lines.  The tunnels are dimly lit, wet with slimy walls and patches of standing water.  There are miles of the tunnel that cross the huge University campus. 
	“Are you sure about this Marlowe?’ 
	“Yes.  Quite sure.”
	 Cole, Korrie, and Marlowe, perched on Cole’s shoulder, start to walk the several miles underground toward the hospital and the end of their long journey.  The tunnel is so narrow that they cannot walk side by side comfortable, so Korrie walks slightly behind.  The steam pipes have occasional leaks which fill the tunnel in front of them with white steam – snakes of steamy heat stretching across vast acres to heat buildings a mile away from the source.  They duck under these clouds of heat, or rush though them so fast it cannot settle and burn their skin.  They walked forever. 
	“I have to go to the bathroom.”  Cole stops and looks at Korrie. 
	“There is no restroom here.”  Cole looks back irritated but he has to go also so he doesn’t know quite how to react. 
	“It’s really bad.” 
	“Is it number one?” 
	“No.”  Cole puts his hands up to his head because he feels trapped and is suffocating from the pressure. 
	“Just go on and I’ll catch up – but don’t go too far.”  Cole looks at her blankly but there is nothing to do but go on, so he turns and keeps walking.  He slowly slows down and finally stops. He yells back down the tunnel. 
	“Are you okay?” 
	“I can‘t talk.”  Her reply is weak but she has other things to think about so Cole just stands in the wet and watches steam clouds sail around in the tunnel in front of him.  He tries not to listen so he won’t hear anything he doesn’t want to hear.  He taps his feet until she screams and then he runs back having no idea what to expect.  Korrie Anne is up against a wall with a large rat facing her on the steam wall, standing on one of the telephone cables.  The rat hisses as soon as it sees Cole but then there is a roar like a little lion, but very loud, and the rat  turns tail and runs back into the darkness. Marlowe is just closing his mouth as they both turn to the tiny animal who can make such a large sound.  Marlowe smiles and the company turns and walks on. 
	They come to a fork and Marlowe points straight and they keep on in a straight line. They come to another fork and they turn right into this one and walk ahead until they hear sounds and stop.  No one moves.  It sound like large machinery but they can’t tell which direction it is coming from, so they moved forward slowly and the sound gets bigger and bigger until they come to a steel door where the sound is pulsing from the other side. 
	Cole tries to open the door but it has not been opened for a long time and is rusted around the edges.  Korrie steps in and finally, after wrestling and swearing a little, the door moves and then moves a little more and finally moves just enough open to allow them to squeeze by and into a very noisy machine room that is well lit and huge.  They put their hands over their ears and start across the room to a bank of doors on the other side.  The doors are all locked until they come to a staircase and run up the stairs just to get away from the sound.
	

THE JOURNEY END 
Chapter 8

	They try the first door they come to and it’s unlocked.  Cole turn the handle and the door opens toward them.  They jump into a very well lighted hallway of a clean operating hospital with personnel standing and moving in their own space until a boy and a girl come  crashing out of the Machinery Maintenance Door and fall on the floor in a pile with all their  belongings.  Everyone in the hallway stops.  An alarm is pressed by one of them.  Many of them slowly move away from Cole and Korrie until a man in white comes up to them. 
	“Are you sick?” 
They both shake their heads no, but no one moves until elevator doors at the end of the  hall open and two technicians came out pushing a cart with some equipment on it and other  medicinal items.  The technicians move quickly to Cole and Korrie and before they can say anything they get an injection into their arms from an air gun.  The other technician sticks a wood tester in their mouths, pulls each one out and examines the color on each stick. 
	“They’re clear.” 
	“How in God’s green earth did you two get behind that door, or behind the wall, or get here period?”   Cole looks up very tired and garbles some words out that sound like; 
	“It’s a really long story but I have to go to the bathroom – right now.” 
	They are led away to restrooms, to shower rooms, to rooms for more tests and finally to a cafeteria where they enjoy their first, full, hot meal with desert and everything they ever wanted in a meal.  It is too late to tell the story now, so they are lead to separate rooms to sleep but in the end, Korrie pulls her pillow and blankets into Cole’s room and sleeps on the floor near his bed.  Marlowe opens up one eye when she comes in and watches her settle for the night.  He smiles and slowly goes back to his dream of a huge banquet where mice are being served by human waiters and the furniture is all tailored for the little creatures.  The next morning they are gathered in a large room where many people come to listen to how they got to the hospital and any other news they might carry from the outside. 
	This all seems so normal now.  This little world inside the barracks of this protected facility is just like normal life except outside in the world beyond the wall there is nothing normal left.  Mankind experienced a setback of unfathomable proportions and still is not ready to deal with the results.  This hospital is a dream world, fashioned from a real world that once existed within the life times of these people.  And though life here seems to go on  untouched, they are not, and the stress and complete confusion about the outside world is being held under wraps by the personal strength of each individual that has made it this far, or was here when it all happened.  The man who asked if they were sick comes into the room and walks up to the desk where Cole and Korrie Anne are already seated.  He examines them both with a smile and then sits down at the end of the table and addresses the more than one hundred people, gathered from all walks of medical life, waiting for answers. 
	“Good morning to you all, and especially to our young visitors.  You all know me as Dr. Nichols.  So, Cole, Korrie Anne – I am Dr. Nichols and what we would like is for you to tell us where you are from, how you got here and why you are here -- along with many other questions which we will take slowly and at your pace.” 
	“We come from Virginia.”  Cole’s comment makes quite a stir in the room.  It seems impossible, but Korrie Anne backs up that part of the story and, besides that, this crowd has no idea what these two children know – plus, the secret in Cole’s pocket will always be a slam dunk to throw any crowd into a tizzy.  Dr. Nichols is disturbed because the two children are upsetting their scientific theories which have clearly made wrong predictions about the possibility of others being alive on the East coast. 
	“That’s impossible.  How – did you walk?” 
	“Yes, we walked a long ways and also drove in a car and also rode on a train only the driver had died and we didn’t know so the train started going faster and faster until…” 
	“Korrie!!”  She stopped talking instantly. 
	“No please, let her finish, what happened to the…” 
	“Other people jumped on and slowed the train down and then took us to their village where we got to eat – and go to the bathroom.” 
	“What else?” 
	“We rode on an airplane across Colorado but it crashed in California.” 
	“This is California and there hasn’t been a plane or a train or a car running in this direction since the – a long time ago, so what you are saying is just impossible and you are not helping your cause or our cause.  So, please – tell me something that is possible so I can have some faith in your answers.  Anything.” 
	“How about this, is this possible or can you make up some reason why you are looking stupid in the face of a talking rodent – a mouse to be exact.  My name is Marlowe.” 
	Cole is right, it’s a show stopper – and what a show it is.  The crowd goes crazy trying to push forward to see if it is a puppet, or where the strings are attached, or how the voice is so good while no one seems to be making the sounds.  Dr. Nichols can’t seem to close his mouth.  He stammers and stutters, then finally he gives up trying to understand Marlowe and he gets the crowd under control until the room is quiet, even though people are still whispering. 
	Dr. Nichols returns to Marlowe and the kids.  He sits down in front of the mouse and tries to see if it is mechanical, or he tries to put his mind in order because, again, his science is being challenged – but not by children, this time, but by a mouse. 
	“I – first must tell you that I am having trouble believing my own eyes, and I have spent my life depending on the accuracy of what I see”. 
	“I totally understand.”  Another wave of talking as the mouse speaks once again, and another few minutes wasted calming the crowd. 
	“I taught myself by sitting in front of a computer which pronounced words, and learned to form my mouth until I could say the words.  It took a very long time.” 
	“I should imagine.  And – where did you come from, Marlowe?” 
	And so it goes.  Perhaps the smartest doctor presently on earth is speaking with a mouse who, for all practical purpose, is just as smart.  The talking goes on into the next day.  People come, and only leave to go to the restroom because no one wants to miss a word of what is happening.  By the time it’s breakfast of the next day – everyone, in what is probably the only remaining hospital in the world, realizes they have a mouse who can talk and two children who are seeking the vaccine to take to their respective families and save their respective parents.  It all seems so simple, but it isn’t.  No one is going to send these kids back outside with the most valuable vaccine in all time, to make an impossible journey in the impossible chance that people are still alive on the East coast after having the virus.  No one and everybody understands that. 
	In the next few days things get back to normal and the teens are given a walking tour of the hospital and how it is functioning with the rest of the world – if there is the rest of the world. 
	At night on the third day Marlowe wakes up Cole and Korrie and lays out the plan. Marlowe sits on the dark window sill of the top story patient room they occupy and looks out over the UCLA campus.  It’s night, but light enough to see the large number of roving security guards with dogs scour the grounds.  Cole and Korrie Anne sit on two chairs in the dark facing the mouse. 
	“They are not going to let us go.  They are especially not going to let me go and as a matter of fact, while snooping around the labs, I found out that they want to do tests on me with probes in my brain.  I still really believe that Dr. Nichols still does not believe that I exist, number one, and, number two, I can see that he is privately insulted that I can speak logically with him concerning complicated medical matters and philosophies.” 
	“What’s a philosophy?” 
	“Not now Korrie Anne.”  Cole does not take his eyes off Marlowe because he knows that what Marlowe is saying is the truth.  He learned in only a short time a truth that billions of people never learned while the earth was fully populated, and that truth is that we are all animals and within the animal kingdom we are the most… 
	“What did you say Dr. Nichols was, Marlowe – ara..?” 
	“Arrogant.” 
	“That’s it.”  Korrie is asking what that means as Cole considers what it means, and even though he doesn’t know the definition he knows it has to do with why he can talk to Marlowe like the mouse is human and the good Doctor speaks to him like he really doesn’t exist – or, perhaps, shouldn’t exist.  Marlowe is not human.  He is mouse.  But he is not human as far as Cole is concerned because he doesn’t look like humans in any way.  On the other hand,  Cole also understands that some apes and chimpanzees look very human-like, but they aren’t  called human – that name is too complicated for Cole, and it makes his head hurt when he tries to understand the difference between Marlowe and himself – past the obvious shape and size.
	 “We can’t go back the way we came – in the steam tunnels.  They know about that now and I am quite sure they took care of that little security hole in their system.  I don’t see us running through the campus trying to find a chink in the wall but – there is one way.  They have control of everything that comes in here, but they don’t seem to have very good control of what is happening on the outside, and only some control over the trash that leaves the compound – and that is through large plastic bags filled and then put on golf carts and carted out to the West side of the campus.” 
	“How do you know that Marlowe?”  A large smile grows across Marlowe’s face as he describes his adventure riding with the trash inside the bag all the way outside the wall and his quick measures to eat his way out of the bag so he could get back on the cart and ride back inside, even though Marlowe could get inside anytime and anywhere he wanted. 
	“You want us to get in the garbage bags with the top tied closed and everything?” Korrie has a look of horror on her face.  Much like the look she had when she had to go to the bathroom in the steam tunnels.  Marlowe and Cole both note her reaction. 
	“We can’t stay here.  As much as I could learn here and as much as you two would be in the best place there is – I can’t be a test patient.  And we came to save the lives of your family, and I still believe that we can do that – but not here.  This is a prison, and they don’t know that there are airplanes out there which means someone is flying them which means some sort of infrastructure exists on some level that this hospital can’t find.” 
	“The food’s really good.”  Marlowe and Cole start laughing as Korrie Anne fetches a banana out of her bag and eats it while her comrades laugh for the sake of laughing. 
	“Okay Marlowe, when do you think we should try it” There is a pause by Marlowe for dramatic effect, and to give him time to look up at the battery operated clock on the wall. 
	“In about fifteen minutes.”  Cole and Corey Anne are both stunned but also, after living with Marlowe for some time, Cole realized the mouse is not joking. 
	“Don’t worry, everything we need except the vaccine is in this room.  Korrie Anne has enough pilfered food in her bag to last us a week, and we have bottles of water now. Cole and I will go to the lab and fetch the vaccine in the little color containers which each one of you will have to carry.  Come on Cole.” 
	Cole walks to the window and Marlowe jumps on his shoulder and they leave. Korrie Anne immediately takes everything out of her bag and repacks it for a journey along with some clothes she had been given.  She moves to the doorway and sits on the floor in the dark waiting. 
	Korrie Anne suddenly wakes up and looks at the clock.  An hour has passed and they aren’t back – something is wrong.  She picks up her things and Cole’s pack, and she carefully peers out into the empty hallway.  She stays up against the walls as she moves, trying to figure out which way they went.  There are signs and directions for everything, so she just follows the signs that say laboratories.  Korrie comes to a corner of a hall with people just the other side, walking in her direction.  She steps quickly into a broom closet as a group passes  her and overhears them speaking about the boy and the famous, talking mouse and that they have  taken vaccine from a lab and are on the run in the hospital and that the girl is now missing also. 
	Korrie Anne leans against the darkness of the wall trying to figure out how she can find them if they are being chased.  She thinks and she thinks and then she decides the only thing to do is go to the trash disposal rooms and wait.  She slowly opens the door and then starts back in the direction she came until she finds signs pointing the way to Trash Disposal.   She turns down a darker hallway and moved quickly through corridors and down stairs and down more stairs until she is in the basement.  She is near the machinery room.  She can hear it, and she can certainly smell the trash room. 
	Cole and Marlowe are in a room in the basement which has one door, one table and two chairs, Cole sits in one, and Dr. Nichols sits in the other with his head between his hands and his elbows resting on the table.  The two, small tubes holding the vaccine are on the table. 
	“I don’t know what to do with you – two.”  Marlowe sticks his head up out of the pocket. 
	“Yes Marlowe, I know you are here, burrowed down in your little hole just like a …”
	 “I really prefer you find some less pejorative words you could use when you speak about me, Doctor.  After all, you are not the most intelligent creature in this room.”  Nichols’ nose curls up toward his face like some terrible smell has entered the room.  He takes a moment and relaxes. 
	“We are the only facility on this planet that is virus free and with a vaccine that works.” 
	“Ninety seven point six eight percent of the time you might add, so no one gets the idea it will cure everyone.”  Marlowe had done his homework. 
	“We are self-contained, self-reliant, and now – we also have the added attraction of a fully dressed mouse which speaks and, in some strange, odd way, thinks it’s partially human and …”  But before Nichols can even say the next word Marlowe launches into a diatribe on the subject of human brains transplanted into mice in New York, and the Scientific American journal date, volume and issue which published the story, and on and on and on until Dr. Nichols looks like he is going to explode.  He suddenly stands up and rattles the table. 
	“Don’t you understand what I am telling you rodent?  We are the sole survivors of civilization left.  This is the new starting point for life because there are only tiny pockets of people left out there, but they will not survive when the virus surfaces again, after it figures out how to kill the rest of us still living.  We will make the breakthroughs that will carry the human race forward.  This is not a zombie movie.  This is not some vampire feature.  This is not about a race of people inside a fortress fighting to stay alive against a small group of roving bands who have no idea they are sick and will eventually kill the ones who have no idea.  Do you get the idea?” 
	Dr. Nichols is so put out he has to stand and then he has to pace which eventually brings him back to the table where he removes the vaccine holders and then walks to the door.  You’re not going anywhere.  The two humans and the smart mouse are going to stay here, enjoy a long and comfortable life, and help us – who believe – to get there.  As soon as Korrie Anne is located…” 
	“She’s gone?  Where could she go?”  Cole is on fire now and all he needs is some direction for the energy to go. 
	“No one knows, Cole, but she can’t go far.”  Dr. Nichols opens the door still facing Cole. Instantly there is a loud cracking sound and Dr. Nichols falls straight forward and does a face plant on the tile floor, still holding the aluminum tubes, each the size of a Coca-Cola can.  Behind him stands Korrie Anne with a large wooden two by four about three feet long.  Her eyes are as wide as she can make them and she drops the two by four without looking. 
	Without missing a beat Cole springs out of his chair and races to the door.  He stops over Dr. Nichols – grabs the tubes and then pushes Korrie off down the wall side of a very large basement room.  Marlowe gives direction as he smells the air and his whiskers give him signals about movement and temperature change.  They reach the end of the room and take a door to the right which leads them right into the trash room where the bags have been stacked on a waiting golf cart which is all set to pull a flat wagon with room for additional bags. 
	“It stinks in here.”  Korrie is holding her nose all the way up to when Cole tells her to step into a bag on the flat wagon.  As she disappears with all her stuff down in the bag Cole ties the top closed and then steps into his own bag with his back pack holding the vaccine.  He ties the top closed with his hand sticking through a hole Marlowe chewed near the top.  Cole’s hand is just finishing the knot when two men come in and prepare to take out the trash.  The men take a quick look at the loaded bags and then get in the cart.  One of the men looks back and notices Cole’s hand hanging out of the bag. 
	“What the hell…?”  His partner takes his hands off the steering wheel and looks back. Inside the bag Marlowe crawls up to Cole’s ear and whispers, 
	“Don’t move your hand.”  Cole, frozen in fear does not understand why Marlowe would say that, but he freezes his hand and waits. 
	“Crap, I thought they were burning all the body parts now.  You think there’s more in that bag?” 
	“I don’t know, and I don’t care, and I’m not going back there to tuck that hand into bed.  And I’m about to puke my guts out if we don’t get out of this smell – now.”  The driver turns around and engages the cart, and the trash service is off and running.  The cart drives down a long corridor and then up a long, slanted ramp and then through more corridors until the cart emerges outside.  The cart is driven across the campus to a small, guarded gate which is opened by a security guard as soon as he sees the trash cart. 
	Without comment from the guard, or words about the incredible smell, the cart drives out a short distance to a large trash collection area which is growing daily into a major future problem.  The men pull the bags off quickly and drop them right where they are standing.  They get back into the cart as fast as possible and yell and scream all the way back through the wall about the smell and the huge pile of growing garbage.  As soon as the cart is gone, several starving people immediately go to the new bags and rip them open hoping for some food or  medical supplies.   When they come to the bag Korrie is in, they rip it open like the rest except that Korrie stands up like a Jack-in-the-Box and throws up right in the face of man in front of her.  He screams and runs away toward the residential houses.  A destitute woman rips open Cole’s bag who also comes up like he is on a spring, and Marlowe roars a vicious roar in the face of the woman who also screams and then just passes out on the spot. 
	Marlowe only has time to get a half smile going when Cole jumps out of the black plastic bag and pulls Korrie Anne away from the spot where she is still vomiting.  In front of them lies the remains of Westwood Village which has become the home of a large group waiting for UCLA to send them the vaccine or come and vaccinate the community.  They have been waiting for a long time and they were not a happy company.  They live in the streets and occupy most of the buildings.  Marlowe keeps edging them away from the Village and keeps moving West toward the ocean. 
	There are people following them now, and Marlowe senses that in front of them there is an evil even greater than the one which behind.  He keeps trying to move South now, but everything is blocked and seems to form some strange corridor with trash on both sides that eventually leads – to what?  Just over a slight rise in front of them Marlowe knew is the Veteran National Cemetery in California.  Something emanates from that direction that is so foul that Marlowe has to stop and throw up. 
	“Never done that before.” 
	“You probably picked it up from Korrie.  What is it?  What happened?”  And then even Cole senses it as they make their last few steps up the rise and find themselves on the corner of a huge pit which was once the National Cemetery but is now a crater of human and animal death.  Strewn across acres, and deep past thought, are the remains that have been missing from sight.  The pit of death cuts through every cultural genre, sexual orientation, skin color, clothes by, and species.  Every kind of animal you can think of had been brought here, dragged here, tossed here.  And the smell is so strong that Korrie starts crying uncontrollably and Cole joins her even as he holds her in his arms.  Marlowe, on the other hand, already had his fit and, knowing  they cannot stay here a moment longer, urges them forward, around the crater, underneath the I- 405 freeway and West on Wilshire Blvd. until they are half way to the beach. 
	At what once was a family restaurant, Marlowe directs them into the front room where they find one of the few buildings that has not been robbed, looted, raped or burned in the process of civilization dying.  A civilization which had only, really, been around for a short instant of time on the larger scale of the age of the Earth.  The toilets still worked, there was unopened canned food, and food in refrigerators which were still working, fueled by solar generators from a time when humans thought there was a still chance to win. 
	The trio empty themselves, then fill themselves back up, and then get up on the counter and go to sleep – still in a very dangerous neighborhood.  Each one, in their own way in their own dream arena – fill it with the horror of the crater of death and the mental images that they all will carry to the very end of their lives. 
	Marlowe dreams about machinery and how such things were still working for a while so  that the crater was dug by humans, and the crater was filled by humans, and perhaps that was, for  Marlowe, a significant difference between humans and other animals – no other animals brought their dead to this massive hole in that protected grave site.  He ponders that question until morning when other sounds wake him. 
	They sit at the empty counter and eat from their packs and do inventory on all they have in addition to the vaccine.  They are tired, they are scared, and they have a long way to go to get home and no way to get there. 
	“We can’t walk.  We could drive but we would only get so far until we needed gas.” 
	“I – don’t know if I can make it anymore.”  Korrie is desperate to get away from all the horror and in that she is not alone. 
	“How far do you figure it, Marlowe?”  Cole is only half interested. 
	“It will take at least as long as it took to get here to get home.” 
	That is the most terrible news.  Even though they all know it to be true, Marlowe is the first to put it into words. 
	“What – if we went back to where we crashed, could we get there?”  Marlowe considers Korrie’s suggestion. 
	“Yes, we could get back there and at least we would be away from this horrible place.” 
	“You think they came out from Colorado to find that plane?” 
	“I have no idea Cole, all I know is that we have to get going and we need at least some direction.”  Cole shakes his head yes, and Korrie does the same.  Marlowe points North/North East and the little band, humanity’s hope if they only knew, sets out again on an improbable journey that has the world’s future as its consequence. 
	They have only been walking less than an hour when Marlowe turns them up a street going East and suddenly they are standing in front of the car – right where they left it because nothing in that part of the world has stirred since their last visit. 
	“The car – the car.  We found the car.”  Korrie Anne wants to kiss Marlowe but she doesn’t really know how to do that.   Finally, she holds out her hand and Marlowe jumps on it.  She pulls the animal up to her face and she kisses him. Marlowe turns red in the face which is very difficult for a brown mouse with brown fur and white markings.  Cole could have cared less.  All he wants to do is get in that car, turn it on, and head for the crash site as soon as possible. And that is exactly what they do.  
	Cole gets better at driving, but in the end he is so tired he can’t go on anymore.  Then there is a big fight where Korrie has to almost commandeer the wheel, but Cole finally gives up and soon finds out that the lessons Korrie’s dad gave her on their farm were just as good as his lessons, and in many ways she drives the car better.  That is all Cole can think about as he drops off to sleep – all his friends are going to rag on him about letting a girl drive. 
	 After frequent bathroom stops and a slow trek through a mountain of trash, the car arrives at the crash site.  It has been looted to the point that pieces of the plane have been cut off and taken away.  They wait in the car with the windows rolled up and the doors locked.  For a long time no one appears until finally Marlowe gets out and scampers across the highway to inspect the wreckage.  He has only been gone a few moments when huge growls and barks come from the crash site and suddenly Marlowe comes running like a gazelle toward the car with a pack of dogs behind him.  Cole watches as the dogs get closer and closer and then he rolls the window down part way and Marlowe, when he reaches the car, makes a full on jump up and is through the opening which Cole closes instantly just as the dog pack splatters across the car in a mangle of twisted, snarling bodies which eventually go after each other then run off. 
	Marlowe has large eyes anyway for an animal, but they are especially large as he is taking in deep mouthfuls of air and holding his side where he has a painful stitch from running. 
	“Got my heart rate up.” 
	“Yeah, but for a mouse you probably don’t need it going that fast.”  Cole is right and Korrie only stares forward waiting for further instructions.  Marlowe can barely point south but Korrie doesn’t care.  She slams her foot down on the pedal and the car tears out going South on California I-5 till they hit the I-10, and Marlowe, with some dramatic flair, points East and Korrie sails the car over the transition road and they are off – thousands of miles to go, but they are aimed in the right direction. 
	They travell the distance to the Kellogg Pass and go up and over and down to where the Los Angeles Fair in Pomona had been established up to only a few years ago when everything started to fall apart.  The I-10 is blocked at the bottom so they have to detour off White Street and then turn right so they are North of the freeway.  The road is routed through the old Fair Grounds.  They haven’t gone very far but that is it because of the gas, and the car just comes to a rolling stop – right in front of an old Hot Dog stand. 
	The grounds are empty.  There is a warm Santa Ana blowing across the valley toward the ocean.  The sky is pure blue without a dot of white or any other fringe color.  If life could have stopped for all three right then, and that would have been fine by them, but life, as Jeff Goldblum so dramatically stated in Jurassic Park,” “life finds a way.” 
	They sit and watch birds eat seeds off the parking lot, and some stray dogs and cats that look at them hopefully for food – but food is scarce so they just roll up the windows and feel badly for the animals – there is nothing they can do.  Marlowe is nodding as he tries to figure out their next move.  His ears begin to twitch, and his whiskers start feeling vibration. “Something’s coming.  It’s coming this way from over there.”  There is the vague sound of a prop airplane and Marlowe can see the red dot coming down out of the sky and finally onto the parking lot of the old Fair Grounds.  The plane rolls right up to the car and then turns off.  An older man in his late sixties, with a white beard and white hair, steps out.   He’s wearing a World War 1 airman’s glasses and helmet, and a World War 1 Army uniform, ripped and torn and patched with some medals and many insignias. 
	“Are you sick?”  Those are the first words from his mouth, and Cole and Korrie Anne have heard those words too many times already.  They speak simultaneously. 
	“No.  Are you?” 
	“Yes, and I am here to get better.”  Cole and Korrie look at each other and then back at the man. 
	“Carl.  Carl Sagan but not the Carl Sagan of The Universe.”  Cole and Korrie step back as he approaches them but he stops as soon as he sees they are afraid.  
	“You don’t have to be afraid of me, I’m not going to hurt you, but I do need your car.” 
	“It’s out of gas.”  Cole is firm, and correct. 
	“Damn, so is the plane.  Just made it this far, old girl.  Where you all going?” 
	“Colorado, Virginia.”  They both answer two different places. 
	“Just came from Colorado myself – it’s pretty nice out there, not too much death now. Going to be a long trek with no transportation.  Where did you come from?” 
	“Virginia, Colorado.”   They say it again only it is backwards from before, so the old man gets a little worried. 
	“You sure you ain’t sick?” 
	“Yes sir, we’re sure.” 
	“Well, the way I see it is we both need gas and this plane will fly on the gas that you need for that car so we need the same damn thing.” 
	“But you’re sick.” 
	“Careful boy on how you talk to an older man.  I may be sick but I don’t have the bad shit, I have the one that they can cure at the hospital at the University.  I have the sleeper, and it won’t infect you so don’t worry.  Pretty hungry myself, got any food in those packs?” 
	Cole gives an eye to Korrie who gives an eye back.  There is going to be trouble now and Cole has no idea what to do about it. 
	“No sir, just our things.”   
	“Well boy, I know when someone is lying to me so I’m just gonna go through your stuff and see what’s in there, now how about that?”  From just out of sight – somewhere behind the hot dog stand, loud cheering and yelling is accompanied by beer cans being thrown in the direction of Cole and company.  In a few moments, around the side of the hot dog stand, several men and women are being pulled in an old covered wagon by a group of urchins – mostly boys. The old pioneer wagon has no top and in the bed, tied down with straps and ropes, is a large generator accompanied by several five gallon US Army-green gas containers.  The wagon pulls up to the car and all the urchins unleash themselves and run towards the plane which they touch and crawl on and stand in front of in total amazement.  One of the men comes down off the wagon. 
	“You folks sick?” 
	“No!”  Cole and Korrie speak simultaneously.  Everyone looks over at the old man. 
	“I got the sleeper so it don’t concern you.” The man approaches the old boy with danger in his eyes and an expression of disgust. 
	 “Listen here Mr. Dick, it’s people like you who spread the first one, the bad one, the one  That killed almost everyone on the damn planet, so don’t tell me it don’t concern me.  What are you three doing here and whose car is this?” 
	“It’s our car and we’re driving it – east.”  Cole holds onto Korrie Anne so everyone knows what the score is. 
	“What about you old man, is that your plane.” 
	“It’s mine right now.”  The man off the wagon keeps looking back and forth between the plane and the car and then between Cole, Korrie, and the old man. 
	“You fly out here for medicine?” 
	“I did, all the way from Colorado.”  “Medicine’s that way – about two days walking.  Probably fly there in a few minutes.   Why did you land here?” 
	“Ran out of gas.”  There is a long pause as the urchins keep eyeing the plane, but the man is focused on the car and has a hard time not showing it.  Everyone just waits for the man in the wagon to make a decision.  Cole starts hearing some strange hissing sound and then he realizes that Marlowe is trying to get his attention.  He looks down into his pocket and tries to follow what Marlowe is saying by reading his lips. 
	“We passed a gas station before we entered the Fair Grounds.  They have a generator.  Get them to push the car and the airplane over to the gas station and use the generator to supply electricity to the gas pumps.  Fill up the car and the plane and give them the car.”  Then Marlowe winks and ducks further down into his pocket home.  Cole looks up just in time to see the man from the wagon make a move on the old man. 
	“Wait.  There is a gas station just back a ways before the entrance.  If you can push this car and that plane over to the station, you can use your generator to power up the pumps and if there’s gas, we could fill the plane and the car.” 
	“And?  And what would we get?” 
	“The car.”  Korrie is about to speak but Cole shushes her.  The old man can’t think fast enough to understand all the decisions that have to be made to make this happen but he did like the plan.
	 “Well, I think we will push the car and the plane over there, and if there is gas and we do fill up the car, we’re going take the car anyway – even if the plane don’t fill up.” 
	“Deal.”  No one sees who said that word except Cole, who looks down in his pocket. He thinks Marlowe has lost it but Marlowe, winks again even as the man is giving orders to the urchins.  And soon the car and the plane are being pulled by a team of dirty boys and girls, mostly boys.  The old man looks quickly at Cole wondering what the kid has on his mind but it is too late, the plan is already in motion, so he follows the parade to a local Pomona gas station. 
	The urchin company has no idea how to hook up the power but the old man was an electrician in his former life, and in a matter of minutes has connected the generator to the breaker  box and they fire it up.  The lights go on, a CD player goes on, and electrical equipment comes back on line and, without fail, the gas hose spews gas into the car, into the plane and into the five gallon containers for the generator.  Now comes the reckoning.   They are taking the car but now they also wanted the plane even though they can’t fly it.  The urchin company starts to approach when the old man ha had enough.  He stands up to his full height and pulls a large, silver hand gun out of his long sleeved, flannel shirt and cocks it and then points it at the man who is the marauders’ spokesman. 
	“All right, that’s far enough you insignificant little shit.  This is the most powerful hand gun ever made, it could blow the head off the engine in that car.  Take that piece of crap car and your wagon and all your people and get out of here right now or I will blow your head off.” The man slowly backs up as the urchins made loud, yelling taunts and use very descriptive language against the old man and the two young teens, but, in the end, one of them jumps into the car and starts it, and then several others at the top of the pecking order fill the remaining seats. 
The wagon is tied onto the back of the car with battery jumper cables, and after all of them pile in the wagon the whole contraption drives off and disappears across the acres of parking lot which held, at one time, the Los Angeles County Fair and all its occupants.
	 The old man looks happy.  Cole and Korrie don’t have any idea how they feel except they watch their ride drive away with a group of urchins who, in the end, probably make no difference in creating a new civilization out of the ashes of the old – but, on the other hand, who can tell what will happen in the future when a whole world loses its daily routine and most of its animal life because of a bug that you needed a microscope to see. 
	“Well, it all sort of corked out for me – sorry I couldn’t help you more but…” 
	“…you can and you will.”  The old man turned around and there is Marlowe sitting on Cole’s shoulder looking very dapper and quite satisfied with the plan.  The old man looks at Cole and then at the mouse and then back at Cole again but Marlowe speaks so the mystery is quickly unraveled – or it just started, depending on how you look at it. 
	“Marlowe.  My name is Marlowe.  And yours?”  The old man looks at Cole, trying to see how he makes the – thing talk but Marlowe’s voice is coming out of his own mouth and even the old boy can see that. 
	“He talks.”  Cole finally breaks the ice.  The old man has to sit down.  He removes a tiny container of alcohol from the other side of his shirt and takes a few snorts as he tries to get his mind in order so he can understand what is happening to him. 
	“You – got a field mouse that wears clothes and talks – ain’t that the thing.  Where’d that rat come from?” 
	“Mouse.”  Again Cole and Korrie sound in one voice what Marlowe was thinking, if anyone can ever figure out what Marlowe is really thinking.  Marlowe smiles, which is very disconcerting for the old man. 
	“Stanley.  My name is Stanley and I don’t believe myself that I am standing here at a gas station next to my red airplane talking to a – mouse dressed in a full suit with a vest.”  “How do you poop in that thing?”   Marlowe stands up and turns around and shows that the rear end of the suit had been cut out to allow Marlowe to do his business. 
	“Clever.  Really clever.  I really wish I could stand here and talk at you, but I have a date with a hospital if you catch my drift.”  Stanley turns and walks to the plane but Marlowe stops him in his tracks. 
	“Your trip is unnecessary because what you seek is right here in this town.  Also, it is very difficult to get inside the wall once you are at the hospital, and there are hundreds if not thousands waiting outside the wall for the same thing that you want.” 
	“How do you know this?” 
	“It is unimportant how we know – accept that we know and save your life.” 
	“I did all the research and I know that the hospital is the only place you can…”  He stops and looks over at the bags and packs of the girl and boy.  He looks back at Marlowe and then back at the packs. 
	“What do you have that would stop me?”  Marlowe roars and snaps at Stanley so that Stanley has to back up but he falls over his own heels.  By the time he turns around Marlowe is on his long sleeved flannel shirt and only a few inches from his face. 
	“The fact of the matter is that I could eat off half your face before you could even get your hands up to knock me off.  What about it?” 
	“What do you want?” 
	“We want a ride back to Colorado where we assume you are going.  We want a ride to the encampment where the trains stop and start.  Do you know where that is?” 
	“Yes.  I know the place.”  Stanley thinks for a long time.  He is tired and the mouse is very convincing.  The kids are down and need help, and they might be right about the wall and not getting in.  And he is going back to Colorado – he is going home. 
	“You got it, don’t you?  That’s why you know all about the hospital.  You been there and that’s what your hiding in those packs.” 
	“Throw your stuff on the floor of that back seat.  You’re both gonna have to share that seat along with your mouse friend here, but give me the shot first so we have a deal.”  Korrie Anne, like the nurse she wanted to be once, opens her pack and pulls out the small cooler tube and opens it.  Inside are hypodermic needles and a vile of vaccine.  Cole sets about throwing their things in the plane as Stanley rolls up his flannel sleeve.  Korrie pocks the needle into the vile and extracts an amount up to a red line, hand drawn on the hypodermic body. 
	“You know what you’re doing young lady?” 
	“Yes sir.”  And without further ado she stabs him and pumps in the caramel colored liquid. “Ouch.  You better learn some bed side manners, young lady, ‘for you stick someone else.”  Everyone waits to see if Stanley will be all right until they all hear the engine of their old Toyota coming back towards them.  Stanley looks down the street and there is the car without the wagon driving toward them. 
	“Get in and buckle up, I think they must have refortified themselves and now they want the plane.”  Everyone climbs into the craft and Stanley fires it up.  It hits on the first twist of the key, and even Stanley is amazed.  He turns the machine towards White Avenue and starts out.  Coming up White Avenue even faster now is the car.  Stanley enters the street and turns south.  As soon as the craft straightens itself out… 
	“Hit it!!”  Korrie yells as the car is almost on them.  The red, single engine plane coughs, burps and then tears south on a trash-covered four lane highway as it passes the car coming at them.  The car does a U turn and comes at them again, but the plane is only on the ground a few more seconds and it goes up and up and up and finally does a long arching left hand turn pointing them east and on a line towards Stanley’s home.  Stanley sticks his left hand out and gives the car group the finger – the international sign for go pump yourself, and almost always given when one party is far in the clear from danger.  The car below stops and all the passengers get out and return the international salute.  It might have been funny if the times had not been so pathetic.  
It might have been funny except the human race is now depending on the three who are far from the path of present danger, but fast approaching another test which they might not overcome. 
	Cole and Korrie cannot really see because of the wind.  Stanley has flying goggles and is fine, with his grey hair floating out behind him and the clear blue sky in front of them. This is another moment of total peace, when all parties could have died and gone to heaven and been happy about it.  But one thing is for sure, bliss doesn’t stay around for long and often times  the crash after the high is even worse than what came before, but for now this small band creeps  across the blue sky carpet and under them pass the California / Arizona border, and then up to and  over the border of Utah.  But just before the Colorado border comes the rain.  The rain and the snow storm, the very kind of storm that Colorado is famous for producing on perfectly sunny days without a cloud in the sky.  Stanley’s plane is really recreational, and not meant to fly in bad weather and Stanley has already made up his mind that he isn’t stopping any more until they arrive at the compound on the other side of the Rocky Mountains. Stanley yells back at the kids. 
	“Get down.  Get down in the well in front of the seat and pull that tarp on the floor over your heads – but hold onto it tight.”  They dropped down on the floor in front of the back seat and finds the tarp used to cover the plane.  Cole ties it to a carabineer hooked into a homemade hole.  He does the same thing for the other side, and they slowly let the tarp out until it covers and shields them from the storm.  This is the kind of ride that people would have stood hours in line for in the early days of theme park entertainment – the kind of entertainment which covered the globe for a short time, offering an alternative for the people of the world who never had an adventure or won anything at a carnival. 
	The Colorado Rocky Mountains rise out of the ground like a fortress of stone, spiring up to almost fifteen thousand feet and then plunging straight down on the east side to level out at a  mile high.  The storm is not exceptionally bad, but the rain is hard, and the rain slowly turns to hale and snow.  Stanley tries to get above the clouds, but the craft is too heavy with Cole, Korrie and their things plus Stanley, who is not a small man, and all his things.  He decides to at least get below the clouds, even though they are practically sitting right on the ground in the high places. Stanley seems to have some internal radar that guides him as he goes lower and lower and lower, until finally he pulls up on the wheel and just clears some tall pines over craggy rocks and roughhewn canyons.  He prays as they go on.  He asks for forgiveness for all the stupid things he has done in his life, which are many.  He hopes that God won’t hold it against the kids just because he has been bad, or even worse than bad.  The plane hits a wall of air and turns over one full revolution.  Stanley’s goggles blow off as he wipes his face and tries to look through the front glass plates.  The plane goes back and forth, up and down, sideways and then back on track.  Marlowe turns green and tries not to throw up in Cole’s pocket.  Cole and Korrie are locked together like eternal lovers, both trying not to heave their cookies. 
	“Please God hold us in your hands and land us safe.  Please God hold us in your hands and land us safe.”  Stanley is repeating a litany as the snow covers his vision.  He is flying blind and praying.  The plane is flying just over the top of huge green pines towering up above the earth and swaying with the wind – like ancient cheerleaders waving their huge limbs for the storms fury.  Something catches Stanley’s eye and he turns the plane unconsciously toward it.  It is a brief break in the clouds showing a huge gold bar of light pointing down to the ground.  Stanley turns the plane right toward the point where it hits the earth and the clouds close up.  With enormous concentration he keeps his bearings and his compass on track and down and down and down they go until right in the middle of the craggy mountains appears a small airstrip and airport. 
	“I see it.  I see it, Father, I see it clear as day and I know you showed me the way and I should have remembered it myself.”  They are heading for the famous, single airport in Aspen, Colorado, big enough to take a jet hopper out of Denver and be skiing two hours later. 
	Stanley takes her down until they are in the valley of approach – like Hong Kong’s airport which, at one time, just before you landed, you could site in the plane and see people on both sides making dinner and going through everyday life as a Boeing 707 flies down above their street and right at window level of their three story apartments.  Certainly it would be loud, except after a while your mind would finally give up listening to it and close the door on that particular noise. 
	Stanley looks out both sides.  The valley is closing in on him until he finally touches down on a fairly clean and un-abused airstrip and drives the red plane right into an open and vacant hangar and turns it off.  Stanley looks like the abominable Snow Man, or Santa Clause after a rousing morning on the sled with his playful elves and a warm cup of fortified hot chocolate.  Korrie and Cole dig their way out of the tarp and climb down onto the concrete floor of the hangar.  They bring down their packs and put on sweaters and jackets and small snow caps.  Only Marlowe’s head is visible under Cole’s jacket, the rest of him is well into the pocket and surrounded by Cole’s warmth. 
	“Where are we?” 
	“Well Cole, the good Lord let us land in Aspen, Colorado.  And here we are.” 
	“It’s cold.”  Korrie echoes the sentiment of everyone, including Marlowe.  They leave the plane and make their way across the tarmac and into what had been the Aspen Airport, which was in very good condition.  Evidentially, rich folks don’t loot or rob their local establishments nor do they tear them apart just for the act of ripping something up.  When they enter the part of the building past the baggage carriers to their surprise – they aren’t alone. 
	They enter an area where, in normal times, people would be waiting for outgoing flights.  But instead there is a small group of men – all dressed like pilots, having coffee and chatting. 
	“Holy Christ.” 
	“Where’d you come from?” 
	“Are you sick?”  No one speaks.  It is as if time has stopped and movement has ceased, and yet there is still the energy for movement, the huge desire to have questions answered immediately because life now depends on those answers. 
	“Colonial, we have a situation.”  An Air Force colonial runs into the room juggling a cup of coffee. 
	“We’re not sick.”  Cole’s quick remark seems to stem the tide toward some aggressive movement, but they are still on alert. 
	“How did you get here?
“We flew a prop plane from California and had to land cause of the storm and all.”  Stanley’s version seems all right although no one believes it, but, on the other hand, no one has any idea how two young folk and an old geezer can walk in on their coffee break, a couple of miles above the earth, in a wicked snow storm. 
	“Where’s the plane.”
	“We left it in the first open hangar.”  The colonial looks around the room for support but the situation is in the realm of science fiction for both all parties. 
	“What are you all doin’ up here?  I mean, you’re dressed in uniforms, but that world don’t exit out there anymore so – are we hallucinating?” 
	“You men go about your business.  You three come with me.”  They followed the colonial into what had been the airport restaurant but was now a very sophisticated communication center with a number of civilian men and women running it.  Everyone turns around, stops their work and wonders at the site of three civilians following the colonial into his private office.
	“Sit down.  I want to know everywhere you have been and what the situation was in all of those places.  You are right when you say the world is gone outside, but it is only gone as we knew it and a new world is coming in to take its place.  Not everyone is dead as you obviously know, but what you don’t know is that there is still a small force of military in all branches of service.  Each of those units is working day and night to bring about a web of communication so others can find out what the world is doing – and we cannot see that from a jet plane. 
	“We saw you.  In California.  You flew over our heads outside the hospital.”  Korrie is scared but firm as she states what happened. 
	“You saw one of the California units near UCLA?” 
	“Yes”  All three answer, even Marlowe, though no one hears the mouse.  The colonial surveys the three, trying to understand their brief past and the journey to here and now. 
	“Are you from California, all three of you?  And what are your names?”  
“I’m Stanley, Carl Stanley Sagan and I don’t need any comment.  This here is Cole and Korrie Anne and…”  He doesn’t say Marlowe but just mumbles out some words until Cole takes over and then Korrie Anne finishes the story.   It is a long story, and one that the colonial listens to – every word.  He finds himself wondering if it is all true, and then he becomes intensely interested about the train and the pockets of people in Colorado and Virginia.  Others come in during the story, bringing food and warm beverages.  And others record the event to add to the archive of the new history, as they are calling it.  Also – in between explanations of certain nuances in the story – Korrie, Cole, Stanley and Marlowe learn things they did not know about the new history, the net of communications being put back together.  But it all comes to a grinding halt when the Air Force colonial finds out they have vaccine and that Stanley has already taken one dose, as he believes he is a sleeper carrier.  In the end, the two cooler tubes are sitting on the colonial’s desk.  He feels it is his duty to dispense the vaccine to those in greater need than either Korrie or Cole’s fathers.  They feel the ecstasy and the agony of winning and suddenly losing before the game is even over.  But the trio have a secret weapon, and he is more powerful than one can imagine – just an ordinary, unordinary field mouse named Marlowe.  Marlowe is concealed this whole time, and while he waits and listens and waits more and hears more Marlowe knows they have to escape.  On top of a mountain, in a snow storm, is not the time or place – but it is where they are perched. 
	“They ain’t going to let us go.”  Stanley does not look too amazed, but worried. 
	“We’ve been through this before, no one wants to let us go.”  Cole is very matter of fact, and it reflects a certain maturity that a person develops when faced with a series of death defying situations that have a global impact.  This is, of course, a tighter spot and perhaps the youth of the teens is a good thing in that they don’t yet have that reflective device which constantly returns to the past to try and correct earlier errors. 
	 Cole has a heart paralyzing moment when he looks down in his pocket to ask Marlowe for his advice and Marlowe is gone.  He can’t start looking for the mouse in this room, surrounded by the people who keep coming in and going out.  The colonial is in a meeting with several other officers and they are talking about the trio and what to do.  They are very quiet, but look over often and comment about one or the other.  The cooler tubes are also a rich source of conversation, which brings one or another of them over to the desk to examine the containers, the contents, the containers again, any writing, the inside once more – the hypodermic needles with the hand scrawled red lines to show the amount of vaccine, and then back to the group. 
	Cole can’t say anything to Korrie or Stanley or, even if he could, he probably couldn’t find his voice.  He looks down and around the perimeter of the entire floor.  Korrie wonders what he is looking for – maybe an escape.  Certainly that is what Stanley is doing.  He examines everyone in the room, every exit, every window, everything he can pick up and throw when the fighting starts, plus Korrie and Cole’s position in relationship to an escape port. 
	Stanley narrows his vision which is examining the small black hand gun attached to the waist of one of the civilians who is trying to hook up broadcasting and receiving units in this station.  Stanley is talking to himself in his inner mind, puffing him up to be the hero when he hears himself say, “Can you drive a snowplow?”  He doesn’t understand why he asked that question until he turns his head just slightly enough to one side to see Marlowe hunched up under his collar and talking to him.  Now, Stanley has always considered himself a liberal when it comes to almost everything, especially the weird things that the ex-civilization thought were weird, but he doesn’t quite know exactly how he feels about a mouse on his shoulder, and so close to his jugular vein.  He passes all that over for a moment, and whispers to Marlowe. 
	“I can drive anything.  If it has an engine and it moves – I can drive it.” 
	“Walk casually over to the window and look down.”  Stanley does not alike authority and has fought authority all his life, so taking orders from a mouse is hard to swallow.  He looks one more time at Marlowe, but Marlowe is gone.  
Stanley scans the room one more time and then casually takes a few steps forward and then one more, and then two more until… 
	“Hey, where are you going?”  Stanley can’t tell who is talking and rather than slow down and find the person he just keeps moving as he stutters out his problem. 
	“I – I just need to stand by the window – it’s really close in here.” 
	“Yeah – just don’t fall out.  Try taking off one of those sweaters.”  Stanley shakes his head yes as he finishes the distance and just leans his head against the glass.  The cool, frozen outside is refreshing and helps wake up his mind – so necessary at this moment because they are about to make the great escape , again, and from an arena which is just as hostile as all the others so far – but infinitely better equipped. 
	Stanley looks down as Cole and Korrie, also casually, walk across the room and lean against the glass.  Below them, two stories down, is a snowplow facing the inlet road to the Aspen Airport.  A smile grows across Stanley’s face as he sees his heroic self in the snow plow plunging down the Aspen Road towards Glenwood Springs and then down through the Eisenhower Tunnel and past Silverthorne, Idaho Springs, and finally into Denver.  Stanley is pulled away from his action/adventure into reality where people are screaming and running in every direction and the cause of all of this consternation is Marlowe, on the colonial’s desk, roaring to beat the band and growling and baring his teeth.  Cole grabs Korrie who grabs Stanley and they all fly past Marlowe who jumps on Cole’s arm then stands like Kate Winslet hanging off the bow of the Titanic with her arms spread wide.  Korrie Anne grabs the two cooler tubes with one hand and juggles them into her side pockets as they run.  Marlowe has one arm out which leads down to his hand, and one finger pointed in the direction they should be traveling.  He has his huge smile, only this one also comes with bared teeth. 
	There is too much confusion and too many people running and screaming to notice them all leave, run down the stairs, out the glass doors and up into the cab of the plow. Stanley looks faintly glazed while Cole and Korrie secure the doors shouting, ‘Let’s go’ and “Let’s get out of here.” and many things more, but Stanley is frozen trying to figure out the controls. 
	“You said you could drive anything.” 
	“Just give me a minute.” 
	“We don’t have a minute.”  And with that Marlowe jumps on Stanley’s arm and forces it down to a knob which Stanley turns, and then Marlowe jumps up on the console and jumps on a red colored button and the snowplow turns on.  Stanley looks at Marlowe.  
	“I knew that!!”  Marlowe raises his head up and down in the yes motion as the glass doors open and a flood of people run out towards them. 
	“Hit it!!”  You can tell that Korrie Anne has had some long and severe driving lessons from her dad, and her vocabulary is not lost on Stanley as he slowly lets out the clutch and hits the gas and the huge machine coughs and burps forward, lunging until it grasped the earth with its huge gnarly wheels and it takes off down the road.  And the blade is down, pushing a mountainous rooster tail of the famous Aspen snow known internationally as one of the best places to ski in the world because of its lovely, dry, white powder snow.
	 
	“My God, we are running away from the United States Air Force in a snowplow, don’t that seem ridiculous?”  Korrie and Cole keep trying to look back, but back is only a wall of pure white flowing powder, like an ocean wave of snow falling endlessly from some eternal source in space. 
	“No need looking back there, they ain’t coming after us in an F-16, and I don’t even think they could track us in this snow since the cloud cover is so close to the ground.  Yeah, I think we’re good until we come down I -76 just outside of Denver, then we’ll be exposed.  And they’ll definitely have time to work on a plan before we hit Denver, since we’re only going eight miles an hour.” 
	Stanley is right that no one is following, and he is also right that there is enough time for the Air Force to make a plan.  So, Cole, Korrie Anne, and the mighty little mouse Marlowe settled down for what would otherwise be one of the most beautiful rides in the world – but today it is just white. 
	The snow seems endless, and after a short while all those not driving find a place to put their heads and go to sleep.  Cole dreams of his dad and Korrie dreams of baking bread.  Marlowe dreams of eating – anything – and Stanley day dreams that he is on his farm caring for farm animals just born in the spring. 
	Marlowe comes out of Cole’s pocket with his nose twitching and his eyes watering.  Cole  and Korrie wake up about the same time to find themselves parked in an empty parking lot. The air smells foul and full of sulfur.  Stanley is no place to be seen.  They get out of the machine slowly and work their way through the brick building in front of them until they come out the back where a huge, Olympic size swimming pool is bubbling with hot water.  And right in the middle is Stanley, drinking out of a bottle of champagne. 
	“Come on in.  Its Sulfur sSprings water and it’s always hot.  Comes naturally out of the earth this way so it don’t need anyone to care for it to make it work.  Come in.” 
	“We don’t have a suit.”  Korrie is shy and slightly embarrassed.  Cole cant care less.  He strips down to his underwear and rushes into the hot water and comes up yelping and yelling that it’s great.  Korrie finally turns around and takes off her clothes.  She covers  herself appropriately with her hands and then jumps in.
	 “Found this full bottle right on a shelf inside…”  Before he can finish a jet flies over very low and then turns back toward Aspen. 
	“They’re looken for us, all right, but the clouds are still too low to see through.  Must really piss them off.”  They frolic in the hot water and soon forget their nakedness, and fear does not return until they finally got out.  Marlowe sits at the end of the pool dangling his legs in the water and is totally amused that humans get such a kick out of hot, stinky water on their skin. The hot springs are a good diversion, but only a diversion, and finally they have to get out, get dressed and get going – they each have a date with fate in front of them and they are all getting closer to their futures and those reunions. 
	The machine rumbles through the Eisenhower Tunnel with the blade up and they make good time going through one of the largest, manmade tunnels in the world.
The tunnel was cut through a mountain over eleven hundred feet high in the Rockies and is the longest, highest tunnel in the country, and goes right under the Continental Divide, that place on our continent where the rivers change direction and start running westward towards the Pacific ocean.  They come out the other side and the storm is still with them, so it looks like nature is still on their side.  But this advantage in the power game does not last long and they soon find this out. 
	The snowplow plunges forward pushing waterfalls of snow off to one side of the road. Past abandon cars, past trash and natural erosion, the plow brings its company closer and closer to Denver.  Just outside of Clear Creek the skies clear up and Stanley lifts the plow so the machine travels much faster now, almost as fast as a car.  Stanley is especially excited as he is very near now to his own home and those he left behind who hope he will return a well man.  He knew when he left it wasn’t going to be easy for them, but no one expected it to be easy.  Still, Stanley expected things to look like they did when he left. 
	Stanley turns the plow into the I-25 and they whip around the top of Denver and head south toward Cherry Creek.  They are nearly there when the first jet goes over, turns, and then comes back for one more fly by. 
	“What do you think they’re going to do?”  Cole asks as he keeps his eyes focused on the plane. 
	“Well, I can tell you for sure that they can’t land that thing on the road like I can my single engine, and that means they will need someone down here to find us – and I don’t see that happening either.” 
	Stanley turns off the freeway and drives like a mad man until they suddenly stop in front of a beautiful Victorian home in a southern suburb of Denver.  He gets out without speaking and runs for the front door.  Stanley disappears through the door and does not come back for a long time.  When he does come back he is a changed man, and he will stay that way until the day he dies.  Cole and Korrie Anne can tell at a distance that it is bad news, very bad news.  Marlowe can smell the death not from just the house but from Stanley as he brings it back with him like a scent from a lost love who never returns.  Like the smell of a long lost rose gone bad from lack of water and care.  Stanley is torn inside and needs internal surgery of the kind no doctor can provide 
	Stanley waives for them to get out of the snowplow and bring their things.  They follow him around to the garage of his home and see, after he pulls up the garage door, a nineteen sixty nine Ford Mustang with things sticking out of it that are not original equipment. 
	“Get in.”  They both throw their things in the back and Korrie crawls into the back seat while Cole takes shot gun. 
	“What…?”  Cole never even gets the rest of the words out before Stanley spoke. 
	“Don’t ever ask me what happened back there, understand?” 
	“Yes.”  They both speak without skipping a beat, knowing that the pain this man is in is severe and he needs to be alone with it until it works its way out like a poisonous dart or the venom of a house spider.  Stanley pull the car forward and then gets out and closes the garage door for the last time.  He gets back into the car and hits the gas just as the second jet flies over them and then returns for a second pass. 
	“They might be able to locate a snowplow but I guarantee you that they’re not going to be able to follow us, you’ll see.” 
	“Where are we going?” 
	“To the airport, the Rocky Mountain Regional Airport – ‘bout an hour away, with no traffic.”  There is no traffic but Stanley is wrong about the jet following them which it does all the way north – some forty eight miles going towards Boulder.  Then he turns off in the middle of nowhere, and in the middle of nowhere is the airport which he screeches into and onto the tarmac and then stops with a full on brake-to-the-floor stop and gets out instantly and doesn’t move for a long time.  There – only a short distance from where the tires were smoking on his Mustang – there – was his red, single engine, prop plane just sitting in the middle of the runway. 
	“Well I’ll be damned.” 
“Mr. Stanley, please.”  Korrie is just not used to foul language even in its soft form like damn.  Stanley one eyes her like a Chameleon with his other eye roaming the whole tarmac. 
	“How did it get here?”  Cole steps up, also amazed, but also fearful of the consequences to the question he asked. 
	“They flew it down here ‘cause they can’t land a da… jet on this runway, it’s too short.” 
	“Where are they?” 
	“Don’t know.  Could be anywhere.”  Slowly Stanley steps forward and keeps walking until he is standing right next to the plane.  Stanley looks over the cockpit and checks the gages.  Then he comes to the back side of the plane and with a screw driver he removes from his jacket he opens a hidden panel and takes two hand guns out and closes it back up again.  He checks them both to make sure they are loaded and he gives one o Korrie and one to Cole since he already has a gun in his pants. 
	“You know how to shoot that thing young lady?”  Instantly and without thinking Korrie turns around and fires a number of rounds at the tarmac just in front of two Air Force officers running toward them.  The men stop, fall on each other and finally stand up and run back to the cover of a hangar. 
	“Get in the damn airplane.”  The three of them scamper across to the plane and jump in.  Stanley starts the craft and immediately punches it toward the runway.  The plane whizzes past the two Air Force personnel who are waving feverishly but to no avail.  The plane comes to the end of the runway and leaps into the air, grasping the wind and pulling its red self up into the cloudy atmosphere and off through the snow filled clouds.  Cole and Korrie sit together in the back seat with their hand guns tucked across their laps.  Cole looks down at the weapon she has in her lap and then finally at Korrie Anne. 
	“My dad taught me to drive and to shoot, and he taught me real well.”  No one argues with that point, the girl can shoot.  Cole was also taught by his father how to handle fire arms and he is not a bad shot, but that is mostly if you need to get rid of cans and rocks.  
They make a strange concoction of fellow travelers, and the power of the love they eventually develop for each other and for their group turns out to be a bond of such strength and integrity that the power of that union saves the entire world from immanent collapse – and they have no idea in the world they are the ones.


THE NEW BEGINNING
Chapter 9
	The journey is still the same for Cole and Korrie Anne, but for Stanley the journey has an entirely new meaning.  Everything he had, everything he loved, had died back in that house and as Stanley flies his tiny plane with its precious cargo he goes over and over and over the old ground of was he too late, did he not move fast enough, was there no way he could have sped the journey, was he stupid to leave in the first place, could he have done something different that would have changed the outcome – but there is nothing he can think of that makes him feel less terrible, less hateful to himself or lessens his inexhaustible hatred for the virus. 
	This is a new beginning for Stanley, and he makes a promise to himself and his God that he will not fail at the task of eliminating this bug from its present life of death and destruction.  
	They are headed for the compound in eastern Colorado where they will meet the compound leaders and give them one of the cooler tubes of vaccine since it is their group that has made it possible for the journey to continue. Then they will fly to Virginia to as close to Korrie Anne’s house as they can get and hope that she will have better luck than Stanley.  And, finally, fly on to Cole’s home to find out if, in the end, all that has happened thus far is a total wash or if enough has happened to help determine what the next move might be in this cosmic, world thriller, when all the cards will be on the table and every entity involved will have had a good look. 
	Even though Stanley is from Colorado he doesn’t know exactly where the compound is, so they fly north by northeast until they hit the railroad tracks.  Stanley banks the plane hard right and they follow the tracks like some long snake with a never ending head and tail, but it is slowly getting dark so, unless the snake lights up, they would have to land soon.  Stanley doesn’t want to do that because of the great uncertainty on the ground which carries the distinct possibility of dying in your sleep.  He keeps squeezing his eyes together so he can see farther, and he keeps praying silently that they will see a sign soon.  But the sign is not self-evident, so the scanning of the foreground now changes to surveying the immediate area for a place to drop down when a twinkle catches Stanley’s eye and he instantly makes the decision to go on – no  matter how dangerous it is in the dark. 
	Stanley sweats and rolls his eyes wondering if his mind is playing with him when there it is again.  Way, way out there, there is a – flicker, a fire, a light of some kind and it guides Stanley as he whoops and hollers like a sailor sighting land after being at sea for too long without food or water.  Cole and Korrie are just waking from a nap when they hear Stanley yelling they found it, they found home. 
	Stanley flies on, zeroing in on the light.  But as they get closer they still didn’t see any more light, or lights, or human activity and Stanley begins to feel that dry feeling in his mouth like he wishes he had a drink of very cold gin with a green olive.  Stanley sees a tiny red button of light but it is on his wind shield.  It moves back and forth and then it disappears.  He rubs his eyes because he is tired and he doesn’t know any more if the things he sees outside are real.  The ghost light comes back and Cole shouts… 
	“It’s a laser.  It’s a laser light.”  Stanley realizes that’s what it is and that it is guiding him left or right with its movement.  He follows the light so as it moves further to the right on his windshield he steers right.  The red dot goes on and off and on and off in a rhythm until Stanley yells… 
	‘Okay, for God’s sake – we get it now.  Morse code.  They are directing us.”  He continues to watch the red dot go on, on, on, off, off, off and his mouth forms the letters and he steers the craft to their directions until he starts down. 
	“Okay, hold on, they’re saying to come down.  Down on what I haven’t the faintest, but that’s what they’re saying so here we go.” 
	 The laser stays with the plane as much as it can and Stanley keeps looking for something solid, long, and wide open until the plane just hits the ground and rolls forward on an old, dirt road until lights turn on in front of him and he turns the engine down and then turns it off. Immediately the plane is surrounded by many people holding lights and trying to determine who is inside.  Finally Cole and Korrie Anne stand up in the back and lights are focused up on their faces.  For just a moment there is silence and then the crowd breaks out in such a welcome screaming; ‘it’s them, they’re back, they made it, we’re saved’ and on and on until the crowd surges forward and takes Cole and Korrie Anne on their shoulders and leads Stanley away to waiting golf carts and they leave the red plane in the middle of an old, Colorado dirt road out in the middle of some farmer’s pasture that has long since dried up.  They left their guns after a wink and a look from Stanley before they are all carted away carnival style by a crowd, drunk on its own energy. 
	The bunker room is filled to capacity with Cole, Korrie, Marlowe and Stanley, all in the front of the room on a raised podium which also includes Jolene and the man who had stopped the train before.  They are trying to fix the microphone so everyone else can hear but they finally give up on that and just shush everyone.  Jolene asks about Allister and the others that started out with them.  Cole and Korrie take turns explaining the horrible airplane accident and the ride in the river and the zoo and then they stop.  The crowd is horrified, enlightened, educated, saddened and some break down in tears to hear of Allister’s death.  The meeting is very emotional, with people just shouting out questions because they can’t contain themselves any longer.  The energy and emotion in the room go up and down and up and down until finally one of the cooler tubes is taken out of the back pack by Korrie Anne and placed carefully on a desk in the middle of the platform. 
	“This is the vaccine.”
“Oh my God.”  The roof is raised by the sound of a people who are watching the Red Sea behind the awesome figure of Moses – who was as terrified as the rest of them.  People lunge forward just to get closer to it and finally someone has to shoot off a  hand gun to bring the crowd back to some sense of reality and presence.   Two doctor’s come up quickly, a man and a woman, and Jolene waives for them to take the medicine and start the process.  Half the crowd follows these two out to a huge tent just past the compound bunker, and there the painful and time wasting process of who gets it first and so on goes on for days.  But, alongside the time it takes for everyone to be seen who needs the vaccine, there are parties, there are food contests, races, stupidity, every normal type of celebratory event takes place, and then some take place again.  Because this is an enormous exercise in making the right decision, and Jolene does and becomes an Earth Mother and Mother Savior figure who passes into legend as time goes on and civilization builds a new platform for life.  This is one of those celebrations where the joy of the moment is derived from knowing that there will be another moment in the future where joy will be expressed, where the love humankind has for one another will overcome the force of a micro bug just starting to test the waters of life and death in a world where it, the virus, is invisible to the human naked eye and does not have the capacity to know we even exist. 
	They spend days with the compound people, helping build this or tear that down and working with the sick as they slowly become well after the vaccine.  Stanley is still lost in his last world, trying desperately to reenter this one and take his life back from the remorse he feels.  For Korrie and Cole, the building anticipation of what waits for them in the days to come is almost unbearable until the day arrives when they are to continue their journey.  The plane is full of gas and several five gallon plastic gas containers have been tied to the plane so they can land and refuel on their journey.  There are many sad good byes and well wishes and hugs and crying all around.  The compound’s saviors are leaving, and everyone wants to express the inexpressible to thank these people who saved them by putting their own lives at risk. 
	The entire compound surrounds the red plane which has a new moniker painted on the sides just behind the propeller – ‘The Bug Eater’ is its new name, and a picture of a virus being eaten by the airplane is the logo.  It is fitting, very well done, and makes Stanley wear a shade of pride that is not in his usual style.
There is always a time to leave, and this is surely that time.  The craft rumbles down the old, dirt road and then grabs the air and leaves. Below is a huge crowd and a measurable percentage of the humans left on earth.  In the plane is an even smaller percentage of animals but in this world they are now the most important living creatures on any continent, though only God and Marlowe know this. 
	The only sound is the continuous drone of the engine and the wind passing through the parts and pieces of the plane.  Below them is the steady and ongoing railroad track which leads them past the huge railroad junction outside of Topeka, Kansas and onward, passing the sun as it leads the day into the west and night.  They land several times in different states and fill the plane with gas, and then up again and on again until the tracks bring them into the state of Virginia and then down and down and down, closer to the ground as Korrie and Cole search out the place where they met.  And then they land. 
	It is a perfect day in Virginia with the light of the sun bearing down at just the right angle and the perfect amount of wind to cool your face as the trio of humans and the mouse work their way through fields and over fences until Korrie stands on a small hillock and looks into the face of her home.  There is no movement, there is no life to take in this classic morning.  A shiver goes down her spine and Cole, seeing her reaction, holds her hand and hopes for the best. 
	“Stay here.”  Cole looks at Stanley and Stanley looks back as Korrie steps down on the brown, dry grass and forces her legs, one by one, to step forward and farther and farther until she is at the front door.  Even though they have been order to stay where they are Stanley and Cole follow her at a distance.  Stanley pulls his 357 Magnum out of his shirt and Cole realizes he has his weapon also tucked into his shirt so he removes it, checks the safety, and walks on with Stanley until Korrie screams inside the house. 
	Stanley and Cole take off like deer in an open field.  Stanley hits the porch first and throws the screen door open and enters the dark house.  Only seconds later Cole’s feet hit the porch and he reaches for the door when four huge guns blasts come from inside the house.  Cole raises his gun and opens the door at exactly the same time that Stanley rushes out the door backwards with Korrie in the middle of his chest wrapped around him like a snake holding onto one of his arms.  The other arm is extended with the 357 firing two more rounds into the darkness. 
	Marlowe is now up on Cole’s shoulder and can see into the darkness.  He yells into Cole’s ear.
	“Back to the plane, quick.”  Cole turns and jumps off the porch.  Stanley hits the ground with Korrie screaming.  They both turn and run and no one turns around to see if they are followed.  They run to the hillock – up and over the mound of brown, dry grass and into the fields. They stop only so Korrie can get down and run and she does, faster than both men – all the way to the plane.  Korrie is in the backseat crying when they both jump in and Stanley fires up the engine.  Behind them a group of ravaged men and women sweep up over a fence and come on towards them like a wild fire eating the fuel of the earth as fast as it can consume it. 
	Stanley jumps out of the plane and tears one of the gas filled containers off the wing and pours it in front of him and then he throws the container back in the direction of the oncoming throng.  He jumps back in the plane and moves it forward away from the gas.  The people are almost on them when Stanley reaches under his seat and pulls out a flare which he ignites and throws over his shoulder as the plane starts to pick up speed.  A quick blast of flames soars up like a fire cloud behind them and then it starts to burn the dry grass as it moves toward the oncoming monsters that are human but have lost their humanity. 
	The plane pulls itself up and they fly directly east with the last cooler tube.  It has enough vaccine left to cure a small group of sick individuals and animals.  Korrie cries, and the sounds of her grief are combined with the constant drone of the engine so that the ‘Bug Eater’ sounds like some ancient banshee wailing across the sky trying to leave the grief that pulls such mournful sounds out of the depths of personal human despair.  And Korrie is not the only one in despair.  Certainly Stanley shares every sound and every whimper the young woman makes on that short flight to the compound.  But Cole also shares a personal despair for the future since they are all now two time losers – and now they are going for three, if that is the fate to be handed down on this most incredible of days. 
	They are very close now, and the anticipation is killing Cole.  He is almost hanging out of the plane, shouting directions to turn this way or turn that way or go lower or watch out for the water tower.  The little red craft comes lower and lower and there, in the short distance in front of them, is the compound.  Cole is beside himself and Marlowe isn’t much better.  He can see the compound and instantly he is flooded by memories of his burrow and the under-the-floor journey with the huge spiders, the ungrateful cat which waited every moment to consume his tiny frame, and the dog.  By the time these memories have passed the plane is coming down on the dirt road where Cole had learned to drive.  The plane hits the ground and pushes dust through the air as it turns around and taxies back to the front of the compound where Stanley turns off the engine and everyone just waits. 
	Slowly, one by one, they get out of the plane and approach the closed front gate. It is as quiet and lifeless as the two other houses had been.  Cole’s heart sinks down into the pit of his stomach as Korrie slowly encloses his hand in hers as a sign of strength and surely love. They moved as a unit towards the huge gate.  Just in front of the gate Marlowe hears a sound and is about to say something when a voice yells out. 
	“Hold it.  Now you just hold it right there and don’t move.”  A moment later Lloyd’s head sticks up above the compound gate and he looks down.  Lloyd sees three people but the only one he really sees is his son.  Tears instantly fill Lloyd’s eyes even though his mind tells him it’s just the disease making him hallucinate again.  Cole hears his mom asking in the background who is at the gate but Lloyd can only whisper his son’s name as the tears roll down his face and  his lungs keep lurching for air as his chest heaves in and out.   
	“Cole” 
	“Dad.  Dad, Dad…”  Cole runs to the gate which is sliding open.  Lloyd climbs down the ladder and runs to his son.  He drops his gun in the dirt and when he reaches Cole he picks the young man up and squeezes him in his arms until he thinks he will pass out. Cole lays his head on his father’s shoulder and knows the world can pass on now because all is going to be better, all is going to be safe. 
	“Cole, Cole, Cole…”  His mother comes screaming and crying until she reaches her husband and her lost son and they spens one of those moments that only happens once in eternity and that is the return of the impossible except – here he is and it is him and he is safe. 
	Stanley and Korrie Anne are eventually introduced in the middle of this very emotional reunion.  All walk past the gate into the safety of the compound and then the gate loses.  They make their way into the house passing many people who now live in the compound – many who never even met Cole, and certainly do not know the other two and have only heard of Marlowe. Once in the house they are fed and watered and Korrie is given some new clothes and Cole changes into some of his own clothes (although many did not fit his larger frame now) and Marlowe just walks through each tiny room of the doll’s house where this adventure had started so long ago that it seems almost too far back to remember. 
	Later, much later, the entire clan of the compound is wedged into the living room and the dining room as Cole, Korrie, Stanley and Marlowe take their turns relating the amazing story to a crowd eager for news of the world, but more eager for what finally comes out of the pack and is placed on a prominent stand for all to see – the vaccine.  As the story continues the audience is hanging on every word and Korrie Anne is administering shots to the sick, to ones who might be sick, to Smoker the dog who is sick, and to others she will become friends with and others who will join the fight to bring civilization back from the ashes of this death by viral infection. 
	Lloyd does not let go of his son, nor does his mother.  They sit close to him so they can touch him and keep reassuring their minds that he is real – that their son has returned from the impossible mission, or, for that matter, that their son has returned at all.  Korrie Anne is given the spare room, and Stanley is given a make shift room off the back porch for which he is forever grateful. 
	There is no way to tell the story just once so everyone hears it and understands the magnitude of what they accomplished.  They have to tell the story nightly and it becomes a form of night reverence to the event, and eventually becomes an oral tradition that goes way into future times which are only possible because of two young folks, an old geezer and the mouse.  The mouse, of course, is Marlowe, who started this whole mess when he crawled out of his burrow to see if he could find food in the large structures of the house and the barn.  Marlowe started it and eventually Marlowe would pass on but it would all keep going strong.  But that is all still quite far down the road because, even though they all have made it back safely, they are still fugitives from the United States Air Force which seems to be the only branch remaining of what was once a massive government, now reduced to the empty public buildings from where it did all its business.  The massive numbers of human beings that occupied those buildings and mansions and ships and submarines and airplanes – almost all gone now except for the tiny band of Air Force personnel.  And they are trying to restring the governmental instrument that we lived with since the inception, way back in 1776, when the Continental Congress declared Independence from the British – and we were off. 
	After many days of celebration and the introduction of Cole, Korrie and Stanley into the work force of the compound, Lloyd sits down with his son and they strategize about their next moves, how they should take the compound and try to combine it with others, perhaps the one in Colorado which acted as a nexus for Cole and his friends.  This is really a summit meeting, and it marks the start of a new colony of well people and animals, and they become the indigenous group of adventurers who take the hard paths to recoup what was lost in the viral invasion.  It is a long meeting – it takes three days, and Marlowe is a primary contributor to the direction and security of the clan of the compound.  It is Marlowe who suggests an island should be the place to begin again. 
	Everyone has gone to bed except Cole’s mom who is really hiding in plain sight in the den.  Lloyd sits across from Cole on the sofa while Cole occupies the overstuffed, matching chair which his family refers to as ‘The Old Girl’.  
This talk is going to be hard for his dad because Lloyd isn’t one of those hug you, kiss you fathers and, in fact, the hug at the gate was the most emotion Cole can ever remember his father  offering up to him.  “Cole, this compound and perhaps the rest of the world, owe you a debt which can never be repaid in real terms.  I am sure that everyone here who has survived has asked themselves the same question since you returned.  Could I have done that?  Would I have made it through all the crashes, the sickness, the cold, the hunger, the terror – could I have done that?  Would I have made it into another airplane, past the walls and, let’s not forget Marlowe, because Marlowe obviously played an enormous role in getting you there and getting you home.  Because you had Marlowe, which no one else here would have had, would anyone have made it?  And the answer is no.  In many ways, your mom and I see the hand of the Lord protecting you – giving you Marlowe and Korrie and finally Stanley.  We see these as divine gifts and that means to us that you were the one, so – on the night you left – on the night I thought the world had come to an end – I only wished you well even though I had no idea you went for the vaccine and with it you saved your dad.  So, Lord, let’s not ever say I didn’t thank You for this miracle of my son and the miracle of his journey.”
	“I love you dad.”  Cole hops off the Old Girl and into his dad’s arms and stays there as long as he thinks his dad can stand it and then he returns to his seat.” 
	“All right Marlowe, I hear you shuffling around down there in the pocket, so you may as well come up and come out.”  And Marlowe does just that.  He reaches Cole’s shoulder and brushes himself off and then does a quick bow to Lloyd – which seems appropriate at the time. 
	“Thank you sir for the very kind words and acknowledgement.”  Lloyd gestures yes with his head as he still finds it difficult to look Marlowe directly in the face because Marlowe is a rodent, but that is Lloyd’s personal little war that he fights with himself, all the way to the end. 
	“I have thought about this for as long as you have been gone.  I have gone over it and over it a hundred thousand times and it always comes out the same.  We have a huge problem. Our problem, which I understood even better now knowing all the things you two have told me, is that we have a divided society and it is not by race, religion, gender or philosophical understandings.  We are divided between the sick and the not sick and now we have the special little category that Stanley fits into which is the sleeper sick – those that carry a live virus but it is dormant in them.  We cannot tell except by tests who is who, and we in this compound used almost all the vaccine you brought and I am sure the Colorado compound did the same.  That leaves California with the only source of vaccine, and it leaves us and the Colorado compound as the only ones who know the vaccine works.  We can’t jump start a new world this way – we have to find a place that is secure from the rest of humanity and begin there, and I believe that that is the first thing on the agenda for life.” 
	“All life.”  Lloyd gives a quick eye to Marlowe but understands where the mouse is coming from and also understands that Smoker is now alive because of the vaccine, so Marlowe’s point is not lost during the summit.  Cole listens to his dad but his mind is someplace else.  He is almost fourteen and the journey has taken less than a year, but he really can’t remember exactly.  Korrie Anne is almost fifteen, but she can’t even remember now when her birthday is.  Cole knows when his is, but it really doesn’t matter anymore because age is no longer a factor in the way he lives his life.  As far as anyone else is concerned, he is a young adult and so is Korrie Anne.  He does wake up in the conversation when his dad starts talking about some strange place called Chincoteague (shing-kuh-TEEG) Island off the  coast of Virginia in the Barrier Island chain.
	Cole remembers something about that name – something with his mom way back when he was a child and none of this crazy business existed.   Marlowe has no idea for the moment but, typically Marlowe, he immediately goes up and searches all Cole’s books and the Dictionary and Encyclopedia and spends the evening learning and memorizing everything there is to know about Chincoteague Island and why that may be where they are moving.  Cole comes to bed and without looking for Marlowe, he turns off the light and passes out on top of the covers from the exhaustion of the last many months.  A cold, bluish light reflects off Marlowe’s face as his super mind races and his tiny eyes fly across each page, illuminated by the computer screen.  Finally even Marlowe is finished, and he hops down to his little house, runs upstairs and finds the softest bed and, like Cole, he lies down and is instantly asleep.
The next morning Marlowe sleeps in while Cole checks in on Smoker who is recovering.  He also spends some time with Miss Penny even though he is not a cat lover and Miss Penny knows this all too well. 
	Cole finds his mother later, after breakfast, and sits with her while she hand washes clothes. 
	“What is it, Cole, what’s wrong?”
“Mom, have you ever heard of this place Dad is talking about” 
	“Of course Cole, and so have you.  You just don’t remember, but when you were very young you used to sit on my lap and I would read to you from a book called...”  Before Louise could get another word out Cole has sailed away down stairs and into the den where he passes his index finger over every book until he stops, pulls out a book and sits down on the floor and just stares at the cover.  The cover is a soft blue with a thin white line just in from the edges that forms a box, and in the box is the picture of a beautiful horses head and he remembers that that horse was… 
	“Misty.”  He traces Misty’s face with his finger and those happy moments with his mom reading the book come flooding back to him, and his eyes fill up with tears and his chest heaves from all the emotions surging back in him at one time.  His finger traces the title, Misty Of  Chincoteague, and then further down he reads the author’s name. 
	“Marguerite Henry.”  And then down at the bottom is the famous graphic artist who did all the illustrations, and he was Wesley Dennis.   Korrie Anne has been in the den the whole time reading.  She watches Cole come in and, she watches him remove the book, and watches all that happens after that.  
Cole finally looks up because Korrie Anne has moved just slightly and he tries to hide his tears and his embarrassment. 
	“I read that book – long time ago.” 
	“Yeah – it’s where everyone is talking about going.” 
	“I heard.  Is that where you want to go?” 
	“I don’t – know.  I just remembered that I recognized that word Chincoteague but I only remembered the horse Misty – I guess I knew it was an island.”  Korrie gets up and walks over and sits down on the floor next to him. 
	“It would be a shame to leave all these books.” 
	“Yeah.  I think sometimes about all the things that people had to leave behind, not just in their houses or stores but – like in the museum in New York City and… 
	“The MET.”  Korrie and Cole look at each and start to laugh.  Then Cole looks down and there is Marlowe hanging out of his pocket munching on a miniature carrot and looking a lot like Bugs Bunny. 
	“I thought you were asleep.” 
	“Yes, but then I woke up and found you down here after I raided the kitchen.  I jumped up in your pocket when you sat down with the book.” 
	“Do you know it Marlowe?” 
	“No, but I did come across research on Marguerite Henry because she was an extraordinary lover of animals and made many public statements that indicated her love and understanding of  animals and the animal kingdom.  She spoke about the anthropomorphic qualities of animals and she understood that humans had an instinctual arrogance where they always put themselves on the top of the food chain.  A condition I can confirm from my tiny vantage point.”
	Cole and Korrie Anne just look at Marlowe and, besides the normal admiration for the mouse, they now have a heightened sense of the quality of his intelligence and the meaning of what he is saying although neither of them ever received that from the book, “Misty Of  Chincoteague.”  Marlowe continues to chomp on his carrot and Korrie Anne and Cole continue to take quick looks at each because both of them are changing and that change makes them closer and more mindful of each other’s presence from now on. 
	“Marlowe, do you know if Molly’s Inn is still there on the island?”  Marlowe does not know what Molly’s Inn is but he does get the feeling he is being asked to get lost.  Marlowe, trying to accommodate the teens, hops out of Cole’s pocket and looks for the safest route upstairs.
	“I’ll just tarry along here and look into it and report back.”  Marlowe looks up and Korrie winks at him.  He loves that.  He is accepted into a human society and they are passing on all the physical and word jargon so he can be up to speed.  Marlowe is up to speed past anyone’s wildest imagination so, without further ado, Marlowe secretly winks back and then hops out of the room with a new mission in life, although he only vaguely understands what it is. 
	Korrie Anne is magical.  She is small in stature and perfectly fit in all the areas of her body.  Cole is not a bad looking specimen of the male human race and almost as smart as Korrie but, more important at this moment, is the fact that Cole has never really looked at her, even at the first moment when they met in Colorado in a dark corner of a train going nowhere and driven by a ghost.  At this moment she looks like an angel with the way the light falls in the den, and how the bars of light catch the dust so it looks divine in origin, and then, there is Korrie.
	Cole only has seconds of this feeling when Lloyd’s called him from the other room and both Korrie and Cole stand up at the same time and the trance is broken – for the moment.  Life on the compound had dragged almost to a halt just before Cole’s return but since that return a new surge of life has taken place and the compound is gearing up to move – east.  What is in the east that is better than here is an island, just off the Virginia coast, which has been populated since the 1600’s and is in a chain of islands that are mostly uninhabited.  The island of Chincoteague is rare in that there is one road in and one road out, so access to the island is restricted unless you have a boat.  The island has water, electricity when it was running, gas, and a large area suitable to grow food along with a daily supply of sea food.
	“I spent many summers there so I know the island and the area very well.  The main point here is that we would be protected.  We would need a wall around us – we would have a wall of water surrounding us completely mixed with wetlands and swamplands making it very difficult to approach from the land without the road.” Lloyd stops and drinks some coffee.  “The island has a natural gas supply which I think we could depend on for years at our rate of use, and, eventually, with enough people who are well, the grid will come back on line.  Until then we must use every available fuel source in order to survive.  There are huge problems involved here.  The first being how do we get this many people to the coast safely, and then how do we transport the compound in Colorado if they think the way we are thinking.”
	“The train.”  Marlowe stands on the table in the middle of the dining room where he has a certain place of honor.  And honor him they do, as everyone to a person feels that the mouse is a gift from God that no one else had except them, and that Marlowe has been the guide on the already impossible adventure, made possible with the help of Korrie Anne and Stanley.  The entire group immediately breaks up into micro discussions of how possible or impossible that idea is.  And in the end, it just seems apparent that if Cole and company rode the train into Colorado from Virginia, then it only makes sense that it can go the other way and take the entire compound to the east coast. 
	A map of train routes is produced and laid out on the table and many fingers and pencils are pointed down here and over there, but the dismal fact of this exercise is there is no train like Amtrak which has a route that will take them to their destination.  It isn’t that there are no tracks in Virginia, on the contrary, the state is littered with tracks from different railroad companies that have been in operation for over a hundred years, but these ma and pa railroads are not open now and the tracks lie in frozen motion waiting for the trains that don’t come and won’t for a long time to come. 
	Marlowe, who is usually right, feels badly about the time wasted on the train issue and sets his mind in motion to find another solution.  But what is there left after you eliminate transportation across the highways, across the tracks or across the air?  Certainly no one here intends to build a balloon for this many people, chattel and animals.  As attractive as free air is, a balloon – air – air… 
	“An ark” 
	The entire room turns around again and once more Marlowe stands in the spot light, which he is really beginning to enjoy.  It is one of those anthropomorphic qualities that Marlowe keeps adding to his profile – he loves being loved. 
	“What do we have that moves, is large, would carry a lot and is here on the compound?”  Marlowe hops off the dining room table and jumps up on the sill of the side window and pulls the curtains apart and there, alone in the side yard, are two large hay wagons waiting for their turn to come back to life and share the journey. Everyone gathers around the window as Marlowe utters the most important word of the evening… 
	“Sails.  We can use the wind.  It can’t take more than two or three days with a good wind, and we have mast material in the garage and sail material that can be sewn together and, certainly, we have plenty of rope.” 
	All these things are true.  It is a good plan with one obvious failing which everyone thinks of but discards as not a possibility, and that is – what if there is no wind?  It doesn’t matter, the area is covered in cars that just need a sail, so in the next weeks all the carpenters come out, all the seamstresses, and all the rest who fetch wood, water and the daily lunch for the working crew.  The big car is used to round up cars which are immediately stripped of everything in the interior and the ceilings opened up for a masts which are made from wood, steel, or plastic and all are secured to a seat and the frame.  And just like that, a group of sail cars is manufactured out of the minds of men who have more than just time on their hands. 
	The two huge hay wagons look like arks indeed, and now with the beard that Lloyd is sporting he can play Noah, because all the animals are also coming – not running from a deluge of water, of course, but from the outcome of one unfortunate man in California who knew he was sick but decided it only mattered to him to be able to come home.
The day finally comes when the new pioneers stand in front of their vessels and ruminate on the future.  They look something like a cross between people from the biblical exodus and the crowd from ‘Road Warrior’ and, to some extent, just like those two groups, the men are ready to show their valor and their courage in the face of an enemy that they can conquer with the tools at hand and their own physical strength.  They all stand in front of the array of handmade vessels which only need to get them a few hundred miles to the coast and then onto the island.  
Lloyd and Louise turn and look at the compound, now locked up and with the security fences running on their precious natural gas supply.  It offers them all some hope that this area will stay safe, will not be looted, and all of the antique furniture and personal pieces that are not coming on the trip will still be there for future generations to return to.  And maybe one day in the future others will be able to see the world they lived in for so long, hoping their old world would not be completely vanquished by a viral infection, and that a new world, one in which an understanding of the virus and the discovery of a vaccine to cure it, could be born from the ashes of fear.
It’s always difficult to leave one life, where your whole existence is centered, to go somewhere new and start again when your desire to go is still not real to you.  Each of these men and women and now mouse are leaving their area, marked by their scent and the sweat of their labors.  Why would they do this?  Because they feel they are the survivors, and that they have a personal responsibility to find a new pathway for civilization.  Because they want to launch civilization on that path so that, in the end, we all can find our way back to where we had left off – but this time without as many people, without so much desire for stuff, and without the arrogance of man separating himself from the rest of the animal kingdom.  A place where man no longer sees himself as the one and only heir to the earth, where there are many animals who do not look like humans making a palpable difference to a world shared by a variety of species.
	Everyone is ready.  The plan is that Stanley will fly on and meet them just outside of Richmond, near State highway 64 out of Richmond which leads down the state to Virginia Beach.  From there it is back north on highway 13 – up the skinny tail of roads to Chincoteague Island. The main thrust for the group will be up Virginia State Highway 81 until just above Charlottesville, and there they will turn right onto state 64 and drop down into Richmond and then further down to highway 64 to find Stanley.  It is a good, economical plan and Stanley has all the faith he needs to see it through.  He starts up the plane, freshly full of gas, and turns it back facing the dirt road.  In minutes, to much waving and cheering, he banks off the right and heads northeast.   
The gates are closed, the wind is good from the west, and there is no looking back now as the journey begins.  The lead cars unfurl their sails and the whole group lunges forward in a capricious scene that would have made this movie a comedy instead of a dramedy. The wind is strong and the newbies to sailing have their work cut out for them.  In the first few hours cars are blown off the road and have to be hauled back on.  There are lulls in the wind where all the vehicles just sit on a littered highway waiting for the all mighty to wake up for the day and supply the needed energy.  The company blows by farms, fields, and small towns.  In larger towns with above ground power poles they are forced to seek longer routes where the masts do not get tangled in the wires, all probably empty of power but still low enough to stop the vehicles. 
	In one farm outside a small berg they find horses that are hungry, friendly, and in need of human help.   There is much discussion about the health of the animals, but men and women who have spent their lives with horses look at and examine each animal and, in the end, the consensus is that the horses are healthy and do not need any of the remaining vaccine.  These animals are harnessed up to the lead cars, and those cars close their sails and use horse power.  The horses make about as good time as the windblown cars and wagons and the horses eat off the side of the road so there is no new burden in food loss.  It all seems as if it is going to work and there are many happy faces as the exodus moves forward, but the free ride stops at a covered bridge that seems to be manned or guarded by a group of men and women who live in hovels around the bridge and the stream below it where they fish for their main food supply. 
	The caravan stops and everyone waits for someone to make the next move.  An older man in tattered clothes steps out from under a beach umbrella and wipes his head with a dirty handkerchief.  He walks forward until he is on the bridge and several armed men and women stand behind him. 
	“You folks sick?” 
	“No.  How about you all?” 
	“We got people here with the sleeper and we got folks here who are sick and then we got people here who don’t have the damn thing at all.” 
	“How many you got sick?” 
	“Why you asking us that?” 
	“Because – we can help you.” 
	“How could you all do that, we have sickness here.”  Waiting for a moment to achieve some kind of dramatic through line, Lloyd holds up the cooler tube and turned it around and around so everyone can see it.  
	“We can help you with this.  It is a vaccine that we brought back from California and it has healed me, others in the caravan, and several of our animals.” 
	“You gave the vaccine to animals?”  It doesn’t occurred to Lloyd that there will be people who find that concept repulsive and now he doesn’t have any time to get involved in some philosophical discussion about why they did what they did. 
	“Yes sir, we did.”  Cole’s voice is strong, manly, and surely he believes absolutely that they did the right thing. 
	“You let your boy speak for you all?”  Lloyd has that sinking feeling that it is not going to turn out well here and there is nothing he can do about it except to advance to plan B which he can see many members of the caravan doing as they carefully reach for loaded weapons placed close to each person for just such an occasion. 
	“What do you want for that medicine?” 
	“I’ll tell you, you let this group cross the bridge and move on down the road a ways and we will vaccinate everyone here who needs the medicine and we will tell you what we know and if you are interested – where we are going and how you might join us if you could see it that way. 
	“That’s interesting, yes sir, that is interesting except we don’t know what that is, we don’t know if it works and we think we’ll just take the damn stuff and try it out ‘fore you cross our bridge.  Now what you think about that?” 
	You can hear a pin drop.  Along with the trickle of the beautiful stream and the wind which is coming back up from the west which seems to signal to everyone that now is the time to go.  Lloyd’s crew slowly finds their guns and more of the other-side-of-the-bridge people come out of nowhere, all armed to the hilt with every kind of weapon ever seen in any movie and they know how to use them.  Just before the stream turns red with blood, just before the old man on the bridge gets his stubborn head blown completely off, the female voice of reason comes out of the darkness of one of the hovels and shout. 
	“Cross the bridge and bring back the damn medicine.” 
	No one moved for a few moments.
	“Now!”  The bridge people recede like rhinos in the muck of a wild pond and the old man just wipes his head again and walks back to his chair and sits down.  Lloyd gives the hand signal and the caravan starts across slowly.  Everyone is now armed and the guns are all visible.  The weapons are loaded and it will only take a tiny spark to set them off – but the spark never comes and the caravan drives down the road and disappears.  Moments later, Lloyd, Stanley, Korrie Anne and Cole with Marlowe concealed, come back to the camp and, as they had said, inoculate the sick humans and animals together.  There is little time to talk but after they are through many of the bridge people join them on their journey.  And the ones that do not, who lived in this part of the country for generations and are still not ready to pull up their roots and pass away from the family home ground, stay in the hovels and wait for the times to change in their favor. 
	Many sad good byes and ‘see you over the line’ are passed in a hurry and the last of the bridge people leave their spaces and disappear down the road to follow the ark.  The ones that are left go back to work or back to bed, and only God knows if in the end their kin folk come back to collect them when the future times get better and there is a way to return here with impunity.  For the ones that leave it is like the song, “It's a new dawn, it's a new day, it's a new life for me. And I'm feeling good.”  
	Route 81 travels north by north east up the state in a narrow corridor with the Appalachian Mountains on both sides and a river valley in between.  At one time it was a major artery up the west side of the state towards DC or a right hand turn through Charlottesville leading one down to Richmond, home of the State Theater of Virginia and some of the best crab cakes you could ever savior on a windy afternoon in the south. 
	To say the trip up route 81 and then right and down through Charlottesville is uninteresting and uneventful could only be said in comparison to the gun fight to come at Shockoe Slip in the southern section of downtown Richmond on the James river.  The trip to Shockoe Slip includes losing horses, gaining more horses and converting cars from wind to horse power.  It also includes finding an operating gas station that almost gives them the gas for free, just for information about the outside world.  A small clan of Scottish emigrants found a way to make the gas flow without electricity and had moved in, hoping the big bang was almost over so in the end they will own a gas station – and they do, at least at the moment. 
	New people come aboard the moving ark and more cats and dogs are picked up who are starving for both food and human companionship. And a baby is born on route and he is named Cole in honor of the super boy who did what no one else could do to save the bigger life.  Food is eaten, beverages are consumed (including a fair amount of alcohol), the burgers are homemade and the alcohol is aged right on the shelf in local liquor stores.   
	The company comes sailing, literally, down Route 64 and then takes Interstate 95 south into downtown Richmond.  They look nearly as funny as that sounds.  They don’t want to miss their red plane escort onto the island, so the bulk of the company parks together in what was once a very commercial area in downtown called Shockoe Slip where very hip, young restaurateurs opened little shops with outside dining and a view of the James River.  Back before the virus it was the place to go on a late Friday afternoon even though you would have to park blocks away – the current company didn’t find any parking problems this afternoon. 
	One car with gas goes up to Monument Blvd to show some of the younger in the company the avenue that is lined with great, bronze horses and their famous mounts – mostly noted generals and politicians from the south.  Another car takes Lloyd, Cole, Korrie Anne and two more men with guns, further down State Highway 95 to Petersburg where Lloyd had old family and he wants to see if any are left or what has happened to the old house on 1775 Westover Ave. in the south eastern part of the city on the corner of Weyanoke.  It is an old colonial style white house with pillars on the front porch and that half-southern plantation feeling reduced to a more economical size for modern day living. 
	Lloyd drives up to the house and parks in the front driveway but not too far back in case there’s the need of a quick escape.  Lloyd is beginning to think that this is a mistake, so he tells the teens to stay in the car and if he doesn’t come out shortly, take the car and drive back to Shockoe Slip.  Lloyd eases his way out of the driver’s seat and the two men go out the passenger doors in the back.  They go up to the front door and find the door open.  All three men take the safety off their weapons and check to make sure there is a round in the chamber. 
	Lloyd pushes the door open with his hand gun and they all enter.  The home is magnificent and untouched by the scourge affecting the rest of the world.  The men go room to room on the bottom story and then one of them goes down stairs into the basement and comes back up quickly – it is clear.  Everyone is amazed that the furniture is in such good condition and there is no broken glass – almost as if this home or the whole block if not the entire city of Petersburg had escaped the pillage and looting of a desperate society trying to redefine itself. 
	The three come around the loop and end up back at the staircase which is just slightly offset from the front doors.  Standing on the stair case is a large, rigid woman holding a Civil War style, single barrel shot gun and she is scared. 
	“Who are you?  What you doin in my house?” 
	“This house belongs to the Smith family, my aunt, Mildred Smith who…” 
	“Lloyd, is that you Lloyd, standing in front of me?” 
	“Tomey, oh my God Tomey.”  Tomey literally drops her gun and falls into the arms of Lloyd as he bolts up the few steps to catch the woman who had lived with and cleaned his aunt’s home for more than fifty years. 
	“Tomey, where is Mildred?”  Tomey, weakly points upstairs and the other two men run up immediately and a few moments later, carry down an aging nonogenarian who seems fit but is just too old to walk down stairs.  They were both taken to the car and everyone squeezes in around so the women can partially lie down and they drive away from the house on Westover in Petersburg, Virginia where one of the most important Civil War battles that decided the freedom of America took place before the fall of Richmond, and just as these battles permanently carved a course for the future of the United States, the battle approaching them at Shockoe Slip would be one that is talked about in the future as changing the face of the re-civilization of the world and the continuing evolution of animals. 
	Shockoe Slip is named after the small creek that once flowed in that area and "Shacquohocan" was the Indian word for the large, flat stones at the mouth of the creek. "Slip" refers to the area's position on the canal basin where boats loaded their cargo hundreds of years ago.  Now the name "slip" referred to a narrow passageway leading from Main Street to where goods once were loaded and unloaded from the former James River and Kanawha Canal. Shokoe Slip had begun in the early 1600’s and is the origin of the financial district of Richmond, not that anyone needs a financial district at this moment, and it becomes even more famous as the first battle won in this new fight for freedom and civilization, won by the side that is well medically and carries no disease.  It is almost impossible to believe that the remainder of a great civilization has divided itself and its ranks between the terms well and not well or sick and not sick, but since the beginning of time societies have divided themselves along far more bizarre distinctions and though it’s a tragedy, the conundrum is still not solved as what remains of society tries to rejoin itself. 
	The first car has returned to the Slip having enjoyed a completely wonderful examination of Monument Blvd and the monuments.  Lloyd’s car is returning with unexpected but welcome survivors when just outside of Shockoe Slip they realize they are being followed by hand made vehicles that are powered by an engine and driven by some clan or group who is armed and obviously aggressive as they fire warning rounds over Lloyd’s car. 
	The older women are screaming in terror as the men try to reorient themselves inside so they can shoot behind them.  Then it starts.  The lead cars fire directly at Lloyd’s car and they return fire until they hit the wheels of the oncoming enemy’s front car and it drives off the freeway and crashes.  Cole and Korrie are reloading for the shooters, Lloyd is driving and the old ladies are trying to get themselves under control. 
	The group back at the Slip hear the gun fire long before it arrives at the caravan.  Everyone in the caravan has a job in a situation like this and the first job is to pull the wagons and cars around so they form a circle for protection, just like the old wagon trains moving. The next moves involve armed members of the compound taking positions within the circle where they can have the best advantage as shooters.  Others dive under the wagons or stay near the wheels of the cars inside the circle.  Everyone is prepared. 
	Lloyd’s car comes over a small rise, smoking and limping from being hit by gun fire.  They drive straight for the caravan which is parked on Dock Street, just off and down from Interstate 95 that Lloyd is driving on.  They are down a ways in the Slip with the water of the inlet behind them so there is no one at their back.  As Lloyd drives down Dock Street the pack behind him is a football field away.  A car in the caravan drives forward and opens a hole in the circle and Lloyd drives in and parks the car in the center of the circle.  The caravan car drives back again and closes the hole.  The driver gets out and starts firing from an old style Winchester rifle, into the oncoming cars and motorcycles and then they stop, turn around and find cover behind the huge, concrete uprights for the freeway.  Bullets careen off the cement, off the cars, off the caravan cars and wagons, off the ground and off of anything in the vicinity that is higher than ground level.  For an hour the battle rages as motorcycle drivers are picked off and compound people are dropped to the asphalt.  The whole scene decries the fact that the human race has spent more time and more money on making weapons that kill people than on any other endeavor in history, and just as Marlowe is thinking this a bullet whizzes by him so he dives deep into Cole’s pocket and stays there until it is over. 
	There is a lull for a moment in the fighting and by shouting back and forth it is settled that there would be a break so the dead can be removed from the street and from inside the circle.  There are a number of dead, and it seems so cruel and so stupid that all these people and all these animals cannot find some way to sort out their differences other than the one which is taking place here.  A member of the clan under the freeway comes out waving a white flag and is finally met half way by Lloyd, also carrying a white flag.  The two speak calmly, and then not so calmly as they reach a place where neither side can give.  Soon the two men are shouting at each other and finally the other side throws a fist, but Lloyd ducks and comes back by hitting his opponent over the head with the stick holding up a flag of peace. 
	Lloyd turns and runs even as the other side shoots at him.  And the caravan side then shoots at the man running in the opposite direction, hits and kills him.  He drops still holding the flag, so the flag remains in play even though the holder has gone down.  All hell breaks out and the gang under the freeway starts to branch out so they can fight on different fronts and this works and causes the caravan people to reorient their positions now to take fire from any direction.  Also, more of the freeway clan has started to show up and is bolstering their forces until it seems that the caravan folks may have reached the end of their line.  The freeway clan becomes bolder and now starts to charge the caravan for hand to hand combat, but it isn’t in the stars for them today and if there had been a place where they could have read their horoscope, they would have thought twice about this attack. 
	The first group from the freeway are just about to reach the caravan when the street explodes in front of them killing them all.  Next the street seems to explode everywhere under the freeway and around the area until they finally looked up and see the red plane with the newly painted logo ‘The Bug Eater’ on its side.  Inside is a surly old man throwing out pipe bombs that explode with exceptional accuracy. 
	The caravan troop jumps the wall of cars and now races forward towards the retreating clan who, in only a few seconds, has lost at least half their own from big red.  They race away, they retreat, or they give up and are shot as no one is taking prisoners in this battle.  The compound people hit the main line of resistance in hand to hand combat and quickly kill them to a person as the rest of the body drives up the freeway or off and away on other roads.  One lead car has a shooter hang out the window and fire a RPG at the red plane.  The rocket propelled grenade slams into Stanley’s plane and explodes.  The red craft heads downward in large spirals until it strikes the side of Dock Road, destroyed and burning.  The shooter hanging out of the car waves his fist back at the caravan group, waving back and forth in triumph when his head is blown completely off but his body continues to wave its fist in defiance as the car drives off in the distance – a headless man sitting in the passengers window, no longer a player in the arena of life. 
	A crew of men and women pull Stanley out of the burning plane and over to a shady area where he is covered and his head is propped up.  Cole and Korrie race across the asphalt and fall down beside him as others try to stop the bleeding and keep him conscious. Stanley’s grey eyes blink open for a moment and he can see Cole and Korrie who are now just a bundle of tears holding each other’s hands and fighting the desire to hold onto Stanley and keep his life from seeping away.  
	“You two listen to me.  You are the bravest of any people who I ever knew and I believe it was my mission from God to help you in California and . . .I – am proud – to have known you both and – the mouse of extraordinary quality.  Leave me here with old red so I can fly her into heaven if the Lord will allow it.” 
	Stanley reaches up slowly and takes their hands as Marlowe, with huge tears falling down his face, leans out of his pocket to say good bye to his friend.  “Cole, keep my gun, it’s a family treasure. . .”  Those are his last words.  Cole reaches down and lifts Stanley’s shirt and removes the 357 Magnum and pushes it down in his pants and pulls his shirt over – like Carl Stanley Sagan had done when he was alive.   Stanley is moved with honor over to his plane now that the fire has been put out with extinguishers from the cars and the compound.  He is covered in an American flag that Tomey had kept on her person for years now – tucked into her back like a pillow but now it covers the man who put his own life aside for the sake of the new world.  
After all the cars are sorted out that are too messed up to use, and after all the dead are laid in cars since there is no proper place to bury them, there is a short service for Stanley and the others.  As they drive east and away from Shockoe Slip, the roadway is splashed with the blood of a group of men and women who might have been well, but they never gave the caravan a chance to negotiate that one way or the other.  What the leader said to Lloyd is only divulged much later since it didn’t seem to carry any consequence at that moment.  They drive away from death and death’s door never knowing if the enemy was really the enemy.  The preciousness of life even now in its fantastically reduced quantity is still not great enough to overpower the ego of man and the frequently stupid decisions made by that ego as civilization tries to furrow in and plant a new crop of humans and other animals – so the new framework of civilization will include the whole animal kingdom. 
	Some cars are left since the room needed for transportation has dwindled slightly after the battle of Shockoe Slip.  Cole and Korrie Anne sit on the hay wagons now and steer one by a mechanism devised back at the compound so you can control the direction of the wagon without horses in front.  The timbered covered hillsides give way to lower wet lands as they travel southeast along that protruding side of Virginia that finally leads down to Virginia Beach on the coast.  It certainly isn’t a hay ride, and they aren’t singing camp songs, but they do share time and stories with others who are next to them and it does help salve the wounds and pass the time, and, of course, it doesn’t hurt that the scenery is so beautiful and serene, albeit empty of most animal life. 
	U.S. Route 13 is an old north–south highway that spans 517 miles.  It stretches from deep inside North Carolina to the upper reaches of Philadelphia, coursing through Virginia, Maryland and Delaware along the way, and snaking through Virginia’s coastal areas where it leaves its rural nature behind and puts on the magnificent Chesapeake Bay Bridge-Tunnel, connecting to the little leg hanging off the peninsula that links to Chincoteague Island off on its eastern seaboard.  The rest of the peninsula connects back to the land around Philadelphia.  
	They all get out of the cars or wagons and stand for a moment and look over the huge bridge span that will take them across water to a peninsula and then up the middle to the roadway into the island.  It all seems fairly simple, but much before had had that same feeling and like Shockoe Slip turned into a massacre of human and animal remains.  Lloyd steps back in the lead car and looks out across the bay. 
	“Make it happen for us God, because the way I see it – you don’t have too many more down here to support you up there.  Hear my prayer.  Help us Stanley if you’re watching”. 
	Stanley is watching or so it seems because the journey across the bridge where they are so vulnerable is without event and pleasant in its own way.  They start up the peninsula without event and further up Highway 13 – no people and no animals.  The caravan comes up to and goes through Oak Hall, population of 255 in 2010, and no one come out to greet them.  Just a ways further north is the right hand turn off to highway 175 which is the only way onto the island.  Just before the junction is a small strip mall on the right with a Sonic and Oak Hall Market place and a Food Lion grocery store.  Across the street is a Dollar General store and up the block on the right, an Exxon Station. 
	There is still good canned and dry food supplies in the stores, and several of the newbies know how to pump gas at the station without electricity.  In a small period of time the hay wagons and the cars are full of new food, water and gas.  And after everyone helps themselves to some gas station candy, they turn right onto 175 and drive on Chincoteague Road to wetlands, and then to wetlands surrounded by water, and then the road turns up hard left and goes for a distance and then it turns hard right again and travels across roads to bridges to roads to bridges, across more water and finally onto the island itself.  At Korrie’s request, the company makes its way to Main Street. 
	Molly’s Inn is only a few blocks south on Main Street after coming in on highway 175.  It is near the corner of Smith Street and just up the block, so they have to pass it on the way to the Watson House Victorian Bed and Breakfast where others in the company would stay.  It all seems like it’s from a world somewhere far away and the company has been transported, looking more like a traveling band of bards and players rather than the foundation of civilization in the 21st century.  All the money and all the time spent on these glorious, Victorian style homes or Bed and Breakfasts which no one for a very, very long time is going to come and visit on a vacation.  No, each one of these structures will become the home and kingdom of individuals participating in this craziest of all experiments, which is to see if it is possible to jump start a planet in which five billion people were reduced to less than a million in only a matter of months – and not by any weapon invented by Homo Sapiens. 
	Molly’s Inn is just like Margret Henry described it in her children’s book “Misty of Chincoteague”.   The traveling band pulls up in front, stops, turns off the engines or furls the sails or ties up the horses, and then a group of armed men go in and return to say the Inn is empty and safe.
The teens are the first ones in, and they take the first small rooms on the second floor while others take the rooms on the bottom floor, and then the houses that are next to the Inn are filled up until everyone, man and animal, has a place to rest, cover their heads, sleep and be safe while the beginnings of the ancient feudal system start to surface as the new law across the land. 
	The Inn is huge with as many as twenty rooms on the second floor and an attic and a basement.  The rooms are perfectly appointed in the Victorian style and, like the Westover House in Petersburg, Molly’s Inn has not been touched.  There are guards established on four hour watches at the road coming in, just south and east of the Inn.  They are protected by water on the west side.  Others are assigned food and food prep while many of the older folks take the job of caring for the sick and the new baby Cole.   Lloyd leads a crew to hook up the generator they packed in one of the hay wagons and to connect it to the natural gas line on the island.  Shortly after dark the lights go on in Molly’s Inn and several of the houses on either side.  There will be additional power needs and those will be dealt with in the ensuing days.  Tonight they have light, heat, food, weapons for protection, shelter, beds with clean linen and – the companionship of a new group of leaders whose immense responsibility is to reestablish civilization. 
	After a huge dinner, when the dinner dishes are all washed, Tomey takes the youngest kids and some teens into the meeting room or living room and they all sit down and she tells them stories of how her great grandfather had been a slave and how they came to Virginia – which is where they still are officially – and how they came to be free, and the Civil War that was fought right here in this state where people gave up their lives in order to establish a free culture where no one was a slave to any other.  
When the last bit of wood is burning down in the fireplace almost all are asleep except Lloyd and a select few who sit on the front porch and smoke tobacco from ancient Indian pipes that were in the museum portion of the Inn.  They talk about the tasks that lie in the future and who might be the best to lead each of these various jobs – all with the single intent of fortifying their situation, starting a permanent food supply, securing shelter and providing electricity to all those who live with the group.  Also – a point that is made from many different angles – the critical importance of establishing some communication system that will reach as far as possible, and the receiving and transferring of information through that system.  Last – but not on the bottom of the list in importance – a way to determine if an animal is sick, has the sleeper, or is well, and what decision to make about those with the sleeper, which up to this time has been death. 
	The women and men on the porch all stay up near midnight and hold hands in a prayer to each one of their Gods and offer thanks that this fragment of a once huge population is still alive and still praying.  They clutch the person on each side of them in a move of solidarity and then go off to bed.  In the morning is a new beginning, a new day, a new dawn for this and every other cluster of animals in the pockets and caves and fortresses where they hide and now where they slowly come out of hiding and start again.


THE CASTLE
Chapter 10
	
If you look back to the 17th century you would realize that all the homes of the super-rich were castles and the homes or hovels of the poor were those straw and mud structures built around the castle but not inside its walls.   Only later did the super-rich, who became even richer, realize they had to keep some people inside the walls, otherwise they would have no one to rule after a battle destroyed them.   This is not lost on Marlowe as he keeps going over and over in his mind the great wall around UCLA and the protected hospital.  Why not just patrols or armed bunkers sporadically placed or any of a thousand possibilities other than a huge wall?  And now, without the Internet, Marlowe is forced to do his research with primary source material like books.   Molly’s Inn has a small library which includes books about the greatest castles ever built with pictures and pages of information.  He sits in a doll’s house chair in the Inn’s library and reads while munching on nuts.  Marlowe turns the pages with his feet and studies the pictures carefully, even getting down on his knees and pushing his face into the page.  
	“What is it?  What are you looking at?”  Lloyd crosses over in the room in one of the rare moments when he is alone and not too busy to actually look or talk about something.  He looks down at the castle and then turns the book to the cover and sees that it is a book about castles. 
	“You think we need a castle?”   Marlowe thought carefully because he knew the answer would change the whole thrust of the work and direction of the compound. “The clan which attacked us at Shockoe Slip – did you see the vehicles they had made from scratch and the clever use of materials to make them run?” 
	“Yes – I did, and your point does not pass me by, Marlowe.  If they could make those cars they could build a boat or make any one of the boats near here operational, especially if it was a sailboat.  I thought about all this before deciding to come here, and my reasoning was that this island is so far from the cities and places where people were all pushed together that it would take a lot of time before they needed to get into a boat just to get to us – and who knows we are here anyway.” 
	“Yes, I see that point very clearly.”  Marlowe stands up from the book and hops up on a table so he is closer to Lloyd who he knows still resents speaking to a rodent, which, for Marlowe, is about as insulting as it would be to call Lloyd a nigger.   “I do believe that we have a bit of time, especially looking at the distances from here to Richmond or here to Washington D.C.  Even though they are close – at this time of history we might as well be on Mars.” 
	“But you still think we need a castle?”  Lloyd finds that little voice inside his head that reminds him that this animal came out of a hole in the ground on his farm, but Lloyd is not stupid and he forces himself to listen to Marlowe who has not led them in the wrong direction yet and, in fact, has been a decidedly positive factor in their present survival.   
	“We can’t build it in one day or one month or even a year with this present work force.” 
	“I get it, Marlowe, and I will bring it up at the meeting tonight unless you want to.”   Fortunately Marlowe does not, so it is a win-win situation as it makes Lloyd look like the bigger hero and Marlowe doesn’t have to stand in front of all those people and debate and speak really loud so everyone can hear.  Lloyd and the mouse share a look, and then Lloyd leaves to the calls of his work crew outside. 
	In the evening when the main meal is over and cleaned up – the men and women on the council meet in the meeting area while the rest of the folks go back to their respective houses or stay to care for sick and younger members.  The council hears the idea of the castle for the first time and the reaction is totally opposite what Lloyd and even Marlowe thought would be.  The group, almost to a person, hates the idea, they think it is contrary to why they came to the island in the first place and – the most popular argument – haven’t they just come from a castle in the form of the compound which had everything they needed at the moment to survive?  It is just as well they don’t still have the red plane.  If they did, and they flew back to the compound, they would have seen that it is already occupied with a new owner.  Ownership in this land is you on the property ready to die for it with a gun.  
	“Listen.  Please listen to me, please.”  The council sits back down and lowers their voices and waits for the retort. 
	“You are right that we left a castle but you are wrong that we had everything we needed.  We were running out of room from the number of people” – Lloyd stops for a moment and he realizes that the mouse has brain washed him in his thinking as he went on to say –“ and animals in a compound that could not be expanded.  We needed more shelter, more water, more vegetables and we get that here plus the huge advantage of being able to eat out of the ocean but – this is a paradise and more folks are going to figure it out and find a way to get here.  And then we will be faced with the problems of how to let them in, how to tell they are not sick or that they are carrying the sleeper virus.   We have to protect ourselves while we build for the future.  We have to think of the future of our children – which is the future of our world.  We need a wall – like a castle – one which will surround just the inner streets in the center of town but large enough to include enough housing for the next ten years.”   
	The argument has its high and low points but the food available in the waters of the Atlantic Ocean is too powerful a point to overcome and in the end, after many, many meetings, the castle committee is formed.  It is not so much that they want some structure that looks like Disneyland – that isn’t the idea.   They need walls, some kind of draw bridge or gate at the mouth of the road, some gates at the rear of the structure to allow for flow in and out the back, and positions on the wall where people can fight for the right to stay behind it and protect it from anything that tries to take it away.   It also needs a fair amount of height so you just can’t put a ladder against it and crawl over, and it needs thickness so people can walk on it and it can withstand a car or truck or tractor trying to bash through the walls.   
	The castle starts at the road, and the crew is small as the rest of the consortium is seeking food and more weapons.  To further this aim there is a small group designated to enter and search every structure on the island – which is a lot.  There is a sense of comradery now that had been at the compound in the early days and is here now because there is a job for everyone fit to their experience and talent.  Cole and Korrie are on food retrieval and on this particular day they are at the water’s edge getting a lesson from an older man who had been at sea all his life until he returned to farming when he was too old to sail.   
	Lloyd, in some of the summers when he came here to camp or holiday, worked at the Chincoteague Shellfish Farms which are along the back side of the island only a few miles away from the Inn.  Doc Pollard drives the car down Main Street to highway 2126 which cuts across the island in a wiggle worm fashion and ends at the front of the Shellfish farm.  Everyone sits in the car for a moment and waits, but nothing stirs so they get out.  Cole checks Stanley’s gun tucked in his breeches, and Doc pulls out an old M-11 which was the precursor to the M-16.  He checks his weapon and they walk slowly forward.       
	The farm consists of some buildings where the offices and maintenance and sales took place and then behind them is the Atlantic Ocean which had been filled in with stacked rock walkways out into the shallow waters. The Chincoteague Shellfish Farms had been known for a hundred and fifteen years as the producers of the best calms in the world.  It’s a goldmine of seafood.  No one is home as they enter the office and look up on the walls and see all the fish shellfish that are in season by the month of the year.  Big neck clams, little neck clams, middle neck clams and buttons.  Oysters, lobster, grouper, rock fish, red snapper – it makes them salivate and old Doc Pollard doesn’t have anything else on his mind but fried clams when bang -- something is knocked over in the next room.  Everyone produces a weapon, and Korrie still has the small black hand gun and she still knows how to use it.   
	They move around each other and then as a group walk in through a large door opening to a room that also opens to the outside by a rollup door which is only partially rolled up.  It is dark, and whatever it is hit something else which then raises all the guns towards one dark area of the room.  Before anyone can move there is a loud noise, like a squawk and a large Pelican flies up and hits Doc Pollard right in the chest and knocks him over.  He raises up the M-11 and points it at the bird who is now standing on his chest. 
	“Don’t shoot.”  It is a little voice but everyone recognizes it as Marlowe.  Cole moves slowly toward the bird as Doc lowers his gun and the animal steps off his chest. 
	“Must have got stuck in here and couldn’t figure out how to get back under the door.” Doc walks over and grabs the chain and pulls the rolling door all the way up and the Pelican unfolds its huge wings and flies gracefully out into the warm sun.  They all look out and see the walking paths in the water from mounded up ground up rock.  Doc loads up a small wagon with buckets, hand tools to remove oysters, and rubberized gloves.   The small crew walks out to a farm that doesn’t need human workers.  It is the ocean.  And it is shallow, so the sea food company really just put in mounds of rock to access the clam beds and the oyster beds.   They leave the wagon on the concrete path to the beds and take the buckets and hand tools with them.  They go out a ways and Doc kneels down in the water with a large hunting knife of his own and cuts at something under the water and brings up an oyster shell the size of a goose egg.   He takes the knife and cuts the muscles at the back edge of the oyster and opens it up exposing the gray and white meat, glistening in the sun when swoosh – it is pulled right out of his hand by the Pelican who then lands only five feet away and drains the meat into its beak and discards the shell.   
	“You damn bird”.  Doc pulls up his gun just as Marlowe shouted again. 
	“Don’t shoot it, it’s hungry – just like we are.”  Doc puts his weapon down and looks rather shamed for a moment because he does understood the animal is hungry and this is the first food it has seen in no one knows how long.  Also, for Korrie and Cole – the slimy looking animal in the shell doesn’t look good and neither of them have ever seen one or eaten one – all this they explain to the Doc who listens with a certain amount of interest and humor.  Doc cuts out a few more oysters which he eats and also shares with the bird – although in Doc’s mind he sees the Pelican dripping on a hot spit like a turkey but he knows this is never going to happen. 
	They walk further down the rock sea wall with Doc not taking his eyes off the water and then they stop.  Again doc kneels down and cuts at something under the water and brings up a shell with only one side the size of a small salad plate.  On the back of the shell is a white sea animal called a scallop and again it is totally foreign to Cole and Korrie but as Doc cuts pieces off the shell and feeds himself, the teens and the bird.  The two young folks taste and love the most wonderful, sweet sea meat in the whole world and Doc feels the same.   Out of the same waters Doc pulls out a large neck clam that does not need to be cut from the sea bed. He opens the clam as he has the oyster and again he shares it with Cole, Korrie and the bird who is now closer and closer than before as fear has left the animal and is replaced by a need for food and a provider – the bird has found both.    
	It doesn’t take long to fill the buckets which are then emptied into the wagon.  And then back for more.  They don’t take any fish at this time but they do fill the wagon with clams, oysters, scallops and a few lobsters and then they have to leave.  They pull the wagon back to the buildings and roll the big door down, pack up the car and leave. 
	They arrive back at Molly’s Inn about the same time that other crews arrive from their work.  Everyone is happy to see the shell fish, and everyone helps shell and cook and eat a feast from the ocean that includes wild onions, potatoes and parsley along with some bottles of incredible wine.  There are also a few bottles of even harder stuff, including the ever coveted Jameson Irish whiskey which, as far as Lloyd is concerned, is liquid gold.  
	Even before the big meal starts there is a huge ruckus outside and everyone there steps out to see what all the commotion is about.   Young children and several adults are standing by the Molly’s Inn sign because perched on top of it is a very large Pelican and it doesn’t look as scared as the children do.   “That Pelican is with us so don’t hurt it, hear me?”  Doc is plain in his words and everyone understands that the bird has joined this strange collection of animals parading on this tiny island and pretending to be heirs to the throne – or world history – and now the Pelican joins this group to add its donation to the future.  The animal is beautiful with large brown and white feathers under an enormous beak that has a skin colored bag on the bottom so the Pelican can scoop up water and filter fish or smaller animal life for food.   The bird has very understanding eyes and when Cole comes out with a bowl of water the animal is very excited and takes long drafts into its beak and then throws its head back and swallows.  The Pelican is very thirsty so Cole takes trips and then Korrie Anne takes trips refilling the dog bowl and returning for more.  Eventually Cole brings out some of the shellfish to feed the pelican.  At first he waits for the bird to opens its mouth and then he tosses in the fish, but as time goes on he learns to wait and then he drops the food into the animal’s beak.  Later the Pelican even takes the food directly out of his hands.  The Pelican [image: http://www.bnbfinder.com/innImages/Miss_Molly_s_Inn_Chincoteague_Island_Virginia_48930.jpg]is more than grateful, the Pelican is home and happy to be so. The bird is too big to roost on the sign so as soon as darkness comes the bird flies up into the eaves and finds a place on the roof that is sheltered from the weather and yet open enough so it can fly in and out.  The family has a new addition. The family also has a new food source, and many in the company who have never eaten fresh sea food are instant fans and creatively, together, they learn how to prepare and cook this food.  And to care for the food, they appoint a new group to take care of the farm and protect its assets.   
	The next morning Humphrey awoke in his new home as if he’d never known another.  Humphrey, as he has been named by the whole company in a late night fight that lasted till morning.  It is curious what people will fight for and what they will just let go as not worth the effort, and naming a pelican isapparently in the first category.  For some the Pelican should have been Albert, and to many others it should have been George, or Alvaro or Fluffy.  Even Big Beak had a stake for a short time, but because some claimed the animal looked vaguely like Hubert Humphrey, who many never even heard of, the animal became Hubert Humphrey whether the bird was a male or female – which no one knew, or knew how to check.  Hubert is in, and his favorite spot is on the Molly’s Inn sign.  And Hubert is much loved, much like Marlowe, only there is a lot more bulk to Hubert so there is a lot more to love and in some ways it is easier to love a large, fluffy bird than an ordinary field mouse with very unordinary powers.  You can hold and pet a large bird but holding Marlowe, who is wearing a suit and speaking English to perfection, is a little daunting.  For Marlowe, that set him apart from the dogs and cats and horses and frogs and lizards for some of the wee ones in the company. 
	Work is going on day and night as the rhythm of the jobs forms its own work hours.  The structure searchers have only come up with a few more weapons and some food.  Everything you ever wanted was on the island but those are no longer the things that people hope for in their lives.  People don’t want stuff anymore, they want companionship, they want information about the state of the rest of the world, and, in the end, they want to be behind the walls of a secure fortress so they don’t have to face the portion of the world that is sick or carries the sleeper virus.  And for the younger crew, they just live day by day and learn to want new things, the things that will make them safe and the things that give them a future. 
	
The structure searchers make a huge discovery in the next few days in the Chincoteague Municipal Complex, only a few miles away from Molly’s Inn, in the middle of the island.  They discover this is also the home of the Police and Fire Department and a communication room that includes short and long wave radio transmission equipment, radar, telephones, cell phones and equipment that can transmit and receive all the way to California – all it needs is electricity.  They also have emergency generators that work from natural gas, but for some reason those generators are not going so they need some engineering help from the people building the first part of the enclosure across Chincoteague Blvd, the only road into the island. 
	Another discovery is the Chincoteague Fairgrounds only fourteen or sixteen blocks down Main Street from the Inn.  The fairgrounds offer a safe place for the horses and also feed and hay that was in storage.  The water is already on and still running.  It all seems to be going as planned until the workers on the front gate run out of concrete bricks and concrete which had been borrowed from local dealers and hardware stores.  They built a concrete frame for a front gate that came down with gravity as in the castles of old, but to go on means a huge amount of additional concrete block and cement – and it isn’t going to come from the island. 
	At the evening meal all the exciting news is passed on and passed down. The dilemma about more concrete block seems to slow down the excitement because this is their first big project, in front of communication but behind food and shelter.  Everyone is concentrating on other forms of construction material that are close by and useable when one of the younger in the company spouts out. . . 
	“Why not use the Yellow Pages?”  It seems so innocent, and it certainly is the instant answer to the problem.  It also illustrates the incredible control television and the radio had on the entire culture, but in only a matter of months it disappeared leaving no substitute except books, talking and the experience of living itself.  Without dropping a beat, one of the castle builders goes to the phone book and finds two companies within an hour’s drive and just off the island on the main road.   The first is the Walmart Supercenter on 2132 Old Snow Hill Road in Pocomoke City, Maryland and just across the Virginia / Maryland border.   The second is T&W Block Inc., 21075 Washington Street Onley, Virginia.  The worker, without thinking, reaches over and picks up the telephone and holds it to his ear.  No one in the room moves until he lowers the handset back on the receiver and says. . . “There’s no dial tone.”  Everyone laughs and they laugh for a long time because they need it and now is the moment.  Laughter produces more laughter then finally tears, then crying while laughing, and then just crying, holding onto each other as if they are blood family, clutching at people who don’t really know each other just to feel the life pulsing in another human – another animal – another. 
	The evening ritual goes on, some going out on the porch and smoking while others take care of the dishes, the young ones and the sick.  Hubert flies from the sign up to the nest that he has put together perfectly with the limbs and branches and leaves of the local flora and fauna.   Marlowe finds the softest bed in his new toy house even though the old toy house has made the trip.  Cole and Korrie walk back together from the Fair Grounds after helping the crew put the horses down for the night. 
	The morning brings breakfast and a new enthusiasm for the crew that will hook up the hay wagons to the strongest working cars. They will make their first run today for concrete block and cement.  The sand and rock are already on the island and make up most of the necessary ingredients.   This all happens just after breakfast and just as the team is about to leave, one of the communication crew cars drives up in a hurry and collects Lloyd and a few others and drives off north towards the Chincoteague Municipal Complex.  The sky is turning a sour grey color and the humidity is rising. The company waits outside on the porch or on the sand or on the little remaining patches of grass that are now being coaxed back to life.  A wind from the south east starts to pick up and the company finally gets up and starts closing up windows and doors and putting things away because it looks like rain is coming.
	
	The receiver in the Police/Fire Station communication facility crackles out a steady stream of snow, sounding like the drone of a small house fan.  But faintly in the far background you can make out people speaking.  It isn’t clear who they are or where they are and as much as one of the engineers tries to broadcast and get an answer – it does not seem to change the chatter from these unseen people.  Lloyd, who doesn’t hear very well since he had the disease, moves closer and closer to the speaker/monitor until he stops, frozen. 
	“What did he say?  Listen, it’s someone way in the background and they’re – hear that, did anyone hear that?”  Lloyd turns and looks at the small group who are listening intently and one man says. . . 
	“Hurricane.  He’s talking about a hurricane.”  The entire group clusters around the speaker with one woman’s ear actually touching the fabric.  She raises her head up and acknowledges that there is a hurricane coming up from the south. 
	“Turn all of this off and pull the plugs if it’s not protected by a power strip.  We’ll come back and get you as soon as we warn the others.”   Two people stay to shut down the center and the generators that they have tinkered back to working order.  Everyone else loads into the car and takes off. 
	Lloyd spent so much time with himself and then with Marlowe and others, adding up the columns of good and bad about Chincoteague – but for some reason they never entered hurricanes into the equation – and that was just stupid.  Certainly hurricanes had done major damage in the past to Barrier Islands just off the Virginia Coast and the most devastating was probably to Hog Island in 2003 when Hurricane Isabel almost destroyed the remaining structures on the island.  Most of the island had already been abandon in the 1930’s because of beach erosion which made it impossible to live in the town of Broadwater, now just a skeleton of its former glory. [image: http://www.artic.edu/aic/collections/citi/images/standard/WebMedium/WebImg_000043/92700_467591.jpg]That town of Broadwater could have been any town out in this maze of islands, and its remains are a constant reminder that the forces of nature pay no attention to our agenda and, without reservation, everything in its path is destroyed when nature becomes a hurricane. 
	The car has returned to pick up the two communications team members.  But, just before they pulled the plugs they swear they both heard: “F 3.”   Lloyd contemplates that for a moment as the wind outside bumps the building and rocked the windows.  They leave the center and jump into the car.  The wind is sporadic and is gone for moments and then returns in great blasts.  It bumps the little car around until they turn into the driveway for the Inn. 
	The Inn is closed up and everyone is either in the Inn or one of the houses close by.  A crew is just returning from the Fairgrounds where they closed the horses up in one of the concrete buildings. Everyone meets at the front door.  Just as they open it but before anyone can go in, Hubert the Pelican sails in and flies up the stairs and lands on one of the middle steps.  He turns around and faces the lower room and immediately puts his head under his beak and hides.   Lloyd orders a count of the whole company which requires leaving the Inn and checking the other houses.  After they return and the columns are added up, everyone is accounted for and now all there is to do is wait out the storm. 
	The hurricane is everything everyone has ever seen on television or the news or heard reports about – except this group, who have never experienced anything like this, and are right in the middle of it.  Molly’s Inn is well built, attached firmly to the ground, and even though it shakes and rattles and has its window bulge in and out, the house does not leak and does not come apart as the holocaust storm tears and rips at the tiny island trying to make its way to land which will be its eventual downfall.  In the worst of the moments it sounds like they are under a train, speeding across a steel track with all the clanging and screaming and hissing along with the relentless rain. 
	Marlowe, who is clambering around in his tiny little house, feels the force of the storm but as far as he is concerned it is not different from the storms that pelted his burrow and often filled it with water until the mouse clan had to get out and find other shelter till it passed.  And it always did.
	With no announcement and no good bye, the hurricane leaves and enters the mainland and the houses and Molly’s Inn empty out and work to clean up begins.  Some crews go back to the business of securing the island and others go to secure the horses.  It takes days to drain water from the houses that were flooded and to move those occupants to other structures that fared better in the storm.  Eventually the horses are brought out once again and hooked up to the hay wagons and out they go for concrete block and cement. 
	While the hay wagons are out, others use the cars to bring steel from the island so a gate can be welded together and stood up in the block frame.  This also requires the generator to be moved and more gasoline to be siphoned from the stations on the island that still have gas.  All this goes on with a great deal of efficiency, and the company’s moral grows more and more every day as the great gate becomes a welding master piece and, like the Egyptians under the hand of Pharaoh, big ropes with everyone pulling finally bring the gate upright.  Then it is pulled into the steel sleeve that has been prepared for it.  There are great cheers and then a champagne bottle christens it impromptu.  The pull chains are attached to it, and the counter weights are attached to the down side of the chain, and with only a few people the great gate is pulled up the steel channel, sliding along the dark, thick axel grease acquired from the local auto parts store.  After a couple of pulls up and down, the gate runs smoothly on the track and from down the long bridge road the horses pulling the hay carts are making the last turn before the island.  Lloyd comes up out of the crowd of workers with Cole and Korrie, to get a better view. 
	“Wonder why they’re pushing those horses so hard?”  All three narrow down their vision but it is Marlowe who can actually see, not with his eyes but, with his eyes, nose and whiskers. 
	“They’re being chased.  We have to raise the gate.” 
	“Raise the gate, man your stations, ring the alarm.”  Lloyd shouts out these orders without skipping a beat after Marlowe’s pronouncement.   “You two run to the Inn and get everyone in their positions, armed.”   Cole and Korrie Anne take off down Main Street as the gate is pulled up to the level of the concrete block gateway.  Moments later the horses, pulling both wagons filled with concrete block and cement, tear past the onlookers and stop a few blocks further inland.  Part of the crew runs back while the others unhitch the horses and move them even further inland for protection. 
	“We got visitors and they just like those other folk, they don’t care if we’re sick and we don’t know about them.”  Lloyd acknowledges this and the men go on to their designated posts.  Out on the bridge way and charging towards the gate is a band of road warriors in vehicles and moving things that come right out of Hollywood and the master minds of creative, moving vehicles with some post-apocalyptic overtone and plenty of weaponry.  Lloyd watches them in frozen fascination as they get closer and closer.  Finally a warning shot is fired over their heads and then another and then one of their own is shot out of an open car driven by a woman.  They slow down and stop.  They are in an untenable situation with their king and queen hanging out on a bridge with one way in and that is now blocked.  It is a Mexican standoff except all the cards are on the side of the people on the island.  Eventually a white flag is produced and a middle aged man walks it toward the gate showing he is unarmed. 
	Lloyd opens the steel door welded into the larger gate.  He puts his weapons down and walks out the door and down the bridge a few yards and waits.  The man reaches Lloyd and puts down the flag and the two men talk.  This is much different from the last negotiation in the streets of Shockoe Slip in Richmond.  There is much hand pointing and there are moments when neither man speaks until Lloyd turns around and motions for his crew to open the gate.  The other man turns and waves his road warriors forward and then he and Lloyd walk into the compound still talking. 
	The new gang parks just in past the gate and the gate is closed.  Lloyd points out many houses that have been searched, cleaned and are ready for occupancy.  The road warriors break up in odd configurations and take many of the houses with only two or three people.  They obviously aren’t close.  There is a general meeting called at the Inn and in time, everyone now living on the island either sits on the porch or on the ground off the porch and waits while information is passed that is vital to any success.  Finally Lloyd steps forward and waves his hands to get everyone’s attention and he starts.  The men and women who just came in, about thirty of them, were all incarcerated at Eastern Shore Regional Jail which is not too far past the block company going in the southern direction once on the peninsula.   Lloyd introduces their mouth piece. 
	“Howdy folks.  We all just want to thank you for taking us in.  We are not sick.  Now, I know we were all in a prison but that does not mean we are bad people or we are here to hurt you.   The prison was a minimum security to maximum security facility and we were mostly in the minimum security area on a road crew or construction crews.  My name is Pauley, I was a contractor and builder before I – well, that’s what I used to do so we will help you on the wall as Lloyd has explained to us already and we just want to thank all of you again for letting us come in, we were real hungry and the storm killed a bunch of us back there.” 
	He steps down to light applause and then Lloyd steps forward and in some way – the bureaucracy is created even though there has been a hierarchy for some time, it is all going down now to committees, new rules, new meetings and thirty some odd new people to add to the work force – all knowledgeable builders in their own right.  Also, in the road crew is a pilot, an ex-Air Force officer who got into it with his commander and ended up out of the service and then into prison. 
	One of the new committees that is headed up by Cole and Korrie is to get the name and personal information of everyone here now and to keep those records current for anyone added to the company.  From these information sessions it is learned that everyone in the prison died of the disease except these men and women who were held away from the rest of the prison company and who escaped in the end when the death rate was almost one hundred percent.  No one knows if they are a sleeper and no one in the compound passes that information on yet as Lloyd’s home committee constantly discusses the problem of not being able to identify the ones who carry the sleeper virus.  This is ultimately the most import question the compound faces because the world will eventually be separated into two halves, and each will feel they have a right to inherit the planet – without the other.  To this end, they need the compound people from Colorado to join them so those who did not have the virus would grow in numbers to form the building blocks of the new civilization.  Eventually, the hospital at UCLA will have to be contacted as well, but that is in the future, hopefully. 
	That night, when the food comes out, the new arrivals cannot believe their eyes.  They had been living on wild grass, wild vegetables when they could be found, and some food from the ocean but they did not have the kind of access the compound has over the Clam Company and the rock walkway that previous tenants had spent time and money to build so they could farm this natural resource.  Many of them cry when handed their plates, and some just cannot eat the food they are so hungry.  All are impressed not only with the food but with the level of organization in the areas of food gathering, security, communication, shelter, water, natural gas and managing the generators.  They know they have hit the score board and they return to the company a well regulated building force that already has its own infrastructure.  This is all apparent the next day after breakfast when they virtually take over the building of the front wall of the castle. 
	
Hubert Humphry has surrounded himself with a certain amount of fame as the lucky bird or the lucky Pelican, so it becomes a practice foe everyone who lives in the Inn to lightly touch his feathers or his beak and leave a tiny treat to keep the animal interested as they make their way to their morning work assignments.  In the ensuing days and weeks, a foundation hole is begun around the perimeter of the castle as plotted out by the building committee.  It consists of the main gate wall which extends south down Main Street to John S Welton Lane and then turns directly east, down the lane, which now includes the fairgrounds, to highway 2102 and then directly north, following the road to where it naturally turns west towards the water and now includes the Community Municipal Center and all of the communications equipment, not to mention a fair number of weapons and ammunition.  The wall will continue west to Lewis Street and then continue on Lewis Street until it hits Main Street and then back down Main Street a few short blocks to meet the great gate and form a large rectangle. 
	Cole and Korrie have a little desk and chairs set up near the work site.  One by one workers stop, sit in the chair and give their name, old address and phone, social security number if they had one, and personal information about relatives that might still be living and the kind of work they are trained to do and so on.  The form is about two pages which the teens run off at the Fire Station portion of The Community Municipal Center, now running on generators powered by natural gas. 
	As the stack of information grows and is culled for micro information, the foundation hole is completed and a concrete footer is poured to receive the block.  Then slowly, one layer at a time, the wall rises up and another wall right behind it rises too.
The space in between is filled with sand and rock and a walkway is built on top.  Eventually the front wall goes up higher and acts as protection with gun holes places periodically.  [image: http://stratocat.com.ar/bases/imgs/Wallops_Flight_Facility.jpg]  As the wall is rising, another committee is getting ready to make a short journey to the Wallop Flight Facility to see if anyone is alive and/or to steal a jet or other aircraft so the compound will have access to the rest of the country.  The facility is just up the road from the island on Highway 175, the first hard left to the south, and then only a few blocks more to the NASA Visitors Center which is just across the street from the giant NASA runways and permanent satellite launch sites.   In normal times this area would have been impossible to access without security clearance, but today it will be a walk in the park – everyone hopes. 
	Cole and Korrie are on a break when the cars leave for the facility.  Included among the passengers is a former prisoner who could fly a jet (or almost anything else, according to him). Also on board this expedition is Marlowe who has never left Cole’s side except for once in the past, and that is a secret.  Everyone knows that Marlowe is on this journey and he travels in Lloyd’s pocket.  Lloyd feels the journey is too important not to go, or not to take Marlowe who will be useful in deciphering information from the computers. 
	Cole watches the cars leave the compound and he feels a very real sense of loss that he is not with Marlowe, but he understands that everyone is being utilized for the position that best suites the compound.  Cole watches the cars cross the long bridge to the mainland and he thinks that his world is slowly going backwards, reverting to an earlier time period that does not include cell phones, computers, cars and planes, electricity, motors, processed food and milk from a dairy.  He sees it as a return to the Old West where mothers and daughters would hand churn milk into butter, where bread was made from scratch, where the flour taken from the local mill was beat together with salt, yeast, and water to form dough, and then the dough was baked in kitchen ovens. 
	Food is not as big a problem as anyone thought at the beginning.  First there is a large amount of food still good in stores.  Canned food slightly out of date and dry food goods are still plentiful in the places not already looted for food supplies.  Long before the virus came, food entrepreneurs had started manufacturing freeze dried foods by companies like Mountain House and Augason Farms Emergency Food, Wise Company, Oregon Freeze Dry, Backpackers Pantry and such.  These foods were readily available and were already in the food larders for the company.  What the compound is doing now about food is getting the Island Creamery, now inside the wall, started again – rounding up the cows which were left wandering around the island and the Creamery, and preparing to make dairy products like butter, cheese and ice cream once more.  They are also actively planting and replanting the corn fields which are on the outside of the wall where they will eventually need added protection when working the fields and collecting the crop. 
	 All food planning is by committee, and the food committee is one of the largest since it is also planning food not just for themselves but also for the whole Colorado compound – assuming they are ever able to make contact and have them move across the country to Chincoteague Island and the castle.  Next in importance after the food committee is the building committee, which includes almost anyone with building expertise – and they are first responsible for finishing the wall and second for checking and cleaning more houses for the oncoming people if they ever come on.  After that there is communication, medical, clothing, schooling and, before anyone realizes it, they are immersed in a bureaucracy that certainly in some ways reflects the old government in DC. 
	Cole also thinks a lot about the US Government as he is thinking that time is going backwards and the Old West days are returning.  He considers that some of them in DC must have made the bunker before death tried to follow them through the door.  And he wonders what they must be thinking now, down there with no communication with the rest of the nation, since there are so few left to communicate with and who is left is so scattered.  Even if they survived that first year or two, when they came out he wonders if they still consider themselves the government and how exactly they plan to take care of their duties since the former world of people and animals had basically disappeared. It makes Cole’s head hurt.  How much changed so fast.  The importance of money owed across the planet has evaporated.  Eighteen trillion dollar debt owed by Cole’s own government is meaningless.  No one cares any longer if Greece cannot make its payment of one point six billion dollars to the World Monetary Fund.  He lets his mind wander through the MET and realizes that all their priceless relics no longer have a viewing audience, therefore their price has dropped to zero.  He feels awful about all the animals in and out of zoos and especially the ones like dogs and cats that had become part of families, now separated by death.  Cole hates the virus and takes it upon himself to finish Stanley’s mission to eradicate the little monster. These thoughts all give way to Marlowe eventually and make Cole realize that he has a real affection for the mouse that is very like the affection he has for people, like Korrie Anne.  It concerns him that he can’t see himself hugging Marlowe because there isn’t enough of Marlowe to hug.  Also he doesn’t have any desire to kiss the animal or hold its hand, but he does yearn for the animal to be back in his pocket and all of this angst gives way to thinking about how he feels about people and animals and why he doesn’t love them the same – or does he? 
	Marlowe is also thinking about Cole because he is in Lloyd’s pocket now and he knows that deep down inside, Lloyd will always be anti-rodent and consequently anti-Marlowe, even though he does not say this in public or private except to himself.  They have reached the NASA Visitors Station which is empty and they start across the open field to the runways and the buildings and hangars on the NASA launch grounds.  The entire area is empty of life.  It is a huge, full size diorama of a once living facility that helped take man to the moon, and now it is stone cold empty.  The afternoon sea breeze blows wistfully across the runways and through the massive matrix of the launching tower,s but only a small number of individuals see this or understood its irony. 
	In one hangar are several jet fighters and some old time prop planes which give the group a lot of choices about what and where to fly, depending on fuel consumption.  In another hangar is the huge C-17 Globemaster III, a high-wing, military-transport aircraft developed by McDonnell Douglas for the US Air Force. It is capable of transporting heavy, oversized payloads of supplies as well as troops to small airfields in remote areas day and night. The aircraft has a maximum take-off weight of 265.3 tons and could easily transport all the Colorado Compound with all of their equipment in one shot.  A plan is now forming.  
First the aircraft has to be tested, and the one man who can fly it gets in and turns it on.  He drives it out of the hangar and onto the empty runway.  No need to worry about incoming traffic, there is none.  He turns the huge craft down the runway and burns rubber as the plane cruises down and lifts itself into the air to the yells and cheers of the small group who now pins their future to this plane.  The pilot returns the craft to the hangar and is cheered as he opens the door and climbs down the steel and rope ladder to the cockpit.   “Conair, that’s what we should call her.”  He chooses the name since he’s a conman recently doing time for a charge he never divulges to anyone – and no one ever asks him.  He is the pilot, and that is the end of the story for the time being.  
Exhilarated by the discovery of the plane, the crew goes on and searches other buildings until they come to the communications center that is about ten times larger than the Police and Fire Department Center on Chincoteague Island.  It is functioning from auxiliary generators powered by underground natural gas. The door has to be pried open, but once inside the room is still humidity and heat controlled and is simply waiting for someone to come in and use the equipment.  One of the engineers from the building committee sits down in front of a transmitting and receiving station and starts broadcasting a signal on different frequencies.  In the first few minutes they think they hear some responses but it turns out to be just static with no words. Also, the crew from the Communication Center on the Island are in this crew so no one back on the island is monitoring these transmissions.   For minutes, which turn into hours, which turn into the rest of the day, they get nothing.  Finally, when they are just leaving and everyone is outside the door and walking away, Marlowe peers out of Lloyd’s pocket and yells. “Someone is speaking.  Someone is calling.”  
Everyone rushes back into the room and sure enough there is a voice coming over the monitor saying, “NASA calling station do you hear us?  NASA calling station, can you respond?”  Tears form in the eyes of the entire group as the engineer, with his hands shaking, pushes the broadcast nob and uttered these words. 
“Hello, this is the NASA calling station just outside Chincoteague Island, Virginia, do you copy?” 
“We copy NASA calling station.  This is Colorado and we are in a protected area near the eastern border of the state, copy?” 
Lloyd steps up to the microphone and lets Marlowe hop out of his pocket down onto the desk near the microphone. “Hello Colorado, my name is Lloyd and I think there is someone here who wants to speak with you.”   
Lloyd looks down and gives Marlowe the nod and Marlowe steps forward and faces the mic.  Marlowe isn’t really prepared for this kind of a situation so he brushes his suit off and then stifles the desire to clean himself with his tongue. “Hello Colorado, this is Marlowe.  Do you copy?”  
There is another silence in the speaker until Jolene answers the call. “Hello Marlowe, this is Jolene and we are very happy to hear your voice.”  
The NASA side can hear cheers and more yelling from the Colorado contingent as Marlowe continues to talk and give information to a clan of people dying to hear it.  Not just dying to hear it but insane to hear it, so the screaming in the background make it very difficult for the NASA group to understand the words. 
“Marlowe here again, and thank you, and I want to tell you that we are all well and here on the east coast on an island off of Virginia called Chincoteague but we are calling from the NASA Communication Center which is only a few miles away from the island.  We all made it – that is all of us except Stanley who did not.”  Again there was a long silence as the Colorado compound digest the news about the pilot of big red.  Finally they do respond, but now they speak to Lloyd who explains he is Cole’s father and that they want the Colorado compound to come and join the island crews to make one unit of people and animals to start out new again. The conversation between Jolene and Lloyd is long and it is deep into the night now before the tiny company leaves NASA.  They close the door to the communications room and walk across the huge field back to the NASA Information Center on the road to the island.  They get in the cars and turn for home.  
When they get to the compound gate it is just opening as another crew is about to leave to search for them.  They drive in and the gate closes, and almost everyone in the compound is out by the gate cheering their return. Cole runs up to his dad and hugs him with a fierce hug.  Marlowe pops out of Lloyd’s pocket and jumps onto Cole’s shoulder and the two greet each other with tears and warm welcomes home.  Korrie Anne edges forward and Lloyd, without skipping a beat hugs her like her father would have and she returns the hug as a daughter who needs her dad right now.  Everyone makes their way back to the Inn where a hot meal is still waiting for the company to return.  The entire compound sits outside in the darkness and listens to the tale that ends with the finding of the Colorado company and the plan to go and get them in one of the largest airplanes ever constructed.  It is a good plan that just needs a bit of stirring and savoring while all the loose ends are caught up and the actual flight is planned and then put into motion.

Everyone is tired if not exhausted.  The experience of the crew not coming home on time was a nightmare, and brought into the light how terribly important each individual in this company is, including the mouse and now, to a lesser extent, Hubert the Pelican who has magic feathers, at least that’s what people like to believe.  Also, all the knowledge that would have been lost if this crew hadn’t returned is immeasurable and their not returning home is just beyond comprehension. The next days to a week are spent in constant communication with Colorado as the engineers have figured out a way to receive their transmissions at the local center on the island.  Others spend their time on the wall or making preparations in the airplane for a round trip journey with a priceless payload. 
The Burlington, Kit Carson Airport is just south of the city of Burlington, Colorado and just west of the Kansas state line and is only about a half day away from the Colorado compound using all of their transportation.  The Colorado people start immediately making runs to the airport and dropping off the equipment and things that will be transported to the east coast along with all the people and all the animals.  The two groups speak daily refining all the fine lines of how many people, their names and ages and everything that will make it possible to bring everyone and leave no one behind.  On the island, the wall continues to grow and is now finished at the front gate.  The remainder of the wall is now about four feet high around the compound.  
The communications committee keeps broadcasting, looking for other clusters of people but they get no response until today when the F-16 Jet Fighter group in California responds – and they are not happy.  It seems that the UCLA Hospital contacted this unit and reported to the unit that they had been robbed of vaccine.  The F-16 unit has also been robbed by Cole, Korrie Anne, Stanley and Marlowe (who really stole nothing except for their freedom by escaping incarceration in the unit’s jail for trespassing).  
It seems that the F-16 unit has taken on the responsibilities of a government agency now that no central government exists any longer and, as far as the Colorado compound and the Island castle folks are concerned, they are just out of line, much as some thought the government was before the virus attacked.  It may be that the only positive consequence of this world pandemic is that all debt, all treaties, all fighting and all violence between nations was destroyed and left in its place are only the records of the total disaster the human race had concocted, with nuclear weapons as the final arbiter.  Except – the bug put an end to the nukes – something that a thinking, cognitive race of people could not do. 
	As a matter of fact, no government exists any longer and, since the communications committee is getting no answers from their twenty four hour a day broadcasting, it seems possible that the clusters of people in the United States are the only ones left on earth.  It is hard to swallow this pill.  In the end, modern civilization spent too much time focused on itself and its own narrow interests that it ignored the possibility that a virus could take it all out.  There was nothing put in place to stop that possibility except a few inadequately funded organizations like the Center For Disease Control in Georgia and The World Health Organization – all of which were wiped out by the bug. 
	On the other hand, civilizations spent trillions on art, preserving art, architecture and preserving architecture, literature and preserving that literature and now, at this moment, all of those precious books, paintings, statures and buildings, gardens, world towers are empty with no one to enjoy them or protect them.  Their value to a world with almost no people is nothing.  Anyone left alive today can own a Picasso or a Matisse or live in the Taj Mahal or the White House or own the most expensive car in the world or the most expensive jewelry or clothing.  The only problem is there is almost no one to show it to or share it with, so the value can only be personal and not transferable.  Indeed, you can just walk into Fort Knox and make your living room the gold room which, before the virus, had a value of some $6,206,344,012.00.  That value is now zero.  The value of all material things has changed irrevocably.  The Island group has paid for gas at a gas station with food and articles of clothing.  No one wants a watch or a cell phone or an iPad, or a computer or lap top – they want food, shelter, clothing and security and they will pay a premium for these things, up to and including their lives. 
	The day is coming and everything is set.  It is like the first launch to the moon only way more important now.  This is the plan, the one that will extend civilization a little further into the future.  This plan is one more building block of a new era.  Cole, Korrie Anne and Marlowe are among the many who will ride the C-17 to Kit Carson Airport where the West meets advanced technology.  If Kit Carson were alive to watch this airplane land – he probably would have been hospitalized from the experience.  
	On this morning everyone in the compound is at the Inn as the crew comes out, one by one, and touches the feathers of Hubert, perched on the sign which is now pretty much covered with Pelican poop – no one minds.  They hug one another, receive little mementos for luck and then walk up Main Street along the four foot high wall and arrive at the main gate where several cars are waiting for the fifteen minute ride to NASA.  It will be the most important launch from NASA in the remaining history or man or mouse.   It will not be a launch to land on the Moon, or Mars or the International Space Station, it will be a launch to save the world.  The crew gets in the cars, the gate opens and history rolls out onto the bridge to the mainland.   The bridge is officially called the John B Whealton Memorial Causeway.  The locals used to refer to it as the Chincoteague Causeway, but they won’t be using it any longer.  The cars [image: http://cdn2.vtourist.com/6/765994-The_Chesapeake_Bay_Bridge_Maryland.jpg]drive the short distance to the mainland and then make the big, sweeping turn south.  Instead of parking at the NASA Visitors Center on the main highway, they drive right into NASA and park right in front of the hangar where the huge C- 17 Globemaster III sits waiting in the relative darkness of the hangar.  They all get out and walk directly to the plane and board it by way of a rolling stair unit.  Once inside the plane the pilot tells everyone to buckle up and prepare for takeoff. 
	This is totally different from a commercial airline.  There are no Flight Attendants, there is no food except what the crew brings with them, and there are plenty of guns and ammunition which you would never see on any flight in pre-virus times.  They are protecting themselves against all possibilities because they cannot fail – because a failure here would be a permanent failure for everyone left on the planet. 
	Cole and Korrie Anne sit together.  Lloyd sits a little ways behind them with Doc Pollard.  Behind them are the others who come as a work force and medical team, because no one is coming back on this plane who is sick or displays signs of the virus.  There is still no way to detect if a person has the sleeper virus.  The ones who have the disease are obvious because they are sick with a temperature, a sallow looking skin color, and an inability to take care of themselves.  As far as they know, the whole Colorado clan is clean and contains no virus carriers.  Cole and Korrie Anne and Marlowe are going specifically because they recognize the members of the group and they will be the designated spokesmen with Jolene from Colorado. 
	The huge plane rumbles out of the hangar and drives directly to the runway.  The pilot crosses himself even though he isn’t Catholic and hits the pedal.  The plane shutters and rumbles and rattles and sounds like it is coming apart until it grabs air and pulls its massive two hundred and eighty thousand pounds into the air and climbs up to thirty five thousand feet and heads for Colorado. 
	It is slightly depressing to look down on a world that appears the same at this height but below on the ground it is totally different.  Human and animal populations that were once crammed into city after city and after town after city are all gone.  Certainly the bodies which have not been bulldozed under in mass graves, have given up the flesh leaving the white bones only as a marker of a one-time animal in the form of a person, dog, horse or bird.   Oddly enough the animals that lived under the waters of the planet were not affected or infected by the virus, evidently the little bug couldn’t swim or didn’t like water so it never approached these habitats. 
	One by one, Virginia, West Virginia, Kentucky, Indiana, and Missouri all pass under them. Kansas follows and then the plane starts to drop down.  Closer and closer they come to the land until they can see the trees and rivers as they approach the Colorado State line.  They fly across the border and are immediately flying over the Burlington Kit Carson airport which was never made for a plane this large to land on.  Everyone knows this, but as the pilot originally explained, it doesn’t make that much difference because the entire airport is flat so there is more than enough room to drive off the end of the runway and still have enough asphalt and concrete in the parking lots and outlying areas to land this beast.  He makes his first pass just to suss out what they are really looking at.  Below them are hundreds of people from the Colorado compound who are yelling and weaving and screaming and hugging each other as they watch their fate fly by once and come around again for a second pass. 
	The pilot brings the C-17 down to telephone line level as he approaches the runway.  He lowers the plane as much as possible in order to use as much runway as there he can, and the wheels hit the ground.  The plane jumps or hops slightly as he hits the brakes and pulls up the wing flaps and the monster craft plunges forward, slowing but not enough.  They come to the end of the runway and run off into a parking lot and kept going until they finally stop.  Cheers and screams of joy come out of the small passenger group as the pilot turn the huge craft around and drives back onto the runway and down to where the other half of the world is waiting. 
	The pilot opens the back of the plane and a ramp drops down.   The crew slowly walk down the ramp and at the end they are met by a cheering crowd who cannot show how they really feel so they just yell and scream.  As soon as the first person steps off the ramp the crowd surrounds them, touches them, hugs and kisses them for a long time until they all settle.  Then Jolene steps forward and finds Cole and Korrie Anne who she encloses in her arms and hugs as tightly as if they were her own children. 
	“You are our heroes.  You two have saved this entire group from dying on the plains of the bread basket of America – and you are just children.  We have put so much faith in you that it is nearly impossible for me to believe that I am standing here with you again.  And we all know that Stanley is here with us today as he will always be in our hearts.  There is no way to repay what you have done.  We all owe you two a huge debt.  You will never be forgotten and you will share a place in history along with all of America’s heroes.”   
	Marlowe pops out of Cole’s pocket and Jolene spies the animal and moves her hand and arm forward so that Marlowe can jump on her arm.  She holds the mouse up as high as she can and the crowd yells his name, Marlowe, over and over again.  Marlowe has never experienced anything like this and turns red in the face as he looks across a sea of humanity yelling his name as if he were a human and had just saved the world from total destruction. Cole is overcome with pride as Jolene sets the mouse back on his shoulder and Marlowe, somewhat humbled from the experience crawls back into his pocket home with just his head sticking out and his tiny paws holding the lip of the pocket as Cole moves forward. 
	Lloyd steps out and introduces himself as Cole’s dad and shortly thereafter it starts.  Cars and large bulky items are loaded first, then smaller boxes and personal affects and finally the passengers after they are all checked, individually, by the medical team.  All pass.  
Then the animals are checked, one by one, and even though there is no way to know a sleeper the sick ones are as obvious as their human counterparts.  All pass.  They load and find available seats and when the seats run out they sit on the floor with no strap to buckle them in.  No one cares.  They are going home – to a new home and one that has food available out of the ocean -- enough to feed all of them and more. 
	An F-16 flies over the runway and many get out of the plane to see what is going on.  The fighter is out of California and it buzzes them until the pilot makes contact with the jet. It is from the California group and that pilot orders the plane not to take off and says that this group is restricted to this area until contact can be made through the fighter group in California.  This does not go over well with Conair, so the pilot orders everyone on the tarmac to get back in the plane and he closes the ramp and turns the plane around facing the runway.   
	“C-17, this is fighter jet F-16 and we are forbidding you to take off.” 
	“Eat my shorts butt head, we’re leaving and unless you’re going to shoot down what remains of American civilization, you can go to hell.”  He fires up the engines and heads down the runway.  It isn’t long enough to land on and it isn’t long enough to take off from but when the pilot hits the end he just keeps going across the rough cement until the plane leaves the ground. 
	The plane reaches up into the sky and makes a long banking turn until it is headed due east with the fighter jet on its wing on the pilot’s side.  The F-16 jet pilot keeps trying to tell the plane to land.  He gives hand signals out his window until Conair flips him off and just keeps going.  They fly out of Colorado and past Kansas when the C -17 pilot speaks calmly into his mouth piece. “I know you must know this F-16 pilot, but you are about to reach that place we like to call ‘the place of no return’ – look at your fuel gage lately?”   
The F-16 pilot looks down and then back at the big plane and he shakes his fist at them and then turns away. “I don’t get what that guy was thinking – uh ho.  Uh ho he is back, he is behind us and he has locked onto us with a missile”.  Lloyd, sitting next to the pilot, speaks into his mouth piece to the F-16. 
	“F-16, you have locked on to us with a missile.  Turn off your weapons system you moron, we are all that is left in America and you are acting as insanely as the government before the virus – stop this madness.  No one will remember you because no one will be here to remember you if you fire that damn shot.” 
	There is silence in the airspace and the lock is finally removed but the Jet follows them all the way to the east coast and lands on one of the runways at NASA just after the C-17 lands to a waiting crowd of Americans from the island group.  The jet plane pilot exits his plane and runs across the runway to the people waiting and the ones deplaning the C-17.  He is angry, he is red in the face and after he yells for a few more minutes about protocol and orders and civilian disobedience, someone in the crowd cold cocks him flat onto the tarmac.  And that is where they leave him.  The Colorado group meets the island clan and everyone helps pull out the material goods, carefully walking around the Jet pilot unconscious on the concrete.  The plane is emptied out and then driven back into the hangar.  The entire mob drives out of the NASA area and back to the highway.  On the runway behind them is an unconscious pilot and his plane. 
	The massive crowd drives through the gate on the island with cheers and screams from the crowd at the gate.   The trucks and cars are all parked in a waiting area and then each of the passengers whose names have already been broadcast to the island communication center, are taken to the Inn, introduced to the people and Hubert and then are led to individual houses that have been cleaned and prepared for the onslaught.  Later that afternoon, the F- 16 jet flies over the compound and buzzes the people below.  Almost to a person, the ones inside the wall make some rude gestures to the pilot with their hands or other parts of their bodies.  The pilot gets the word and finally flies off and back to NASA, and that is where he is now stuck until he locates fuel and a method to pump it 
	The group on Chincoteague Island has won.  They have also lost.  In the end everyone really lost, because the earth, which had been temporarily cleansed of the war and weapons madness, is now entering another period where forces are going to fight for control over the right to tell someone what to do and where to do it.  Evidently the F-16 fighter group is now the government, at least in their minds, and anyone who doesn’t take their orders have become their enemy.  
	There is a party and the party lasts for days and is the party of all time.  Regardless of the amount of money anyone ever spent in the past on a party, this is the party of all time and the entire group plus a number of animals including Marlowe, partake on a basis which, in the end, put a third of the island’s people in bed. 
No one complains, no one offers an apology.   They celebrated life and, like in the movie Jurassic Park, life is finding a way, and life will return to earth with a new vigor and a new understanding. 
	Cole and Korrie Anne finally find a moment to be together.  They find a secret place under the stairs of Molly’s Inn and there they sit and try to talk about life along with an occasional quick kiss on the shoulder or arm and a fleeting moment of eye contact until Marlowe can’t stand it any longer and jumps out unnoticed and makes his way up the stairs to his toy house.  He walks in and sits down on a toy rocking chair and rocks. 
	Marlowe stands up and walks to the tiny wall mirror and looks at himself. He examines his whiskers and how his ears make such a good top to his head and then he smiles.  He holds his smile for a few moments and then it fades and he returns to the chair.  Marlowe is alone and even though he is a hero amongst these humans – he is alone.  He has met other mice, rats and smaller animals but they do not react to him like they would any ordinary field mouse – which Marlowe of course is not.  First of all he wears a suit and second of all he knows what the suite is, how to spell it, where it originated from and that it is not the indigenous outerwear of a rodent. 
	He moves to another room to distract himself but his mind is off and he has thought about the subject for too long now and it wants out.  He is lonely.  He feels lonely, only he cannot describe it in words accurately because it is not a mouse kind of feeling.  It came with his big brains.  It is knowledge that allows him to know he is lonely.  The description of loneliness is in words and feeling and it reminds him of his own inner conversations about God.  Marlowe is not a Christian, a Jew, a Muslim, a Hindu, an atheist or any other religious or cultural category of spiritual. Marlowe knows who God is because Marlowe knows just about everything from days and days of passing his little eyes over the computer screen and eating all of the information.  Marlowe has seen people around him pray.  He has seen people fall down on their knees and ask for forgiveness, but Marlowe only knows God in the lexicon of word understanding – he has no experience with the Divine. 
	“It’s a human thing.  It has nothing to do with a mouse even though they say God made everything, which would include me.”  That is the sticky point.  If this God is responsible for all of this then Marlowe is also a part of that world. 
	“Then why doesn’t He talk to me?”  Marlowe is pacing now that he had asked the sixty four thousand dollar question – the question that every believer on the planet probably asks at least once a day.  He is so curious and so caught up in the deep significance that he does not realize that he has a visitor. 
	She stands frozen at the doorway for a long time.  He walks back and forth and back and forth, scratching his chin occasionally and rubbing his eyes because Marlowe is slowing losing his eye sight and he knows it.  As the world of the compound outside is involved in one of the largest celebrations in history – Marlowe is pacing until he stops and his nose begins twitching and his whiskers are sticking straight off his face until he spins around and sees her.
	 Marlowe is not a novelist or playwright or screenwriter and has not picked up the pen to see if there is any craft in the mouse, but at this moment Marlowe could have written an expose on how his heart almost leapt out of his chest, how his legs weakened right in the knee joint, how his hands began to sweat and how he totally lost the ability to speak.   He starts to step forward and she steps back.  He steps back and she advances slightly.  She keeps sniffing the air trying to get a hold on Marlowe’s scent but the clothes change his smell and that bothers her. “Hi.”  He speaks and she steps back several steps and then advances again clearly interested and scared at the same time.
	 “I can talk.”   He could see that speech was getting him nowhere and he tries to let his mind race back to the old compound, to a world so far away it is only memory.  To a time when he was just a mouse and not Marlowe.  To a time where he communicated with his brothers and cousins and he tries to remember how to do that.  The light bulb goes off above his head and he approaches her slowly as her nose is going a hundred sniffs an hour trying to decide what he is. Marlowe comes up to her and brushes her with the side of his head and she returns the gesture.  Marlowe is struck.  He is hit by the bolt from Zorba The Greek.    He is annihilated.  He doesn’t have a chance, and for some strange reason – she knows it.  She kicks him and without a seconds hesitation he starts to clean her fur with his tongue.  Marlowe is beside himself.  He watches himself like an out-of-body experience.  He had been so humanized that he had lost his natural instincts, but they are coming back now like a shot of adrenal and he is afraid. Marlowe is a male mouse with the brains of an adult male human.  But at the foundation of himself is a mouse, and that animal is in love and the humanized part of that animal is in conflict – but he likes it.  He keeps licking her fur until she is clean and then they sit down on the floor as she thoroughly examines him – all of him.  She touches the suit, she tries to eat the material but he stops her.  She wants to see what is underneath it but he doesn’t take it off.  They sit for a long time while the examination continues until something hits the door to the room and she is instantly gone.
Marlowe is mad with desire and very lucky the suit had been cut out in the back and lower area.  He wants to go out and search for her but someone is in the room and it isn’t Cole or any of the normal household.  Marlowe freezes and waits until the intruder leaves and then he is out, but she is gone and Marlowe cannot get a fix on her scent.  He finally returns, exhausted, to the toy house and even though her smell fills every room, Marlowe is so exhausted from the experience that he lies down on the soft bed and goes to sleep.  Just before Marlowe nods off, he looks up into the ethers and says, “Thanks God, if You just happen to listen to mice.  Thanks.”  Marlowe sleeps passed the end of the party and when he awakens he thinks it might have all been a dream.  Cole wakes him because he missed breakfast and Marlowe instantly jumps into his pocket home and they leave for the day.  Each has a secret and each secret involves a female of the species. 
	The wall around the castle, which the area inside the wall is now called, goes up double fast now with almost double the force.  There are many, many armed trips to the concrete plants on the mainland for block and cement.  There are equally many trips inside the wall as the houses and small hotels are divided up according to their security position inside and how many occupants they each hold.  Records and more records are being saved on the computers that are now up and running.  Even though there is no Internet the machines become the storage for the records of this colony of early man, which they will eventually be considered waaaaay down the road.  The wall isn’t just going up double speed because of the added work force – there is another reason and that comes from information the communications group gleans off the monitors in the station. That information concerns a force of people forming inland from a collection of the many small bands of individuals that carry the virus but are not sick. 
	It must be that the earth has been born from the fire and conflict of huge explosions and massive annihilations of stars and planets.  Our birthright is in fire and hell and that is burned on us like a permanent birthmark.  At a time when civilization now depends on its numbers, we are still ready to go to war to win a point, to own some real estate, to rule another group of people and to be at the top of the pecking order when the royal Russian Beluga Malossol Caviar comes around accompanied by the chilled bottle of Stoli and a cute waitress. 
	Well, it is true.  The information, when put down on a table and analyzed shows they are going to be attacked – by what may reasonably be considered a large part of the rest of the world.  No one knows yet.  No one responds to the calls broadcast now, day and night, twenty four seven to a black, unanswering void.  The rogue groups are forming to pool all their marbles together because they feel they have just as much right to the planet as the ones building the castle walls on Chincoteague and those already inside a wall at the California hospital – the place where people may have been holding the answer to the virus, but they aren’t saying. 
	To the people inside the walls, the ones outside are sick.  To the people inside the wall, those outside represent the end and not the beginning.  They are the virus carriers, and the little creep has already taken more than 99.9999% of the world’s animals.  There is probably a way these two main groups could co-exist, but no one from the outside groups forming are discussing those possibilities because they are hungry, they are running out of food, shelter and everything that exists already behind the two walled communities, one on the west coast and one on the east coast. War is coming to the walls of both, and both are preparing for the worst. 
	Marlowe is depressed and unable to leave the bedroom hoping that she will return but she does not.  He hunts for her which leads him to the dark and dangerous arenas under the house which are mostly sand and rock, but now the creatures include shelled animals that walk at night like miniature tanks waiting for any assault that can produce food.  She is not there, but there are rats and they are quite large so Marlowe gives up that search and concentrates on learning more about God.  And since the Internet is not available to him he is in the Molly’s Inn Library with books he pulls out or pushes off the shelves and reads on the floor.  The Bible is one of those books. 
	Cole has not missed Marlowe, he knows the animal is safe and is working on his own thing.  And besides, Cole now has something else to think about – and she is around him all the time. 
At lunch hour the whole community goes back to their own houses or the Inn and eats, except for a roving security force which now guards the island twenty four hours a day in shifts.  Everything goes forward on time and in order and this is largely due to the entirely different way of looking at life and what it is to be alive. The disasters left behind with this huge drop in population and population density include not having to worry about being shot to death in a movie theater, due partially to the irony of no working theaters and partly to the fact that there aren’t enough people left on the planet to include those kind of crazies.  Certainly the mob at the Los Angeles Fairgrounds was made up of crazies, but not the kind who shoot innocent people in a dark movie because they are basically cowards and they possess a gun or several guns which protect their cowardliness.  Mothers and fathers no longer have to worry about their children being killed in school by other children.
Black prayer goers in South Carolina are free of teens who open fire on prayer meetings killing nine because of some self-serving fantasy that the blacks are raping ‘our’ women and taking over ‘our’ country.  There is no more news of beheadings by hostile groups in Syria or Iraq or anywhere because most certainly the virus has beheaded them all and their families and their communities and their entire countries without firing a shot.  The virus is entirely neutral about skin color, ethnicity, religion, and gender.  It killed unmercifully all that it wanted to kill and lives in the rest. 
Lloyd just happens to be in the Inn today and is trying to spend some time with his wife Louise whom he barely sees anymore for more than five minutes.  Louise basically runs Molly’s Inn and it isn’t like an everyday bed and breakfast.  Every room in the house is filled with humanity and specimens from the rest of the animal kingdom.  Even the eaves are full, with Hubert Humphrey who is the castle pet and appears to enjoy the position immensely. Everyone feeds Hubert privately and speaks to him and talks to him and is convinced that each of them has the only special relationship with the Pelican.  Cole has this kind of relationship with Marlowe, but Hubert is in a class by himself.  Marlowe is far more famous - on both coasts – but Hubert is the animal everyone sees every day and therefore reigns supreme in that arena.   Lloyd happens to pass the library opening and sees Marlowe reading the Bible.  Marlowe looks up and Lloyd realizes the mouse is vulnerable so he picks up Marlowe and the Bible and places them on a reading podium four feet off the carpet. 
	“Thank you, it is a little scary down there you know.” 
	“Yes.  I do.  That’s a heck of a book for anyone to tackle Marlowe, I’m sure you understand the significance of that particular book.” 
	“I do and I find it – fascinating as a history account and then even more fascinating as an account of the Son of God.”  Lloyd has always had trouble talking with Marlowe.  He simply cannot get his head around the fact of Marlowe, and now he is discussing religion which generally doesn’t even happen in the best of houses without disastrous results. 
	“I was wondering.  I have seen you pray often.  Not that I was spying, I mean I simply came upon you praying.” 
	“Yes.  And?” 
	“Well, I was just hoping that you might be able to tell me what happens when you pray?”  Lloyd looks around to make sure there is no one around listening to this.  Lloyd could be hallucinating and he doesn’t see that as a positive attribute for the man running the civilization crew.  
	“I – I feel Marlowe, that when I am speaking with my Savior that…” There was no time to finish.  A jet plane outside buzzes the castle and Lloyd leaves the room on the run.  Outside Hubert has his feathers ruffled by the plane’s noise and wind backdraft.  Many people run up to Lloyd to talk about what is going on. 
	“It’s all right, it’s all right.  He’s stuck on that runway at NASA and he can’t refuel that plane alone.  Go back to work, he’s just a nuisance.”  Everyone goes back to work even as Lloyd is thinking that he is more than a nuisance.  Communications has picked up their conversations, so Lloyd knows that the pilot has orders to stay at NASA and fly missions over the castle daily for routine information.  The F-16 Fighter Group is not going to let the ground war take place.  They would stop it even if it means war with them.  They are fueling up and they are coming to NASA as a very formidable force with enough weaponry to destroy the castle and the island that it is built on. This all just seems so impossible to many.  Why aren’t the fragments of the remaining animal kingdom trying to stitch themselves back together rather than trying to unravel the fabric of civilization?  Has mankind and animal kind always been at war with themselves?  This just cannot be true.  If the castle were the only fragment left, then it would not be true – so still, numbers have something to do with it and stupidity is equally involved in the mixture. The work on the wall is paramount and the committee that has now been drawn together to discuss the F-16 Fighter Group is considered top priority.  They meet for days and still they can find no solution short of blowing up the state of Virginia or just blowing up NASA so there will be no place to land the incoming fighter company. Marlowe is also now thinking on this and it is Marlowe who suggests they stop them in California before they ever take off.  How they are to do that is not important at the moment because the suggestion is received with great enthusiasm.   It has many angles and many different approaches but the bottom line is that enough people have to go to make the operation successful – even if they don’t return.  
Nearly everyone volunteers to go but in the end Cole and Marlowe are going for sure because they have both been there already.  Lloyd is going with his son and Doc is going because he simply is the meanest man in the castle walls, which he will prove later when they start jousting.  Korrie Anne is talked out of it and Louise secretly knows why she is so crushed not to go.  The pilot is going and two of the road warrior gang, Markus and Punch, two brawling ex marines who have a vicious attitude towards authority and are both expert marksmen and explosive handlers, and two more engineers in case they end up needing that kind of expertise. Seven men in all.  And a mouse.   They only have days to accomplish an almost impossible task which will, if successful, at least remove one huge war factor in the fight that is now coming across America to the very shores where America had its beginning.  And even though they are surrounded by water, this is going to be no tea party and the water will not be tea colored – it will be colored with blood. 
	They only have a half day to get ready and then that night of they are smuggled off the island on a boat that takes them right to the mainland portion that houses NASA in Virginia.  The band, all dressed in black, make it up to the road where the NASA Visitors center is located and then across the road and onto the NASA property.  Skillfully they work their way through the partially marshy ground up to the runways and then into the hangar where the C-17 sits in the middle of the concrete floor like a city on wheels waiting to be populated. In a back, upstairs room, the F-16 Pilot is watching taped reruns of Gilligan’s Island when he turns around to see Doc’s fist connect right in the strike zone of his chin and knock him completely out of his seat, spilling the microwaved popcorn all over the linoleum floor. He is hauled down to the C-17 and secured in a seat.  The plane has already been filled with fuel so the company quietly get on board and the city on wheels taxis out on the runway and makes its escape in the night air over Virginia, making a high bank to the north, north-west and finally straightening to a due west coarse for southern California – and an F-16 Fighter Group preparing for its first, major mission to either stop the next war or finish it.  The entire crew trains in the plane, examining the whole facility of Edwards Air Force Base in southern, California, where the F-16 company is stationed.  They will concentrate on disabling the planes through several methods that the pilot lays out before takeoff, but the best laid plans of mice and men often do not come to fruition because of Murphy’s Law (whatever ever can go wrong, will) and other exigencies.  
	The pilot receives a call from the communications center and he passes his headset over to Lloyd.  Lloyd listens and listens and then drops his head and without looking, passes the head set back to the pilot and then goes back to the rest of the crew and straps himself into a seat.  The plan has changed.  No longer is it a disabling mission, now it is a rescue mission and they are rescuing the enemy. 
	A strong force or band from the city of Lancaster, southwest of the air force base, had attacked the base and killed everyone except the pilots.  The pilots are penned into a small detention center used by the base as a jail.  The buildings and the planes are being guarded and this information is broadcast from the Aspen Airport from a flyover from Aspen Jet Fighters and an S.O.S. briefly broadcast from Edwards stating their predicament.[image: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/d/d5/Edwards_Air_Force_Base_-_Main_-_2006.jpg/300px-Edwards_Air_Force_Base_-_Main_-_2006.jpg] 
	The group in the C-17 are not trained SEALS.  Even though some have military experience, nobody has hostage rescue experience.  They will have to bet the future of the world in a game of chance and their only edge is no one knows they are coming. The group sits tightly together and speaks about hand to hand combat, the virus, taking a person’s life quietly and topics Cole and Marlowe wish they have never heard.  The conversation about the change in plans goes on all the way to California and then they are there. 
	Marlowe suggests that the pilot get in direct communication with Aspen to see if they could receive air support which Marlowe goes on to explain.  Fortunately two things turn out to be in their favor.  The first is, the runways are far away from the main buildings and that will help mask the sound.  Second, the winds are up in the high desert and when he winds are howling this also helps hide the sound.  They make one, huge, high arcing pass around the airbase but the wind is blowing too much sand to see clearly so they make a final pass and land on the furthest runway from the buildings.  The pilot turns the airplane around and faces it towards the departure runway so they can leave the area as fast as they arrived.  One door is opened and two men skinny down ropes and secure the immediate area.  They give the pilot a thumbs up through the wind gusts and he lets down the back ramp and the reminder of the crew exit leaving just the pilot and one other to safeguard the plane.  Then the ramp is raised back up. 
	
	“Stay close.”  Lloyd has to yell in Cole’s ear but Cole doesn’t need any advice in that area.  He sticks close to his dad as the tiny company moves out and races the wind across the tarmac and into the first building.  The building is empty and they can see through the glass that the F-16’s are parked on the runway but no one is watching them.  The group leaves the first building and enters the next.  Marcus and Punch work as a team, Lloyd and his son are a team, and Doc doesn’t need anyone else.  
	The base has a very eerie quality with the fierce wind hitting and batting at the windows. First, there is no one to be seen, not even the invaders from Lancaster.  Also it is more quiet inside as they move from building to building until they open one door and there are the bodies of the support group – men and women – all executed by the hands of mentally ill people. They walk carefully around the bodies until they move out into a hallway which is joined to a larger building that has an auditorium with a projection system.  The band from Lancaster are all in this room – eating, drinking and watching old, taped movies in the Star Wars genre. No sign of the pilots. 
	“I always like a party.  I’ll stay here and make sure the party stays here.”  Nobody has any idea what Doc means by that but there is no time to ask.  They go on around the auditorium into the next building and there is the jail –well guarded and not like the rest of the facility.  They can see the pilots in actual cells behind a half glass wall where the guards are trying to stay awake or trying to watch videotaped Bruce Willis movies. 
	Marcus and Punch make their way around the side of the building facing the runways and set a group of charges.  Marlowe works his way into the outer room with the glass wall and finds the keys sitting next to a burning cigarette.  Before you can blink the keys are gone.  A man’s hand comes down and picks up the cigarette and takes a puff and replaces in on the lip of a steel desk next to a bank of computers. 
	A pair of roving guards come around the corner of the hallway where Lloyd and Cole are and Lloyd with two swift hits with the butt of a hand gun, knocks both men out but they hit the floor a little too hard and alert the men in the outer room.  One older guy stands up and walks out to the hall but Cole and Lloyd had dragged the bodies into a maintenance room and left them stacked up next to a wet mop so all looks normal. 
	Marlowe climbs up the cell bars with the keys dangling out of his mouth.  One pilot who cannot believe his eyes, wakes up his friends and for a moment no one moves. 
	“Come and get these keys.”  One pilot stands up stiffly and walks across the cell and, without taking his eyes off the mouse, collects the keys. 
	“Hurry, hurry, I’ll explain later.” 
	“Is that animal talking?” 
	“Yeah, and its in a suit.”  Without hesitating any longer, the pilot with the keys turns the lock and opens the doors. 
	“Leave the keys, follow me”.  With only a slight hesitation, the pilots follow in a tight group but still trying to unravel the enigma before them, which is moving now and guiding them in some direction.  The pilots come to a doorway which enters the hall outside the inner room.  There Lloyd motions for them to duck down and crawl past the half wall with topped with glass.  They do so still following Marlowe who doesn’t feel the need to duck down. 
	The pilots reach Lloyd and are just about to ask about the mouse when Lloyd shushes them and orders everyone to follow him which they do.  Moments later the inner room wall facing the runways blows to pieces scattering the guards in every direction.  At the same time Doc opens up on the balcony of the auditorium with a Russian made AK 47 making everyone drop to the floor or try to escape through one of the exits. 
	Lloyd, Cole carrying Marlowe, and the Pilots reach Doc.  Lloyd reaches in the door and one arms Doc out to the hallway.  Marcus and Punch come around the corner behind the pilots. 
	“Run.  Run now!!!”  Everyone takes off out the building and into the fierce wind.  They turn and run for their lives as the chaos inside is becoming more orderly and orders are being issued.  Lloyd’s group runs as hard and as fast as they can against a strong but neutral wind. The doors behind them burst open and men and women like a mass of hungry ants spring out into the wind, wait for just a moment until someone spots the intruders and then turns as one and rushes in that direction. 
	The pilot of the C-17 lowers the ramp but can see that the armed band chasing his company is gaining on them. 
	“They’re not going to make it.”  The pilot speaks into his mouth piece and issues a request to an F-16 from Colorado which has now been circling the base waiting to enter the fray.  The angry mob starts firing and the bullets ricochet off the concrete around them and around the plane.  Punch suddenly is launched forward from a round in his upper shoulder but Doc picks him up on the run without missing a step.  Just as the whole, unruly band is close enough to stop and fire as a group the concrete explodes in front of them as the F-16 comes down and sprays the tarmac, dispersing the group into smaller clusters who then fire on the jet. 
	Lloyd reaches the ramp and literally throws his son up the ramp and into the receiving arms of a friend.  He pulls everyone up including the pilots and then he screams. 
	“Hit it.  Hit it hard for damn sake!!”  The plane immediately moves and the ramp starts to rise and close.  The F-16 makes another pass and again disburses the angry mob below who again return fire at both planes.  The C-17 lumbers down the runway, away from the Lancaster clan and finally up and into the night sky.  The F-16 comes on the airway in the pilots earphones. 
	“Thank you C-17, thank you for God’s sake, we will be in touch.” 
	“Copy that F-16, it was a pleasure doing business with you, over and out.” 
	The two planes take different routes to different homes but now both homes are united in a better understanding of who is on whose side and what are the consequences of that.  It now seems so simple, perhaps too simple, to see that the group which officially considered itself the extension of the United States Government has made a decision about which side of humanity it will represent and it fight for.  And a force in the air is invaluable now and for what it represents for the future.   
	Punch has reached the status of a hero and it is all too much for a country boy that was raised in the countryside so he is quieter than most but deadly on the inside.  Punch retains some kind of personal horror in his past which has something to do with his name and alludes also to the event itself.  He can milk a cow and cut your throat at the same time, and the company needs all of these talents to survive this medieval world they are entering, trying to find security behind the walls of a castle.  He is sewn up and then pampered for some time until the names of the other greats come back into the buzz and those names include Marlowe, Lloyd, Cole, Korrie Anne, Doc, Louise, and Hubert Humphrey.  It is an exciting time to live in because your boy and girl hood heroes reside behind the same walls that protect you.  But quietly, Marlowe, Cole and Korrie Anne are the ones that everyone speaks about all the time.  They made the journey.  They sacrificed all their childhood and banked on the desire to help and save their own parents.  Their feats are historic and the foundation of legends to come. 
	The castle animals represent a new shot at life for the kingdom of the living.  The plants, which have no susceptibility to the virus, are just waiting for the animals to return and the balance of nature to swing back towards the middle.  The wall keeps rising and the security forces keep collecting more weapons and ammunition from the stores at NASA.  The food co-op is in constant collection of naturally grown food and those stores on the island that stock food for the future with twenty and thirty year shelf lives.   The seafood company, which is outside the wall, keeps harvesting daily and the tiny, midnight committees that will solve the huge problems go on without interruption.  One of the nagging issues is the Hospital at UCLA.  This facility, which was completely cut off from the world on an island behind a wall, is a key factor in the health and welfare of the rest of civilization. The Hospital is the major reason that an army is now on the march towards Chincoteague Island, and what they want is everything. 
	 As much as Lloyd can discern from Cole and company about the UCLA complex is that it’s a complete fantasy world inside the pristine halls and walls of the Ronald Reagan Memorial hospital, run by a medical doctor who couldn’t get past a talking mouse and therefore incarcerated them all until their escape.  This is one of the favorite night time stories that parents tell their children, thus begins an oral tradition that lives beyond the written word and lasts far longer than the heroes involved. 
	The communications clan has made several attempts to get in touch with the UCLA facility, as has the F-16 Fighter Group in Aspen.  The planes have called during fly overs but no one responds on the receivable band widths.  No one can understand why the facility will not answer – unless they had been compromised from the outside or the inside.  Regardless, someone will have to go back even if it requires an army because the answer is stored behind those walls. 
	Lloyd walks out the front gate and walks a few hundred yards onto the bridge way to the mainland.  He turns around and there it is.  The first thought that hits him is that it looks amazingly realistic from the front, since the concrete block that they used is a grey to dark grey color which conforms more to the medieval castle look, and even the huge gate seems so perfectly in place – but it is all smoke and mirrors.  The only depth the walls have is between the first wall and the second, a distance of maybe three feet.  Otherwise, the back of the wall looks just like a movie set with wooden structures built along the block wall as walkways and wood stair cases built in a hurry – no one considers this a work of lasting art.  Wood is faster in building things like stairs and there is a ton of wood around the island and in lumber yards just off the island.  Also, NASA has a large lumber supply, so wood is the backdrop to a huge block wall that goes around most of the houses in the center of the island. 
	A new company of volunteers are put together and that company is now in charge of boat collection.  Their first job is to go to the mainland and start bringing all the boats that float across to Chincoteague Island and store them on the back side of the island and up in the northern portion which is all wet lands and marsh.  Their next assignment, when that one is finished, is to collect a fleet of boats for the island, including the ones already there, and arm them and supply them with a crew.  After that, someone else will give them duties and procedures to accomplish those duties. 
	The navy is reborn, albeit on an almost comically low level.  It slowly begins to look like ‘ocean warrior’ up and down the small number of docks which are lined along an inlet, a finger of water that separates wetlands and the docks from the mainland.  Boats which were once used for pleasure or fishing now look like floating tanks, and as each apparition is finished, it is assigned a crew and the crew is then trained on that one boat – which is now theirs. 
	Lloyd walks back into the castle under the iron gate which closes behind him.  He walks all the way down to Molly’s Inn where he goes into his room and lies down on his bed. Louise comes and jumps for an instance, not realizing at first it is her husband.  She sits down on the end of the bed and she rubs his legs.  Lloyd has leg pain and it is growing worse.  They need a doctor and the irony of this whole colony is that there is no medical expertise in all of the represented professions. 
	“I sat down in the library this morning and – thought back to our farm – before… I remembered how we used to stand on the back porch and eat fresh peaches when the season came and how we would laugh because they were so juicy that the juice just ran down our chin and on to our overalls.  The wind would come up and you could smell the fruit trees giving birth to ripe cherries and apples and…  Do you think we will ever see any of those days again?” 
	“Yes.  I do think we will see them, otherwise all of this, all of this effort would just be for naught and I don’t believe that our God works in that fashion.  I could not do another minute of this without the hope that we were bringing home a new world order and that our back porch was still intact and that – you and I would live out the end of our days in our house.” 
	Louise snuggles up to her husband’s chest and quietly lets the tears run down his shirt while he strokes the back of her head with his rough hands and prays to God that this is the real deal.  The Lord gives them a few more seconds before someone rings the emergency bell. Lloyd comes off the bed like a Jack-in-the-box and Louise sprawls over to one side to let him go.  By the time he reaches the door she is already behind him. 
	They are met outside by a young woman who directs them to the communications center.  When they arrive at the center, everyone in the room is gathered around a monitor which is broadcasting a man’s voice. Lloyd and Louise stop short of crashing into the crowd and then look at each other in total amazement.  They turn back to the monitor again and sure enough, they are listening to the President of the United States who has just come out of the bunker and is reaching out from a communication station at the mouth of the bunker. 
	The U.S. government is alive.  The question now is, does the government still think they are the ones in power and, if so, what does that mean? The island responds and is recognized.  The Aspen Fighter Group responds and is recognized.  The remainder of that group on the island responds and is recognized.  And out of the woods comes a response from the communication center at UCLA and they are recognized.  They are all recognized as being alive and in isolated pockets around the United States.  There must have been more, worldwide, but they do not respond.  A group does respond from Colorado and this is the growing army coming for the island but now occupying the old installation that the Colorado compound constructed.  The President’s final words are ‘we will get back to you’. 
	The consensus of the clan behind the castle wall is that they are clean from the virus and that they fought their way to this territory and they claimed it – no matter who used to own it.  No one is going to go to an empty office and search through voluminous records to see who had title to the property.  This is a different day, different deal and they are willing to fight about it.  What the Washington DC government’s opinion is of its place in the new society is a moot point since the real power actually exists with whoever controls the planes that the F-16 groups have at their disposal.  And, for the time being, they had been saved by the island contention and that is where they now pay their allegiance. 
	The UCLA group will eventually play the vaccine card – and it is a powerful play.  They have the best hand but they don’t have enough strength to support that hand against the island. UCLA Hospital needs an ally and so does the United States government.  The New Colorado group only has a house and some guns and a lot of mouth, but those are puny chips in this high stakes games so they too need an ally – otherwise the world will begin again without them, on Chincoteague Island inside a castle. 
	Contrary to many people’s opinion, the President is not stupid.  He is though, completely out of touch and it takes days before the President and the few remaining reigning members of his cabinet understand the full skinny on where they stand and what supports that stance.  To better position themselves, the government makes an alliance with the Hospital at UCLA because, again, they hold the solution to the problem and the problem has not gone away, it has simply gone to sleep. 
	Even though the F-16 Fighter Group is torn, they do not forget that the island people saved them and pulled them out of the clutches of people possibly carrying the sleeper, or just people who ended up with that group and were not sick.  The sick have died.  There are no more sick.  No one is languishing on a dirty sofa, eating three day old popcorn and waiting for the filthy little bug to kill them.  It already has.  So the problem now is, what is the virus doing?  And Dr. Nichols at UCLA is convinced that is just waiting for the right time to be in a position to nourish itself without needing the host.   
	The days now are tense as different communities of people come closer together and try to figure out how they might fit together in a plan that benefits everyone – except that nobody has that plan.  Two things are absolutely sure.  The new Colorado clan is moving across the country using every form of transportation excerpt airplanes.  The castle has no doctors, and the Coloradans have no pilots.  The other is that the castle folks are ready – they are over ready and their ace in the hole is one of the fastest planes in history with enough fire power to make the Colorado clan look like an afternoon barbecue – the ones on the spit.  Colorado’s advantage is they are moving on the ground and can hide on the ground so it was all going to happen right in front of the castle walls and there is just no doubt about it. 
	After days of negotiations the government that has been in the Presidential Emergency Operation Center or PEOC, begins to realize that the island clan is the best protected, have the best organization and, more than anything else, are clean from the virus including the sleeper. They also realized that the Colorado clan is not just coming to Chincoteague, they are also coming to DC and they probably aren’t going to be that friendly with anyone who was saved in the bunker under the east wing of the White House. The bunker is provided with rooms of provisions to make sure the reigning power remained in power – no matter what the outcome.  Unfortunately the makers of the bunker and the establishment that paid the tab for the construction – made to withstand a nuclear hit – couldn’t have realized that it wasn’t a nuke that would take out the country, it was a bug.  A bug that entered California via a man who knew he was sick. 
	There is a problem.  The government needs to communicate with the island without anyone else listening.  The government needs a place to go before the new Colorado army invades Maryland. They want to be rescued and brought to the island and they want only the island to know.  They start by sending encrypted messages that really make no sense, like a recipe for crab cakes or the best time to hunt lobster.  The island center laughs at the first few, thinking people are just looking for a little humor but when they keep coming it becomes clear it is a signal.  That means it is probably also clear to anyone else listening.  It is only a matter of time. 
	Cole is in the communication center for the next few days trying to update the records of the island personnel before it is too late to do that.  Marlowe sits on his shoulder facing backwards and towards the monitor that is giving directions to the White House from Virginia.  He listens absent mindedly for a while until a certain phrase comes, and then he hears it again and suddenly Marlowe yells. 
	“It’s a code.  They are sending us a code.” 
	Several engineers stop what they were doing and approach the monitor and listen. Marlowe jumps on the steel desk in front of the monitor and picks up a small pencil.  Every fourth or fifth word Marlowe writes something until people gather around to read what he is writing.  After a few moments, when the message seems to repeat itself but not exactly, there are words written on the paper in front of Marlowe and they are the numbers to a new radio frequency.  One of the engineers reaches over and turns the knob and suddenly, in the crackle and the snow in the background, a voice comes out asking to be heard.  The engineer picks up the microphone. 
	“This is Chincoteague Island Communication Center, over.” 
	‘This is the President of the United States, copy?” 
	“Copy that Mr. President, how may we help you?” 
	This is the beginning of the beginning.  A new understanding and a new partner in the war on saving the world’s animals.  It only has one glitch and that is – they need a ride.  They need a ride from the East Wing of the White House to Chincoteague Island, and there are more than just a few of them. 
	There is great consternation among the islanders about saving the President – many feeling that the President never made any moves to help them or the poor of this country when he had the power.  There are so many angles to consider – in the end would he or they become a liability?  It is no longer possible to base a campaign on taxation, national health care, social security, and such because, of course, none of those exist any longer.  Those were programs that required much larger populations with much greater needs and much greater resources and infrastructure to support them.  The island people are largely self-sufficient, made up of every kind of religion, and they do not, on the whole, advocate any particular political program.  Would the President want to create a White House on the island in the middle of the castle?  Would they all want the equivalent of what they had before the scourge?  These are legitimate questions and unlike before, when only thirty percent of Americans voted – that is ninety million out of three hundred million – everyone here voted, and jealously. 
	 This decision is not going to come easily and it is not going to come quickly and in the end, this one new question has the seeds of the division of this clan and would make success impossible.  There is a lot of conversation.  Every chore now is done over a war of words as sides start forming until Lloyd finally steps in and points out the juvenile direction they were headed in and chides the group for not trying to meet the problem calmly and with some personal humility. 
	In the end it might have been decided on a throw of dice but what occurs is, Lloyd steps up at the evening family meeting and announces they were going to save the President and a number of yet unidentified personnel.  That seems to be the end of the conversation as no one stands up to suggest otherwise.  The whens and the wheres and the whats will all be worked out by committee now, and a broadcast will be made immediately on the special frequency sent as a signal and discovered by Marlowe. 
	The days seem endless as more preparations are made – more barricades are built behind certain portions of the wall at the most vulnerable spots.  More armaments are added on the gun boats that are now looking strictly science fiction, and training sorties made by the Jet group in the plane hangars at NASA. 
	The world is getting ready to take a huge plunge into a new future or the void.  The island makes no surmises about the outcome.  The island is prepared, and with preparation there comes a time when it finally all has to be used.  Now some of their readiness is going to save the President. 
	Lloyd is taking his son because, daily, his body is making him more and more aware that his body won’t be a game player for much longer.  Lloyd knows his son will be his replacement – with advisors.  So they set off.  Marlowe is in Cole’s pocket, Doc is along for muscle, the pilot to drive, and Marcus (but not Punch, who is still not healed up enough for action or adventure).  It is a small crew but they are taking a helicopter since Maryland is just up the coast and slightly inland, maybe twenty minutes in the air.  They will land on the White House lawn, meet the constituents, board them and go home.  Again it is a simple plan and again, Murphy’s Law is stronger than the human desire to make it turn out right. 
	The helicopter leaves at night.  It leaves from the center of the island because the pilot and Doc have gone under cover to NASA and brought it back.  It will stay on the island from this day forward.  The chopper is loaded with the animals and the guns.  The helicopter takes off and is accompanied by two jets, one on either side.  They all fly to Washington DC and the two jets leave off over the White House as the helicopter makes its first pass.  The second pass puts the craft down on the front lawn facing Pennsylvania Ave, and Doc gets out immediately and secures the area. 
	A light flashes on and off inside the White House which Lloyd finds strange but doesn’t have time to think about. 
	“Why aren’t they out here?”  Marcus is anxious as he holds the thirty caliber machine gun that is semi permanently tied to the craft.
“Don’t know.  Feels wrong.  All this feels so wrong.”  Tediously Lloyd, followed immediately by Cole and then by Doc – makes his way to the first door and opens it.  Marcus and the pilot stand ready with the blades spinning. 
	Lloyd and Cole step in and Doc guards the door.  They make a few steps forward when they realize the President is standing just opposite them leaning on a cane.  Behind him are several recognizable Cabinet members.  But there is something wrong.  They don’t look well. 
	“Are you sick?”  It is a brave question for a teen to ask the President and when the President doesn’t answer right away Lloyd grabs Cole and steps back.   
	“Hold it.  Now just hold it right there.  I am the President of the United States and I am not sick.  I have the sleeping virus, but not sick.” 
	“Yes Mr. President, but the members of your cabinet behind you sir, on the floor, are sick and we can’t take you with us.”  What Lloyd said as he guides them back to the door, is unheard of.  This is not the message you deliver to the President, and the President is not going to listen to it or accept it. 
	“I am the Commander in Chief of the Armed Forces and I command you…”  There is a shot.  No one speaks and no one moves until the President slips away from his cane and falls against the desk behind him.  The concealed hand gun drops from his hand as Lloyd turns to see his son holding the weapon which fired the shot. 
	“We’re in trouble in here.  Out.  Out of here, now!!”  Lloyd literally drags his son around the door jam and they run for the helicopter.  Marcus is wild from hearing the gun shots and before his people can return he kills several Secret Service who appear out of hiding.  It has all been a plan to remove the President to a place where he could either get better or die and pass his office down to the next constitutional recipient.  Unfortunately, the next person in line is sick on the floor in the White House, and now they will all have to wait for the other warriors to show up to find out their ultimate fate. 
	Cole dives into the chopper and slides past Marcus who is like a crazy man at a machine gun carnival – he shoots at anything that moves until Lloyd and Doc jump past him and the craft leaves the ground and heads east. 
	Gun fire whizzes past them and some rounds strike the shell of the chopper but not the blades or the engine.  They gain altitude and re-meet the F-16’s and are accompanied home as the pilot relates the story as it is being related to him.  Lloyd looks over at his son and wonders why it had to be him, and if this single act of bravery would follow him and eat at his psyche until it drives him mad or he conquers it, relying on the firm foundation of his upbringing and his own ethical library built up from the experience of being a hero.  Time will tell and oral tradition will take this story – the killing of a President – into the future to the listeners of those stories and those who study them. 
	Cole stares off into space as Marlowe studies him from below.  Marlowe understands instantly the event and the conditions which caused the event.  He knows in his mind that the President back there really wasn’t the President anymore.  He was just a man who held that position when that position warranted being held.  This is a different time with different responsibilities, and his position simply is no longer needed and therefore he is not what he claimed to be and – he was sick.  The government ends that day and never returns in that form again.  A government eventually does rise from the ashes and like the Phoenix, rebuilds itself but this is a new bird with new understandings and a complete awareness of the individuals which make up its core.  
They come back and land on the island in the center.  Their friends run out to greet them and welcome them back.  Everyone already knows so there is special attention paid to Cole, and Korrie Anne is finally the one who saves him from the questioning crowd and returns him to the safety of his room with the toy house and all the things that he owned in his childhood – which changed today forever. 
	Cole had to hide now from the company until the event simmers down.  There are some real questions, even from his own supporters, but Cole was wearing an air force flack jacket that had a built in camera in the vest that recorded the event exactly as they said it took place.  The company plays the video locally and a copy is broadcast to the receiving world to mollify everyone because on the tape the President was sick without doubt.  Too many people had seen the signs before, and this is the ultimate travesty to not acknowledge those signs.  He was sick, the men and the women in his Cabinet were sick, and even though he tried to get passed by claiming he had the sleeper – you don’t look like that with the sleeper. How long had he had it?  Did he enter the bunker with it?  Did someone else enter the bunker with it and spread it to the entire group?  Did they come out of the bunker earlier and contract it immediately?  Did the virus experiment with this group to detect and test its potential underground and away from natural light?  So many questions but, most importantly, there is no question that Cole had no other way to go but to shoot the President in order to protect his father who is the head of the island.  It is finally in the undercurrent of conversation, but people still look at Cole for just a little too long after he comes out from hiding, so he spends a lot more time with Korrie Anne because she makes him feel better.  The wall is close to being finished and is a structural marvel for the number of persons and animals that built it.  It will hold them safe, and they will see how all the work pays off in the clinch. 
Hubert starts to behave in a strange way and Smoker soon follows.  It isn’t all the time, but seems to come to both animals in fits.  Eventually Marlowe starts to feel the effects of whatever it is, but Marlowe is more acutely aware than most and in only a short time he reveals that they are being watched.   Someone else is now here, but not on the island.  Search teams are sent out with no results.  The animals are watched now for signs and as soon as it happens again, people go out to search, and sure enough there are spies. And a gun battle.  And all the spies are killed.  They also have to be buried because that is the protocol when the dead may be infected.  A team has to return with masks and gloves and quickly dig into the marshy ground and bury the intruders. 
	When the team comes back, the whole colony gathers around them for information and then the burial detail goes out and does their job – armed to the teeth.  There are more sightings and more killed and more buried and it only signals what is about to happen.  Another battle for freedom just outside the hallowed grounds of Washington DC where other Americans, in an earlier war, rolled out in their carriages with picnic baskets and watched the war as it closed in on Washington and its people.
	There are a few more skirmishes and then it stops.  No one can knows why and it makes the situation even more uneasy.  People are getting short with their neighbors.  There are complaints that the Jet Fighter boys are treated differently although that tune dies instantly when they are finally needed.  The company wonders if something has happened to the surge.  Days go by and turn to weeks and the agony of uncertainty and suspense is taking a toll.  Something has to be done since the Jet patrols reveal no human movement.  The Aspen Company flies over the old Colorado compound and it is empty. 
	Hundreds of people don’t just vanish from the face of the earth.  They aren’t tunneling to the east coast and they seemingly didn’t go north or south.  Patrols have to be sent out from the castle. The enemy has to be found and they have to be tracked.  Various patrols go out on the mainland and in the water.   The area surrounding the island produces no sign of life except that which lives under water.  They all come back empty, day after day, until the patrols are stopped and the committees meet to form a new strategy.  The compressed form of living slows down until it reaches just above a normal pace and stress level.  A football appears and is thrown around for a while.  People are dying to return to an easier way of life, but no one forgets that the enemy is still outside the walls. 
	Cole finds time to spend with Korrie Anne which leaves Marlowe time to search for God, and on one of those days when Marlowe is about to leave his home and drop down to the library she appears again and stops his life.  The irony is not lost on Marlowe that at a time when he desperately needs to understand God – this, standing before him, is the answer he receives. 
	She is just like she was the time before.  Marlowe is about to say hi when he remembers that it didn’t go over so well last time, so he reverts to pushing his face up against hers, smelling her fur which makes him dizzy and looking into her eyes.  She licks him again and, without analyzing his own behavior, his tongue comes out and cleans her up.  
	This time it doesn’t seem to bother her that he is in a suit and they get along better and she isn’t as skittish as she starts examining the interior of Marlowe’s dwelling.  He has to encourage her several times not to eat or chew on the furniture or the fake food.  She does like the bed even though she secretly wants to nibble it and pull out all the stuffing. 
	Marlowe starts to sweat silently as his knowledge gains a foot hold over his libido. He looks at her and realizes that he longs for her and that he wants to tell her how he feels but, oh boy – there is the rub.  She doesn’t speak English and Marlowe has all but forgotten the language of mice.  This is a dilemma, but not for her because she is one of those take-charge kind of gals and she knowd why she came back. 
	They are both jumping from bed and to bed and doing mouse things that Marlowe has to stop and think about until she starts something new and he finally lets himself go for it.  He is wrapped up in a dream with flashbacks to the burrow and the warmth and comfort of his mother’s fur.  He is tossed into early scenes inside a toy house, he remembers horrible episodes where he was dragging the treasure watch through a battle field of large spiders and the warmth and comfort inside of Cole’s pocket and the deep, unexplainable feeling that Marlowe holds for the teen and even his irrational jealousy of Korrie Anne who he is very close to now. 
	All these images run through Marlowe’s mind which distracts him from understanding that this female mouse has somehow worked his jacket and vest off while they were mousing around the bedroom.  Marlowe is white hot as he discovers that intelligence does not cover the whole arena of living and, in fact, is absolutely useless in certain areas.  And Marlowe is now in one of these areas – and he likes it. 
	He doesn’t remember now how she got him in all these positions but he does remember the moment when his huge, personable grin grows across his face without conscious effort and he makes some sound between a growl and a howl – a sound he could never reproduce in the retelling of the story.  Something happened to Marlowe that had never happened before and never happened again.  He knew in some pocket of his knowledge what it was but it wouldn’t come out so he was left with complete satisfaction – rolling back and forth unconsciously licking his paws and arms and then it hit him – she was gone. 
	Marlowe starts for the door but realizes he is undressed.  His clothes are not only the sign that he is Marlowe, there are still mice on the island and even though Marlowe is a mouse hero, his relatives are persona non grata and they are trapped or killed to keep them under control.   He knows this fact but he doesn’t let himself think about it so he doesn’t have to come up with a way to feel about it.  He sees hot flashes of himself as a dad but refused to visit those images for long.  He hurriedly puts on his suit and instantly feels safer.  He bolts through the front door but just like last time – she is gone.  And she took part of him with her. 
	Marlowe wanders back into his house but he hits the door jam on the way in and it reminds him that he is losing his vision.  He whistles while he is the down stairs because he has recently taught himself to do it and he walks around the lower rooms trying to shake off this feeling of wellbeing and satisfaction – along with the pain of remorse that she is gone.  Marlowe considers these must be human like feelings and what they often refer to as emotion, and Marlowe gets it – in spades – so now he was enjoying this understanding and the understanding that he really didn’t get it before. 
	It does concern him though, this double standard between him and all the rest of the mice in the world – but he knows that in part the difference must be related to the mice in New York City with the human brain cells implanted in their brains.  How it got to Virginia and how it came to him is a total mystery and one that he works on in his spare time. 
	It also concerns him that animals aren’t mentioned in the Bible more.  Marlowe feels they should have talked about him in particular and his situation which obviously this God knew about, according to his readings. 
	It is too late to start a new project and Marlowe is unusually tired.  She has drained him of power but pumped him up with energy which now just makes him sleepy. 
She had confused his daily routine and he can’t get her out of his mind, even as he nods off on the soft bed, still smelling the velvet quality of her fur and the cool, moist feeling of her nose as she pushed her face back into his and rubbed against him.  She would have to have a name even though she would never understand what the sound meant.  He would think on it.  He would… 
	Night comes and Marlowe is woken by a feeling, like the ones before.  He walks out of the toy house to tell Cole but he is not in his bed.  He hears Smoker barking and by the time he has hopped outside, Hubert the Pelican has come down to the sign and is making quite a racket.  Lloyd comes outside and finds Marlowe who jumps up on  his shoulder and says, “Something’s wrong.”  
That’s all Lloyd needs, and he walks over to the emergency bell and rings it.  The lights go on in the houses and motels and the population empties out and heads towards the Inn.  As soon as everyone is gathered and security has been alerted Lloyd is about to explain that the animals are getting signals again when he realizes that Cole and Korrie Anne are missing.  A search is called and Smoker is let out to help.  Marlowe knows that dog has a nose like no other so he stays close to Smoker until the dog just bolts with several of the clan following and trying to stay up. Smoker races down to the southernmost end of the wall and starts barking and jumping at a spot where some ropes are lying on the ground.  Marlowe scales the wall in fraction of a second and stands on the top and sees the small boat leaving the island, still trailing the rope used to tie up the craft.  While Smoker barks on the other side bringing human help, Marlowe scurries down the wall and across the short distance to the water and jumps in. He catches just the tail of the rope and digs his claws and teeth into the hemp and holds on. Men scale the wall on the inside just in time to see the boat go out of sight in the darkness.  Somehow the security system failed, somehow human error came into play and now the other side has the heroes and a bargaining chip with immense power. 
The trailing rope is being hauled in now as the boat is slowing and coming to a pier on the mainland.  Marlowe waits until the rope just flops over the side and hits the deck and then he jumps off and hides under a canvas tarp.  The boat is met at the pier where Cole and Korrie Anne are transferred into a car.  Marlowe runs along the underside of the pier and then up to the roadway.  He waits until Cole and Korrie are pushed into a car and then he climbs up the wheel and then crawls up the underside of the car until he reaches a rust hole in the trunk and crawls through. Cole and Korrie are gagged but Marlowe can hear them trying to speak through the gags – without any success.  The car drives for a very long ways.  Even Marlowe ends up wrapping himself around the inside of an old umbrella and going to sleep.  The next morning the trunk is opened by one of the intruders and Marlowe stands up, bowed to the man and jumps out on the ground and disappears in the foliage before the man can even speak. 
	“Did – did you see that?”  He is speaking to no one, since everyone has already gone up the pathway to a house and gone inside.  He turns around and looks for anyone and then he turns back and looks in the trunk. 
	“Did anyone see that?”  He waits quietly but nervously and then gently closes the trunk, forgetting completely why he had opened it in the first place.  He walks up the path and Marlowe follows him all the way to the door and then runs up the wall and finds an open window and enters the house.

	Lloyd is screaming.  He is beside himself with anger.  No one can understand where the system failed and allowed two of their most important assets to be taken to be used as ransom.  What do they want? What they eventually find out the other side wants is simple, they want everyone who is inside the castle out.  Then they will move in and after that they will return the boy and the girl.  This is never going to happen as far as most of the people are concerned and now it doesn’t make any difference how much hero status these two have – it does not surpass the entire welfare of the community and that is the end of it. 
	Lloyd has an ace up his sleeve.  He knows that since Marlowe is no longer around that Marlowe is with Cole and Korrie Ann, and he knows that Marlowe is an incredibly powerful force and that is his ace which stops him from going insane.  They agree to follow the procedures that they are receiving from the communications center and keep making decisions one step at a time as to what the next move will be. 
	Cole and Korrie Anne are still tied and gagged and left in a room with no window and only one door, and that door has a guard on either side.  Marlowe is in the hallway and can see the two guards at the end.  One is standing and one is sitting and there are two chairs and several guns.  They are ordinary men.  On some ordinary day long ago they might have worked in a office and then these men would have gone home to their families, eaten dinner, watched some television and gone to bed.  Today, these two men are guarding a royal fortune, they are not going home and they will be relieved by two others until their group’s demands are resolved one way or another. 
	A woman comes around behind Marlowe carrying two plates of food.  Marlowe hides in a cracked portion of the sheetrock and jumps on the back of her dress as she passes him.  She stops at the end of the hall and hands each man a plate and they joke about the fact that in the end they are going to kill these two because they are the symbol for the other side, for the enemy in their eyes.  One of them slaps her on her butt and she turns around, red in the face and gives him a half slap back and goes on her way.  When she turns to the door to hand off the plates, Marlowe drops off her dress to the floor and squeezes himself under the door and into the darkness of the room.  Marlowe waits just long enough for his eyes to adjust and then he hops behind Cole and chews through the ropes that tied his hands, and Cole instantly rips the gag off his mouth and takes a deep breath. 
	“Marlowe.  Oh Marlowe, where were you?”  Marlowe, in his down time has become an Arnold Schwarzenegger fan from taped movies and he so wants to say “traffic”, but this isn’t the time – plus, when the time does come, he will have a challenger in the ring with him. 
	Korrie’s eyes grow to the size of quarters when she hears Cole and then feels Marlowe gnawing on her ropes.  Cole gently pulls the gag off her face and she stands up and takes a deep breath.  They hug and then they try to hug Marlowe which Marlowe finally avoids with urgently telling them they have to go now!  Marlowe has a plan and he quickly explains it.  Then he walks to the door where Korrie and Cole take a place against the wall, right next to the door’s opening side.  Marlowe crawls back under the door and bites the man on the left who stands up and screams.  Marlowe then bites the man on the right, also on the leg, and crawls under the door just as the man kicks at him. 
	The door flies open and the man on the right steps into the darkness where Cole trips him and then jumps and lands on his back as the second man enters.  Korrie does a full round house kick to the man’s groin and hits him so hard he falls backwards into the hall.  Cole jumps out the door and picks up a hand gun.  Korrie steps over the man on the floor, steps out the door and picks up a hand gun and clips.  She turns to the man on the floor who looks at her blankly. 
	“Do you know how to shoot a gun young lady?”  She shoots him dead on the spot, turns to the man in the hallway and fires two times.  Marlowe climbs into Cole’s pocket and comments on his way down, 
	“Don’t ever make her mad.”  
Where ever they are, everyone around hears the shots and comes running.  Marlowe directs Cole and Korrie upstairs and then all the way back to the front of the house and out a window.  As people pour into the house screaming, Cole and Korrie crawl down the roof to the porch and then further down the porch roof where they jump to the ground.  More people come up the path and into the house.  Finally Marlowe signals time to go and they run down the path towards the water. 
	There is screaming and yelling behind them and the sound grows less until they are in the driveway in front of the car.  Cole jumps in the driver’s seat with Marlowe and Korrie riding shotgun.  Literally.  Cole puts the car in reverse and starts backing up when a man reaches out from the foliage and grabs the rear view mirror on Korrie’s side.  He holds on while the car drags him a ways until Korrie opens the window and blows the mirror off the car with the man still holding onto to it.  Cole turns the car into a dark street. 
	“Hit it.”  And he does and they drive off into the night followed by a mob of considerable size, bigger than a posse.  They have everything they need except a direction.  Marlowe lets them drive for a while and then he stops the car and gets out and sniffs the air.  He lets his mind deal with his instincts and then he turns and points in a direction north to northeast from where they are travelling. 
	Every half hour Marlowe gets out and tests the waters, and finally it turns to morning and they are near the water – but exactly where they have no idea.  They get out to rest as Marlowe tries to remember the front end of the trip and how long they were in the car and what the pier smells like where the boat landed and while Marlowe is negotiating with himself, the Colorado clan is telling the island group that they will kill one of the teens and burn the body unless they receive a positive response to their request:  Get out and let us in. 
	Lloyd keeps inventing excuses to play for time.  The camp is close to telling the kidnappers to bugger off but there are positive things that happened from the raid and the first is knowing that they were vulnerable to attack at night on the walls not facing the roadway, so they fix that.  Next, more internal security on the ground is added with people walking dog patrols at night. 
	Marlowe knows that once they see the water they simply have to follow it north and by the looks of the terrain they aren’t that far away.  They all get back in the car and drive north, keeping to the water side when the road splits off into other directions.  It seems like too long a time has gone by and they still haven’t seen the island or the bridge or any familiar land marks. 
	Time goes on and the pair with the mouse start to fear they are on the wrong road, or they missed some turn, or, worse, were completely wrong about the direction in the first place and then – there it is – giant in its stature and massive in its area.  NASA.  They have come into the northwest side of  NASA and they are out of their minds with joy until they se people and don’t recognize any of them. 
	They get out of the car and low crawl through the marsh until they can see people on the runway and in the hangar and they are wrapping brown bags around airplanes, hangar foundations, buildings, the Jet Fighter Group and even the missile firing platforms. 
	“What are they doing, Marlowe?”  
“They are going to blow up NASA so we can’t use the facility or the planes in the fight.  So this is why the company disappeared.  It divided itself in order to conquer.  It sent part of its troops to destroy NASA and the threat it imposed on them, and then the kidnapped you two to keep everyone’s eyes off the real target.  Brilliant, really.” 
	“Not now Marlowe.”  They keep watching until Marlowe can see the remote ignition switch being held by a man who is surrounded by several guards.  When all the work is finished the entire group leaves, some on motorcycles and others on small, handmade boats that use the shallow waters in the marsh for roads.  They are gone and as soon as the last person leaves, the army of three move in. 
	“Listen, we can disarm these charges and perhaps use them to our advantage but we only have a short time I fear.”  Marlowe shows them exactly what to do and what not to do and as he is speaking he explains what he thinks their enemy is planning to do and that is, get the company or part of the company to NASA to trade the teens for something – who knows what.  But before they ever enter the complex, they would blew it up and then attack the castle in force, killing as whoever they don’t want to use as slaves.  The rest would begin a new era as slaves while the new slave owners begin their new era of ownership – of the whole northern hemisphere if not the world. 
	Marlowe doesn’t know if he believes it himself, or is just spouting the story line from too many action/adventure films.  Cole and Korrie could care less, as they find each charge, disarm it and then bring it to a holding area in one of the buildings.    
It is going to be impossible to get them all since the facility is so big until Korrie Anne discovers a golf cart while looking for a restroom.  The cart is electric and was plugged into the emergency power source which is still running, so off they go and in a matter of hours the facility is cleaned. 
	Marlowe stays in the communication center and listens to the Colorado clan make its deal with the island.  Marlowe is dying to break in and destroy the party until he realizes that what he really wants is to destroy the human disease these people represent or carry.  It will be tricky and all a matter of timing as Marlowe plots and replots as more information comes across the monitor speakers.  Cole and Korrie Anne find Marlowe writing down the salient points but are too tired to care at the moment.  They drink heavily from the water machine and then sit down on the cold floor and stare at all the human technology that is only barely hanging on in this atmosphere where the change in the balance of power might prove the end to technology all together. Outside is a band of people, Americans of many different trades and values, different genders and religious beliefs, and only differed from the people in the castle in one respect.  They are sick.  In the end it might mean that the virus wins if the Colorado clan is successful in their bid to take the castle.  Humanity could become just more food for the virus on the world wide table.  But everyone has a clear chance here to win, and that is Marlowe’s ace in the hole.  He is not so naive, entering his first major battle, to think this is all well in hand because it is not. And the Colorado group still has a super ace up their sleeve that will surprise everyone when it is finally exposed.  A big ugly war is just about to happen.  It is only waiting now for the people on the island to say yes, we will meet for a trade because the Colorado clan has lowered the stakes on the trade end and now only wants fresh food, guns and ammunition and the pilots. 
	It’s amazing how fast one can climb the ladder of fame and be known to a worldwide audience only to fall fitfully out of the spotlight and down the steps, landing on the floor as some newbie takes up the reigns of celebrity and power.  Cole and Korrie are no longer household words at this moment because the stakes have changed.  Folks inside the wall think they are dead and that Marlowe is just gone.  Their heroes have fallen and they have lost heart – all but Lloyd who keeps praying they are on the right side and that they will receive help because they are right. 
	It is all too late now anyway, because the deal is in motion and, then, it happens.  A moment of serendipitous enlightenment happens to Marlowe as he remembers fragments of sentences from the front seat of the car when he was hidden in the trunk and Cole and Korrie Anne were gagged and tied in the back.  Pieces of sentences that he starts to fill in like a cross word puzzle and the fact that the Colorado clan has disappeared and that now he knows where part of them are, and also another small part of the clan involved in the kidnapping – but what happened to the main force? 
	Marlowe paces up and down the floor while electrical connections click endlessly connecting this to that and then stopping again.  He stops briefly in front of a map and he sees Chincoteague Island, he sees NASA, he looks to the north and sees DC, he looks to the west and it is just country all the way to the Pacific Ocean.  He looks at the east and it is water and then he looks at the south and he sees all the little inlets and piers and cities on the water and it jumps out at him like a spider from its web – they built an armada.   They disappeared into all these tiny fishing villages and took the boats and modified them, just like the island did only the island is expecting the attack from the mainland from the road – not the water. 
	“Oh My God.”  Marlowe uttered these words which wakes Cole and Korrie up and they stand up. 
	“They’re going to attack the castle at night from the back side, from the water side.  And they are going to do it while part of the clan are in negotiations in a building in NASA that will explode when one of their team pushes the remote button, miles away.” 
	Now they know, or they think they know.  Marlowe knows for sure because it is a good plan and it explains why they disappeared for so long.  So, what is the plan now?  Somehow they have to get into the castle without the Colorado clan knowing and alert the group that they are entering a trap that Marlowe, Cole, and Korrie Anne have already sprung.  There must be some way to make this news more powerful and useful but no one can see it at that moment so they plot their return to the castle – which is only a few miles away. 
	Lloyd has no heart any longer because it is now obvious that his son is dead and that Korrie Anne followed his fate.  He is unsure about Marlowe, but Marlowe is a mouse after all and has already done more than his part in this ridiculous effort to save the human race.  Lloyd is trying now to see who among them can take his place while at the same time work some deal with these Colorado folks that leaves some possibility for the Island folks to go forward. 
	Cole and Korrie Anne wake up from Marlowe shaking and scratching them.   
	“Come on, it’s time to go.” 
	“Where are we going?’  They both ask at the same time. 
	“Home.  I’m really hungry.”  Cole and Korrie think the mouse has finally lost it but Marlowe takes them out and they get in the golf cart and drive out of NASA in the dark, all the way to the water’s edge.  They get out and remove the life vests Marlowe had them load before they left.  They also inflate a small rubber raft and climb inside and shove off from the marshy land and paddle across the waterway to the island. 
	It takes a long time and they are exhausted when they hit sandy shores just on the south side of the castle wall very near to the place where the intruders had entered to kidnap the teens. It is different now because there is added security and even though they live there, they don’t want to get shot trying to explain that to someone. 
	There is a full meeting going on spread out on the sand and grass around the Inn.  Even though it is late, security is still in force as the meeting continues discussing the new terms from the Colorado group.  The meeting isn’t going well and there’s a lot of shouting but that all stops when Smoker breaks out through the front door and heads south down Main Street.  At the same time, Hubert flies down from his nest and starts to make the strangest sounds deep in his throat.  Everyone knows what to do. 
	A car is commandeered and many armed men jump in with Lloyd and drive south on Main St.  They stop at the wall and follow it east toward Smoker who is barking and jumping trying to get higher on the wall. 
	Two men are pushed up the side of the wall armed with rifles and handguns.  Lloyd reaches the top first and flashes a light down on the sand where his son, Korrie Anne and Marlowe, are all waiting.  Malowe, always knowing that he can depend on Smoker’s nose to do the right thing. 
	For the second time in his life Lloyd sees his son resurrected from the dead.  For the second time in his life Cole sees his dad and knows he loves his father past imagination.  Ropes are lowered down and the trio are brought back up and in front of God and country, Lloyd hugs his son without bother, without embarrassment, showing human emotion that spews off him like a tea pot screaming out its steam whistle announcing that the water is hot. 
	For the second time in her life Louise sees her son pulled from the clutches of death and reassembled in her arms as her son, her boy, her Cole – her life.  The grounds are in an uproar as the story unfolds of a planned sea assault and the destruction of the NASA facility as a ruse to shift security off the back walls of the castle.  The plot is evil, especially in the minds of everyone inside this wall.  As a military strategy it is not a bad plan, but in the mind of Lloyd it has the seeds of its own destruction sewn into its construction because it failed to take Marlowe into account. 
	The field has changed.  The pendulum has swung back to a more neutral position as the company now goes to work to make a plan that will not fail, that will succeed utterly and forever.  It has to be good, it has to be fast regardless of cost.  The whole thrust of the plan is to let the intruders go forward and then thwart them at the last moment.  In order to do this the company has to go back to NASA and reset the charges to blow up something that looks like, from a distance, the facility blowing up.  Marcus and Punch are in charge of this detail and they pick men who are ready and leave on the same rubber raft that Cole and Korrie paddled over in. 
	Next, a group will have to meet and either head off or kill the Colorado representatives that are to meet at NASA for the exchange of food and medicines and other equipment. 
Thirdly, the F-16 Fighter Group will have to remove their planes at exactly the right time because they will be the Sunday punch that meet the naval armada from Colorado and sink it without mercy.  This is the plan and it is already underway.  Cole and Korrie do not get to participate in the action.  They are assigned duties in the Inn which include protection and security, in which they are both now trained by experience in the field.  Marlowe will be located in the communication center to field all calls and help with related issues.  He will be joined by humans. 
	The plan is set in motion and for the first time in a very long time, everyone in the castle feels like the gods are on their side and that they will be the winners in the end.  The group getting the armada ready is pulling all the boats out from their individual piers and garages and assembling them on the waterway below Chincoteague Island, in the marshy natural conservation areas where the remaining migrant birds still tried to get on with their living and breeding even though their numbers had been decimated by over eighty percent. 
	It is all about spying.  The Colorado clan’s spies went to discover procedure, security, routine, numbers of people and all of the elements that can’t be discerned from a far.  When they completed that mission and the spies all went home, people inside the security committee in the castle tried to implement their own counter-spy program but that was difficult since they could not locate the enemy even after weeks and months of searching. 
	Now it is imperative they succeed because the island people must know when the Colorado group is arriving with their contingent to meet at NASA to discuss the terms of a trade even though Cole and Korrie Anne are no longer on the table and the Colorado Group refuses to discuss why. Smoke and mirrors and the clock are all in play now and the timing has to be just right.  In the darkness of night and in the shadow of a light fog, several cars drive out of the gate and across the dark bridge way until they are outside the NASA Visitors center on the main road. 
	They drive a ways further past the visitor center and then take the sandy back roads to the NASA main facility.  The cars are hidden in hangars and the groups divide up into three units.  The first unit are the spies and they are sent to the outer edges of NASA and planted with Walkie Talkies to report the arrival of the Colorado group.  The second group secures the immediate area around the facility. The third unit are to hook up with Marcus and Punch and help them with the charges.  This unit does find Marcus and Punch and helps find trash and debris to blow up so it looks, at least from a distance, like the facility is destroyed.   
	As these preparations are going on the Colorado Group is approaching NASA early so they can set a trap for the contingent coming from the island to discuss a trade.  There is no trade anymore.  The trade was to get high ranking people out of the castle and kill them before the main fight ever started.  Chop the heads off the leaders and demoralize the troops and then finish them all in one assault. 
	The last assault also has to be very accurate because they do not want to kill everyone.  The Colorado clan are intently interested in having slaves do the manual work while those at the top enjoyed all the spoils, including the women. 
	Weapons are checked and re-checked on the boats, personnel are checked off by boat, and the boats are arranged in order so the largest with the most protection goes in first and takes the brunt of the assault and then the lighter and more maneuverable boats come in for the clean-up.  They are hungry, they are ready, and the armada starts to move. 
	The F-16 Fighter Group has its planes in the air and is flying to one of the DC Airports to wait where they will not be seen.  The F-16 Fighters is the Sunday punch, but only as a last resort.  The island group is hoping that in fact they will never even have to fire a shot.  
The unit placing the charges returns to the main facility in the golf cart and leaves it in a hangar.  They take a position a little north of the unit already in the field waiting.  The security unit then leaves its post and takes a position even more northerly than their partners so the entire west and south side of the facility has fighters waiting in the marshes or buried in the marsh grass. 
	The castle walls are covered except for the north wall where it is almost impossible for any group to penetrate through the miles of water and quicksand and marshes. The community is all represented on the walls except for a small group in the communications center and a small group praying at the Inn under the direction of Louise and the Pelican.  All is ready and now the waiting game begins. 
	Time is ticking by as a neutral observer — knowing in the end there will be one of two societies moving on.  One of those societies is not sick and considers themselves well, and the other society is sick and also considers themselves well.  It isn’t a matter of semantics.  The clan that is infected with the sleeper has not taken into consideration what Dr. Nichols in the UCLA castle predicted such a long time ago and that is that the virus is waiting to find a mutation that can live in an animal host without quite killing it, and also not allowing the host to kill it or itself.  That is tricky but the virus had already killed some four billion nine hundred million eight hundred ninety five thousand leaving a piddling five thousand or less on the planet.  And only a couple of thousands of those are in the Northern Hemisphere. 
	 Regardless of the incredible death toll, the bug has been conquered.  Another virus has been produced that changes the gene structure of the deadly virus and makes it kill itself.  Viral suicide is going to save civilization after the stupidity of man almost allowed its annihilation. 
	The small Colorado contingent is approaching NASA from several different angles on the west side of the facility.  They come on the back of small, muffled motorcycles and ATV’s. They make almost no noise but that does not save their lives.  As each unit from Colorado pulls in and parks their bikes they are picked off before any communication can leave them. 
	The armada come around a point on the backside of the island and as powerful a force as they are they look more like a sailing regatta than a battle group.  They are displaying brightly colored flags and banners and the boats have been painted in bright colors so the only element that belies the true nature of each vessel are the guns.  Every boat, every side and roof is covered with machine guns, rocket propelled grenades, and hand guns for close fighting when they finally get that close. 
	The units in the field have taken out what they believe to be all of the Colorado Group and they also captured several of the walkie talkies from the other side.  They bring the walkie talkies units back to NASA while communicating with the island and telling them the area was now clear and they were returning. 
	“Silverbells, are you in position yet?  Silverbells, do you copy?”  Marcus and Punch look at each other as the enemy’s walkie talkie is seeking vital information.  The calls come again and again until Marcus picks one up and held it to his  mouth.  Just as he was about to speak a voice talks over his voice and he stops. 
	“This is Silverbells, over.  We are in position.  I say we are in position, do you copy?”  Marcus looks down and there is Marlowe who had come out with Marcus since Marlowe is the one who disarmed the charges and it is important that he showed the explosives team what he did.  Marlowe cannot stop his mouth from forming his signature smile and all Marcus can do was be amazed. 
	“Why, you little rat.” 
	“That would be mouse.  Just an ordinary field mouse.” 
	“You are anything but ordinary Mr. Marlowe and – as a human person – I salute you.”  And he does. 
	“Copy that Silverbells, clear the area we are going to remote the charges.”  Marcus holds the walkie talkie a little closer to Marlowe who has the strange ability to make his voice crack slightly since he doesn’t use the same muscles or mouth cavities that humans used to make sound and in some sense Marlowe is like a bird that imitates the sound rather than speaks the sound. 
	“Silverebells is clear of the area, you are good to go.” 
	“Copy that.”  Moments later the charges go off blowing up tires and trash and rocks and sand and every other thing the island unit found to put on top.  From a distance it looks like a war is already taking place. 
	Lloyd and Cole are on the bridge and Cole is there because he refuses to stay in the Inn and his dad doesn’t want him anywhere else.  Lloyd thinks the bridge will be the safest place since the main assault is coming from the water behind them, or at least that is what the Colorado clan thinks. 
	As soon as the smoke from NASA starts to spread, the gun boat armada starts shooting. They pulls the chains on air horns, they scream, they fire rockets, machine gun fire, and all of it aimed at the castle wall, exploding chunks of concrete into holes that become larger holes. The lead boats are taking massive fire from the east and south walls of the castle.  At the same time the units from the NASA operation are coming over the bridge span toward the gate.  Behind them is a lone motorcycle with a driver who is carrying a passenger with a sniper rifle.  The rifle is leaning on the shoulder of the driver as they drive in and out of the smoke and fog in the roadway. 
	Lloyd, for an instant sees the lone motorcycle.  The cars in front of the cycle all have their windows full of people waving and cheering their own success.  Lloyd puts his walkie talkie to his mouth. 
	“Now.”  He puts the walkie talkie down and picks up a rifle.  He steadies it and aims with his finger just touching the trigger.  He waits, he waits and then Cole sees the motorcycle and then turns and sees his dad.  At that moment the F-16 Fighter Group flies over the top of the castle and bears down on the armada with their fingers on the red button inside the cabin of each plane. 
	The leader of the armada looks up and sees the planes coming.  It cannot be possible.  They are blown up by his own people and he sees the explosions.  He is hallucinating or reality has escaped him at the moment.  There is no turning around.  There is no re-aiming of the weapons as the birds of war come out of the clouds and in a matter of seconds sink the entire armada in a sea of drowning people, in a sea of hope denied, in an ocean of mistakes in which a lone clear winner emerges out of the middle of a red sea. 
	The sniper on the back of the motorcycle only has one clear shot and he takes it just before Lloyd pulls the trigger killing both the driver and the sniper.  Their motored slides on its side and the riders are carried over the edge of the bridge way and drop down into the receiving arms of the ocean – neutral in this fight and simply receiving and recycling the dead. 
	Cole turns to his dad as his dad turns to him.  The round hits Lloyd square in his chest and blows Cole’s dad all the way off the wall onto the sand below. 
	“No, no, nooooooooooooo.!!!!”  Cole jumps off the wall and lands right next to his father.  He pulls his dad’s head into his lap and caresses his forehead as he keeps assuring Lloyd that everything is all right, that everything will be okay – but Lloyd knows better. 
	The guard is shifting now and Lloyd has so many things that he wants to tell his son but they are all really the same thing. 
	“Cole, I love you son, I am so proud to be your father and now -..” 
	“Don’t talk dad.  I need help.  I need some help over here!!!” 
	“Cole, listen.  Take care of your mother – take care of Korrie.  And the island.  And the mouse, Marlowe.”  Marlowe is the last word that Lloyd speaks as people come over finally and try to give him CPR but in the end – it is the end.  The man who has got them this far has passed on the torch.  He will no longer run meetings whose outcome is the salvation of the animal world on the blue planet. 
	Cole tries to cry but there is too much confusion.  A number of people carriy Lloyd’s body into the communication center and leave Cole with the woeful task of telling his mom that Dad has died.  Marcus come running up screaming and ranting and tearing at his hair until finally he just grabs Cole and crushes him in a bear hug.  Marlowe squeezes up out of Marcus pocket and find his way onto Cole’s shoulder.  Cole looks over at his old friend and wants to hug him but instead he watches Marlowe’s eyes well up in emotion and the tears finally drop to the ground and there they stand, the three of them, frozen in time as the world is in total confusion around them.  Marcus finally lets Cole go and gives him an order before he turns off to help somewhere else. 
	“Go home and tell your mom.”  He is gone and Cole still stands in the dust and looks at the blood on the ground and watches Marlowe weep on his shoulder just like a human.  The journey back to the Inn takes forever and it covers ground where people are either shouting out for the joy of winning or people are being cared for with wounds that ranged from just a clip across the skin to death.  It is a freak carnival for Cole because he knows the power of winning and he knows what was at stake in this confrontation but that is all meaningless to him now as he tries to find the words before he has to speak them. 
	Just outside the Inn and on the sign is a new sign, a new bird sitting next to Hubert but looking nothing like a Pelican.  It is beautiful and also impossible because the bird is an African Grey Parrot.  Cole cannot stop his journey but this does make him pause and as he stares at the animal he remembers that his dad had always wanted a parrot because he thought they were very intelligent animals 
	“African Gray Parrot, mentality of a five year old human and the temperament of a two year old.”  Cole looks down at Marlowe who is still wiping his eyes.  It occurrs to Cole how ironic this is that he has a relationship with a mouse that talks and in that relationship this animal, Marlowe, educates Cole in so many ways on so many subjects – and then there is his dad.  Is this dad, back already?  Where has this animal been hiding?  Is he sick? 
	“What, what did you say?”  Cole asks that question to someone passing by with bandages. 
	“Is he sick, the bird.  Is he from one of those boats?”  Cole doesn’t know the answer and the other person is too busy to pursue it.  As Cole tries to work his way through the parrot problem he spies his mother looking out the front window at him.  She knows.  He can tell by looking at her eyes that she knows, even if no one has told her yet.  Cole leaves the parrot and walks into the house.  He hugs his mother in the front window and even though there is constant traffic in and out of the house, no one sees.  He held his mom with a tight grasp and he tries to tell her what happened on the wall.  And even though she listens – she doesn’t.  After a while Louise pulls herself away and puts on her sweater and walks out the front door towards the communications center. 
	It takes days to clean up one minute of war.  It takes days to put out fires they had started in NASA and it takes months to repair the wall.  The dead are buried the next day, north of the wall in the marshy area where a graveyard is created.  Lloyd is cremated on the beach which had been his desire and many different people of different faiths stand and speak about the courage and the intelligence and the wry humor of the only person in the entire company whose wisdom prevailed at all times and whose intelligence would no longer guide the peoples of the new America – a people forged from fire and death and a people who are clean of the deadly monster that started this unbelievable nightmare way back in California where the answer to it was also discovered. 
	As Lloyd’s ashes are picked up by the winds and scattered in every direction, a new feeling of freedom and expectation surrounds everyone and is expressed in their bright auras.  In time, NASA is cleaned up and becomes a very strong staging area for new assignments in the air which are to find pockets of people and to disseminate information by dropping brochures, and delivering food and medical supplies when people are located.  No word has come yet from the rest of the world.  If there are people in Africa, China, Asia, Europe, England, or Hawaii they might have gone through the same kind of battles that happened here.  Certainly those people faced the same dilemma of sick and not sick.  And, if the virus behaved the same all over the world, the sick and the well both believed they were well and both groups surely thought they were the inheritors of the new world.  And they undoubtedly fought for the right to inherit it, and there would have been a winner - if it did happen – no one really knew. 
	No one questions Cole’s authority and no one is interested in having to fight Doc, Marcus or Punch and many others who are loyal to Cole since Cole had made the journey and all the discoveries that brought this clan to its present moment. 
	After days and weeks of fixing and repairing the castle is back to normal.  The grounds have been cleaned up around the wall, and the waterways in front, and the bridge way. A permanent marker and shrine has been erected on the wall where Lloyd was killed and, oddly enough, not a fragment of boat or a single human body floated up from the attacking armada – everything they had used was washed out to sea along with their remains.  
	There is much discussion now about the UCLA Hospital, the vaccine and the men and women who have been left behind that represent the President’s Cabinet.  Also, the White House has not been searched for other survivors.  If there are people or animals out there who are not sick, then they are sought after and welcome in the castle.  This conversation eventually leads to Cole’s first major conflict within his own organization and it is a question about the parrot who now seems to have adopted the people but refuses to be caught and refuses to go inside even in bad weather. 
	 The community seems to have forgotten about the parrot but when there is nothing else to think about, the animal comes back to mind.  How can it stay here even though it appears perfectly well?  Other questions that concern other people are whether the animal has been aboard the armada and therefore exposed to the illness, or is it a wild animal – but a wild animal would have needed a ride from Africa to get to Chincoteague Island.  In the end the community feels it’s better for the community to get the animal off the island, but Cole stands his ground because he feels a strong affinity for the animal and his father’s wish to have one. 
	The argument comes to a head but when it does, it is not over the bird, it is over vaccine.  Even though there is no more vaccine, there is.  The original Colorado clan that had taken half the vaccine did not use it all even though they say they did.  They think they did but only Jolene really knows.  When packing before the move eastward, she had checked just to make sure the canisters were empty and found that there was one more small dose and she never said anything until now. 
	What a can of worms they open when they start fighting about whether a bird should receive a dose even though no person on the island requires it.  It is a hot and heavy discussion that is right on the edge of fighting when Marlowe steps forward and reintroduces himself as one of the animals within the walls of the castle.  And as one of the animals, he thinks he, should he need it, feels he had the right to the dose as much as any person.  It may have been easy to argue with a bird, if it could talk, which it could, but it is not easy to argue with Marlowe because besides being a ticklish enigma – the mouse is a hero and has personally saved a number of men and women on this little plot of ground where they are thrashing about over the bird. 
	Marlowe’s point is driven home and, perhaps for this company, finally at last.  The parrot will be afforded the same rights as a human being and it is duly inoculated.  Right after Korrie Anne administers the shot the animal turns to her and says, 
	“I’m Smokey.  I’m Smokey.” 
	“Hello Smokey, I’m Korrie Anne.” 
	“Korrie Anne, Korrie Anne.  Korrie Anne – Smokey.” 
	It is the dawn of a new era and even though Smokey talks, Marlowe speaks with more than a modicum of intelligence behind his words.   Even though Smokey can mimic someone perfectly, Marlowe understands what E=MC2 means.  The distinctions between the two animals are almost all related to intelligence.  If the African Grey Parrot has the mental functions of a five year old person, then Marlowe has the mental functions of an eighty year old, with all his marbles still intact.  Besides being able to speak, Marlowe has wisdom that far outstretches his ability to express it. 
	Marlowe may have been secretly jealous and he does accuse himself of that, but the jealousy is only in the loss of the coveted position of being the only animal on this island that can speak English and some phrases out of other languages.  Also, deep down, Marlowe is relieved that he no longer stands on a pedestal alone but now shares it with a most beautiful African Parrot who isn’t owned by anybody. 
	Hubert and Smokey got along famously and Hubert has no problems sharing the sign with Smokey.  A large cage is found in one of the homes on the island and it is brought up to the Inn and placed in the library.  It is white and five feet tall, four feet deep and four feet wide and it has no door.  The cage is super cleaned and new perches are made and new feeding dishes are installed – all it needs is an animal.  The cage sits empty for days even though Smokey can see it from the sign and many times flies up to the window and hangs on the wood frame so he can examine the cage. 
	It is turning cold and more rain starts to fall.  The door to the Inn is left open by a youngster and Smokey takes the opportunity and flies into the house and then into the library. He lands on the top of the cage and then spends the whole day going over every square inch until he is satisfied that it fits all his needs. And he moves in.  Smokey almost never goes outside again as he needs the heat from the inside of the house to survive. 
	Smokey takes some heat off of Marlowe and he becomes very attached to Korrie Anne who isn’t necessarily a bird person but is learning.  Marlowe needs the heat taken off him because he is suffering from something that scares him.  He is losing his vision and Cole knows because he finds himself reading more to Marlowe than he ever did before.   
	Cole comes into the library one night with one of the engineers from the communication center and he carries what looks like an old time doctor’s bag.  Besides being an engineer he is also a glasses maker and glass technician for one of the large firms that supplied lenses to half our nation.   
	“Marlowe, this is Mr. Quince and Mr. Quince used to make eye glasses for a living.” Marlowe eyes Mr. Quince with interest and a slight distain because Marlowe can’t see how anyone could make glasses for him.  Mr. Quince has Marlowe sit on a chair and look into strange black and swiveling lenses aimed at a chart across the room that Cole tacked up.  Mr. Quince knows the possibility of this working is small but, no matter how small, Marlowe has to be given a chance to see. 
	Marlowe ca tell that he can see the letters better through some of the lenses than others and after about half an hour Mr. Quince takes down his eye chart and excuses himself. Marlowe looks at Cole and his ears droop down in humiliation but Cole is excited about the possibility and doesn’t want Marlowe to be blue so he sits and reads the Bible to Marlowe – which Cole has always thought a little dry and a little long. 
	About a week later while Marlowe is again reading the Lord’s word, a small group of people enter the library and line the walls with themselves. Marlowe knows each of them and in some way has had direct relations with each person here now.  Finally Mr. Quince comes in and sits down on the floor in front of Marlowe and presents him with a tiny eyeglass case handmade and hand sewn expressly for the treasure inside. 
	Marlowe is beside himself in fear and anxiousness.  He delicately lifts the leather case out of Mr. Quince hand and carefully opens it until it reveals a tiny pair of handmade glasses with Marlowe’s prescription.  Marlowe lifts the glasses to his face and fits the tiny arms behind his ears.  He sits motionless for a few seconds and then it starts.  It begins at the corners of his mouth as his lips slowly lift his mouth at the edges and then all the way around to the front - the signature smile of a mouse which broadcasts the success of the operation. Mr. Quince produces a mirror and Marlowe examines himself with a certain inner pleasure.  Marlowe is slightly grey now and with the glasses he bears a striking resemblance to Benjamin Franklin.  So Hubert the Pelican now has an ally in the looks like department.  There is a kind of scruffy quality about the Pelican where Marlowe is very clean cut and almost dapper.  His nose twitches as he realizes that there are a large number of people in the room and they are all there for him – he is humbled and his eyes tear up knowing the he is accepted by the company and there is love between them and him.  He doesn’t know what to do until Mr. Quince steps back up and takes one more look at the glasses. 
	“Excellent.”  Mr. Quince picks up his bag and retreats to the sidewalls and joins his friends as they watch the smile grow to ever greater lengths as Marlowe looks out to a clear world and one that he has not seen for a long time now. 
	Marlowe is never seen again without his glasses and as his eye sight worsens the glasses still help him see, which is for Marlowe one of the definitions of life.   To see the world around you as you pass through its portals to – yes, that was the question – to God.  Marlowe still can’t understand whether Heaven was just another human club or if the God that he studies now, daily, also takes in the stray mouse or bird or dog and cat.  From Marlowe’s point of view it would be absurd for the Divine to close the door on him or any of his – relations – which are all mice still living. 
	It is hurtful for Marlowe to read that man has a kingdom in Heaven already prepared for him but nothing about the mouse hole or burrow waiting in the vastness of the fleecy clouds and endless blue sky.  He thinks about it at times when boredom is taking over and the rest of the time he puts his decision on hold as to whether there is a mouse God, or the people God is all in one. 
	These questions take a back seat now to the pressing question about what to do with the UCLA Hospital.  The Aspen Fighter Group claims that from recent flyovers, they can see people being let in from the Westwood Village side.  Does that mean they are now giving the anti-virus to the community of people who had waited so long just outside the doors?  Or were they looking for test subjects to try new and improved varieties of the one that already worked. 
	The island needs to get inside that institution and have a parlay with the people in charge, and Dr. Nichols if he still holds the top position.  It will still be a dangerous mission and Cole, Korrie Anne and Marlowe, who have already been inside the walls, will go to help guide the crew.  Doc, Marcus and Punch will be their guards plus a few more to form the core team beside the pilot.  The mission is discussed privately and then it is discussed in the open bringing all the work of the private discussion to light to help guide which way it will go.  They have to go and they also have to go back to DC and find out the condition of the sick they left behind.   These missions are not as perilous, since the enemy they face is really a bug, but on the other hand the bug had single handedly wiped out the population of the earth so it is not a benign enemy.  It is a full on killer. 
	It all happens soon.  Sooner than they want.  Cole, Korrie and Marlowe are back in that place, that hospital which seems so strange after coming in from the outside.  Fortunately they don’t have to traipse through the steam tunnels because this time they are suggesting the Hospital open its doors when they arrive – or they will blow them open to the rest of the world. 
	Louise does not want her son to go.  She pleads and plots but it is too late. It is set in concrete and it really has to happen and they really have to be part of it.  She spends as much time with Cole as he will allow and then with Korrie until she too has to hide from Louise and her probing mind as to where the danger lies and where they should be most careful.  This goes on for a period of time before the departure and then the night is upon them.  Louise stands in front of the Inn and in the darkness hugs Cole and Korrie and places the onus on Marlowe to bring them back alive and well. 
	Marlowe is embarrassed to be pulled into this plot but he promises that things will be all right and they will all return safely.  She cannot see that his fingers are crossed and Marlowe does not reveal the deception although he does feel bad about it later. 
	They take the helicopter to NASA and from there they are ferried across the country in a smaller version of the C-17.  They land the plane at the Bob Hope Airport, formerly called the Burbank Airport.  From there the Aspen Fighter Group has arranged working cars and spent considerable amounts of time to make that possible. 
	They land and it is daylight.  The area is protected by fly overs from Aspen.  The jets pass overhead and the people below wave.  The jets return the recognition and made a few more passes until the cars drive out to Hollywood Way and then right through city streets until they end up on the I-170, the Hollywood Freeway.  The drive south to the I-101, then right a short distance to the I-405 or the San Diego Freeway.  The company drives the short distance up and over the Sepulveda Pass and then down past the Getty Museum, now empty, to Sunset Blvd which they take and head for UCLA. 
	These streets have been cleared of much of the debris and there are signs of people in the area but – are they sick?  Many questions go through everyone’s mind until they reach the wall which contains the city of UCLA and the Hospital.  The cars drive around the winding wall following Sunset Blvd, until they come to the first gate and stop.  There is no guard and the gate is open.  Cole and Korrie can only look at each other because they know this is so wrong.  The cars drive in and pass the empty guard tower and go straight to the hospital.  They park in a drive around and get out.  The trunk is opened and all the weapons come out and everyone arms themselves. 
	Doc opens the unlocked glass double doors and they enter an empty hospital. Everyone knows instantly that it is bad.  It is unimaginable, and their mission now changes from information seeking to search and rescue.  They stay together and work their way toward where Marlowe knows the vaccine had been the last time they were here.  Where is everyone? Why is there no trace of any activity?  They move up to the second floor and then the third and down a darken hallway to the laboratory Marlowe remembered. 
	Doc pushes the doors open and a hail of bullets comes at them and they immediately retreat. 
	“Stay out of here.  We are armed.  Do you understand?”   
	“I’ts Dr. Nichols, I recognize his voice.”  Marlowe has an excellent ear for other people’s voices. 
	“Dr. Nichols, it’s Cole – and Korrie and Marlowe.”  There is a long pause and then Dr. Nichols comes closer to the door. 
	“Show.  Show yourself.”  Cole starts in the door but Doc grabs him. 
	“Your dad would never forgive me in Heaven if you get hurt.”  Cole pulls Doc’s arm off. 
	“It’s all right.  He knows us and he’s scared.”  Cole opens the door and goes in. 
	“So am I, damn scared.”  Doc opens the door and everyone enters. 
	There is so much to tell and no time to tell it.  What the Aspen Group had seen and reported as people entering and leaving the Westwood Village side was true enough, but what the planes couldn’t see is that they had forced their way in and the city has been breached. 
	Dr. Nichols and a small company of nurses and technicians fought their way to the lab and secured positions in the lab when it all stopped and there had been no activity for days.  Doc thinks this is all interesting but now he feels the only thing anyone should be doing is running.  Unfortunately Dr. Nichols doesn’t see it that way and has no intention of leaving. 
	“Listen to me.  The fate of the world is in this room with all the research and the remaining stores of vaccine.  I cannot leave and I will fight for the right to stay here.”   The company that is with him aren’t inclined to feel the same way but the good Doctor is obviously a little short of all his playing cards and needs assistance now to make the correct decision. 
“How much vaccine is there left and where is it.” 
	“It’s here Doc.”  Marlowe has already checked out the room and Marlowe has already decided what they will take and what they will leave behind.  Marlowe explains this in concise terms that Doc totally understands. 
	“You can’t really tell me you are going to listen to that animal over my expert medical opinion.  The history of the world will record you as asinine and stupid if you listen to that rodent.” 
	“Mouse.  That would be mouse to you.”  Marlowe is approaching fighting words and Dr. Nichols hasn’t seen anything yet until the complete aggressive animal in Marlowe roars its ugly head.  Fortunately, Dr. Nichols and company are spared this sight as Doc starts loading equipment on a rolling table.  A gun fires and Doc turns around with his weapon aimed at Dr. Nichols but Dr. Nichols, who has raised his hand gun at Doc’s back, has the weapon shot out of his hand by Korrie Anne – who is a dead shot. 
	Doc looks over at the nurses and technicians and orders them to load the cart while he places Dr. Nichols in a wheel chair and straps him in.  They pushs the table and the wheel chair over to the entrance doors, push the doors open at the same time that Marcus and Punch, guarding the cars, open fire three stories below them.  They roll out into the hallway and just make the elevator banks when the crazies come out of closed doors and run towards them.  
	They pull in the last technician just as the doors closed on one of the invader’s hand. Cole fires several rounds into the hand and it disappears in a spray of blood and then the elevator goes down.  The doors open and they are on the first floor.  The company scrambles towards the entrance with Dr. Nichols shouting and screaming for the right to stay until Doc turns around and knocks him out with the butt of his rifle. 
	They break the glass doors as they strike them.  They jump out through the glass and aluminum and into the open doors of the cars Marcus and Punch are protecting.  They throw Dr. Nichols in the back seat and everyone else crowds in, sitting on other peoples laps and even sitting in the open trunks. 
	The cars race away from the hospital entrance followed by a volley of bullets and a crowd – all running towards them but losing speed as the cars screech around the inner roads until they find the gate. 
	The gate is being closed by another group of crazies but it doesn’t stop Doc who hist a portion of the black steel structure and breaks it off its hinges. The second car runs over  it. 
	Marcus radios the Fighter Group who stops the crowd from follow them outside the wall and then follows them all the way back to Burbank and their waiting plane.  The cars are abandoned on the tarmac and the plane is filled with people and stuff.  The doors are closed and the craft lunges forward as the pilot pushes the levers up pumping more fuel into the engines.  They race down the runway and just at the end when there is no more concrete the plane lifts itself  up and leaves behind the facility in which lay the greatest hope of animal survival but brings with them the doctor and his staff who pioneered it all. 
	Doctor Nichols calms down in the plane when there are obviously no more options.  During their five and half hour flight back, Dr. Nichols explaines how the wall was breached at Westwood and how he was faced with the complete loss of everything.  The hospital staff fought valiantly and was well armed from the ROTC vaults on campus where they had horded live ammunition and a stock pile of M-16’s.  The battle was fought for days and floor by floor they held on until the remaining survivors were cornered in the lab and then the assault stopped.  Later Dr. Nichols made the assumption that the invaders had been in contact with the Colorado Group and he assumed they were confronted with the news of the loss on the east coast which may have stopped them for a reassessment. 
	It makes no possible difference now except the clan in Westwood now owns the hospital and all its contents except the live vaccine which is now on its way back to Chincoteague Island. The only loose end now is the people in the White House and, now, with the new stockpile of vaccine, they have a chance – if they are still alive. 
	Cole and Korrie Anne are beyond tired and just fall asleep across each other as do the rest of the crew who are not interested in listening to Dr. Nichols.  They are wakened by the sounds of the wheels hitting the concrete at NASA and screeching to a stop. 
	The islanders already know the outcome and have left a small force inside the castle for protection while the rest of the clan comes out in force and are cheering and waving as the doors opened and everyone clambers to get outside and meet their love ones or just breathe the free Virginia air.  Many greetings  and much hugging and crying is the order of the day and finally the unloading of the vaccine and the paltry pieces from the lab that will have to be expanded and added to if another lab is ever going to be constructed. 
	There is a parade all the way from NASA to the island.  In the lead car with no top sits Cole, Korrie Anne, Marlowe on Cole’s shoulder, Doc is driving, Marcus and Punch who revel in the attention, sit shot gun and behind the driver with legs hung out over the car and weapons displayed as a symbol of the win and the winners. 
	The gate is opened and the parade drives or walks under the huge matrix of steel and concrete and it closes behind them.  They walk and drive down Main Street until they arrive at Molly’s Inn and the center of activity within the castle walls.  Louise stands next to the sign where Hubert and Smokey are chattering back and forth to each other, and on the porch are Miss Penny and Smoker, both ready for action or a new game to take away the boredom. 
	Cole gets out and hugs his mother.  Korrie Anne gets out and seems to be in unfamiliar territory as she has no family to hold her and welcome her home until Louise holds out her arms and Korrie Anne walks across the sandy grass and fall in this mother’s hold which is filled with love and very personal need.  She holds them both and she holds them together and the firmness of her grip tells Korrie Anne that she is welcome into this family as just Korrie Anne or as some new family member. 
	The crew touches Hubert’s feathers and goes inside to meet with the security committee to tell them of all that has taken place and the new disposition of the hospital and the new members they brought back with them along with the vaccine.  Dr. Nichols is let into the security meeting and after hours of talking, arguing and sometimes yelling, the meeting is over and Dr. Nichols is reconciled to the fact that there is nothing to do really but join this community and help rebuild life on the east coast for the time being. 
	In the next few days, the hospital company are all housed in the same Bed and Breakfast on Main Street, just below some of the others now filled.  The humor of the company is apparent when people pass these places and the ‘No Vacancy” sign is out or illuminated at night. Also, in the next days, it is discovered that there is a Medical Facility at NASA in one of the buildings which has not been searched to date.  
The NASA cluster of buildings is huge and, fortunately for the island, far away from any other community of people and practically surrounded by water or marshy wetlands and sandy coves.  You can see a person coming from miles away as there is nothing on the land that affords any place to hide.  The location is perfect. 
	Also on the island is the Peninsula Regional Medical Center just down the road from the front gate, and there is also a health center on Maine Street but neither of these facilities are equipped for the kind of development and research that Dr. Nichols is involved with.  Part of his team, however, goes to work at the Regional Medical Center and brings it back to use as the Medical Facility for the island.  The Health Center on Main Street is used primarily for children and the lab at NASA is eventually fitted out for Dr. Nichols even though the UCLA Hospital is what he still wants. 
	There is still the mission to the White House, though it seems simple enough as they have already been there once before.  It is settled quickly because time is running out for anyone who is sick, and the weather is getting colder and it’s clear the winter season will need more attention for food gatherers and shelter maintenance.  The same usual suspects are packed into the big helicopter that now has its permanent home on the island, and after a short meeting with a small number of people in the clan, they take off. 
	Again it is a short ride to DC from just over the edge of the Virginia border and, again, the White House looks empty and, again, they land after taking a security pass over the grounds.  Everyone gets out and everyone is armed and Korrie also wears a back pack which carries vaccine.  With this small group is Dr. Nichols who has been appraised of the shooting of the President and even though it appalls him that it happened he understands the circumstances and holds no one to blame. 
	Dr. Nichols is in the back with Korrie, Cole is in the front with Doc, and Marlowe and Punch and Marcus guard the helicopter.  Two others from the Fighter Group are acting as guards.  The Jet Group also reinforces the mission with their Fighters circling the White House. Cole and the others enter the same door as last time, but now this hallway and the room at the end are empty. They make their way forward until they are just outside the Oval Office but the door is locked.  Doc knocks on the door which seems crazy at first but then someone on the inside answers. 
	“We are armed and we will use force if you try to enter this room.” 
	“Who am I speaking to in there?”   Doc waits for an answer but the answer that he gets is not the one he ever thought he would hear. 
	“This is the President of the United States.  Who are you?” 
	“It’s him.  I know him personally, that’s him.” Dr. Nichols is signaling that that is the President.  Doc is shaking his head and so is Cole.  This does not make any sense and the only way it is going to make sense is to enter the room and see. 
	“You can’t be the President, I shot you myself.”  Cole is straight forward and does not mince words. 
	“You shot my brother – who was sick with the virus.  He was trying to protect me.” 
	“Mr. President – it’s Dr. Nichols from UCLA.” 
	“John.  Is that you?” 
	“Yes sir, and I am here to help you.”  
The door opens and Cole faces the President of the United States with a nine millimeter hand gun which he drops down immediately and hugs John Nichols and then drops to the floor in exhaustion.  The remaining Secret Service come out and pick up the President and start to take him back into the Oval Office. 
	“No, this way.  Bring him this way and everyone else… ‘,  but the President refuses to leave as he feels this White House is one of the only remaining symbols of freedom left and he will not abandon it no matter what.  He is returned to the White House and even though he is not sick he is given the vaccine as is everyone else in his service.  In the end, volunteers come from the island to act as guards for the White House, cooks come to reestablish the kitchen, and engineers come and hook up the communications center so it’s in running order, and then several stay to operate that center. 
	Cole loses the stigma of shooting the President and the President acknowledges the island as the new center of the new world.  Dr. Nichols returns to the island to get his labs started and to oversee the general health of the island.  He make trips back and forth to the White House which is now filled with the President and a rag tag staff that sleep in the famous bedrooms of early presidents and keep the White House from succumbing to the power of the bug. 
	The mission team returns and tells new stories of a President rising from the dead to become President again – even though his duties will now be curtailed from his original position of power, and he now shares power with the citizens of a small island. Both groups face Americans – now more than ever bonded together like brothers and sisters – living in hovels across the land and waiting for some medical miracle that will return them to the life they once had.  The island and the President have to form a plan to search and help all those who remain alive on earth, and this will be an overwhelming endeavor that will take years. 
	Also, the two groups have to make a plan for the UCLA Hospital and that plan will include a return mission, fully armed, with the sole purpose of retaking the facility and reopening the labs which are already producing the vaccine. 
	The return of this small crew is hailed again in cheers and welcomes and, even though Marlowe knows intellectually that he is a hero and that he is  much loved by many in this new world, he is still alone even though distant relatives are only a few feet away from him under the Inn where he lives.  He knows this, but it is different since he has no mother or father or girl friend or boyfriend that greets him personally and holds him personally in their arms, so he is alone again with his thoughts and he takes them to his room at bed time and sits in the rocker of his tiny house and tries to imagine what it feels like to be really wanted and really loved. 
	Cole comes in and is tired beyond his years.  He jumps into his pajamas, rolls the covers over his head and says good night to Marlowe.  Marlowe sits and rocks and rocks and keeps reaching out in the air for some answer to how he can go on like this and whether he even wants to go on like this until the bedroom door opens and he looks out quickly to make sure Miss. Penny has not nudged the door so she can get to him. 
	Korrie Anne tiptoes across the room after she closes the door.  In her cute, flowered pajamas she lifts the covers on Cole’s bed and climbs in.  Cole wakes up and his eyes grow the size of quarters as Korrie turns her back side to him and then snuggles herself into his middle which forces his arm to go over her. 
	Cole doesn’t know what to do so he eventually lets the tension go out of his arm and it relaxes naturally across her middle and he tries to go to sleep.  Marlowe walks into his house and walks upstairs and crawls into the soft bed and turns over and pulls his legs up so he is in the fetal position.  Before he can let out his breath in despair the covers are pulled away and she crawls into bed beside him and covers them both back up.  Like Korrie, she snuggles herself around Marlowe so her arm is wrapped around his waist and Marlowe, like Cole can’t make his eyes smaller and he can’t close his mouth. 
	Marlowe can feel that she is larger than she was the last time they were together. He can sense certain movements coming from her stomach and it hits him like a lead balloon that she is pregnant. 
	“Oh My God”.  And he is speaking to God and by this time he considers God to be his and knows that God is answering his pray – God is speaking to him through this female and he knows it and understands it and it makes him cry.  She can feel him and she tightens her gripe as if to say – this is all right. 
	Marlowe frees one of his hands and arms and slowly reaches over and holds the arm she has wrapped around his middle.  A huge tear drops down on the toy sheets and an equally big grin comes across his face and for the first time in a very long time, Marlowe knows that someone wants him, needs him and took a huge chance to be with him – and he knows in the future that he will be all right because his mate has chosen him and he accepts the invitation. 
	A winter’s moon passes over the windows of Cole’s room and sends bars of blue light down on the figures in his bed and on the figures in the bed on the second story of a children’s play house.  The bedroom door opens very slowly and Louise pokes her head in.  After her eyes refocus in the dark she sees Korrie and Cole together.
She closes her eyes, she smiles and she closes the door and thus closes the first book of the life of Marlowe who will live a long time as a mouse.  Marlowe will see the relations between humans and animals grow stronger and stronger as each season passes since the world was invaded by the bug and a very, ordinary, unordinary field mouse came out of his burrow and introduced himself to the world.
Book One 
The End
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