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Prologue
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Mankind has the misperception that they are superior over all things, except when Nature proves everyone wrong.

This reminded him of something his grandmother said when he was nine years old about dinosaurs.

“—We don’t have any dinosaurs anymore, do we? Do you know why?

“Well, ‘cause the dinosaurs was starving, they started eating each other. Greed eats you up just like that until there is nothing left of yourself.”

EARTH

2432
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Chapter 1 - Storm
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High above in the overcast sky of the warm desert landscape flew a small black bird. Fluttering from branch to branch of an old half-living ironwood tree, the Phainopepla jerked upwards in fright. Without warning the dark clouds in the sky illuminated from a bright flash.

Kaa-Boom!

A tremendous crack sounded across the Tucson autumn sky, causing many people to look up in fear at mankind’s greatest threat—Nature. The dark gray clouds gathered as they elicit their conflicting energy across the desert.

Below, on the sandy floor, one pair of open eyes could not see the brilliant streak of light. Her eyes shed no tears. Her ears could not hear the low rumbling in the mountains nor the mournful cry of the black Phainopepla.

As the woman’s face directed toward the overcast upper layers of Earth’s atmosphere, a few drops of rain sprinkled on her unfeeling skin. The tepid sandy soil caressed and swirled in front of her blind eyes. Somewhere in the city, someone will find the rest of her body.
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​Chapter 2 - Four Years Ago
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The springtime of cherry blossoms faded all the way from the mall to the capital building. The White House at 1600 Pennsylvania Ave in Washington, D. C. stood a few blocks away. The sun shone bright this late morning with temperatures expected to rise to seventy degrees with a forecast of afternoon thundershowers. In the twenty-fifth century, the lack of parking spaces is always a premium in the District of Columbia. People walking about either were wage earners, who were rushing back and forth trying to arrive at their place of employment on time, or they were tourists attempting to see all the sights and memorials in the few days they had before returning home. 

Many were checking their comphones, etablets, and ear inserts for the latest news updates or which directions to turn along the National Mall. Everywhere one goes, whether it is museums, congressional buildings, or the White House, electronics control every aspect of a human’s life. Doors, gates, surveillance drones, comphones, and even the amount of bath water are under a managing system somewhere in most homes and offices. Some tasks, however, still had to be managed by humans.

Within the Communications Office of the president’s home, resided a pool of staff attendants or aides who serve the current elected occupants.

Intermittent comphones buzzed and answered by the staff in this section of the White House. Messages taken were posted to a singular calendar on their computers. Their supervisor, Staff Secretary Ashley Penrod, would transform this information into a workable schedule for the next week and beyond.

Lynette Chandler, who belonged in this elite section with two women and one man, spent her work hours receiving calls from congressional representatives and senators that wished an audience with the president.

“I’ll get this one, Beth,” Lynette said, reaching over to the incoming blinking call light on her console.

“Yes, Sir,” she answered. “He is very busy today. Yes, I’ll ask him right now. Goodbye, Senator.” She clicked the caller off and wrote down the message on her etablet. She was about to leave her desk to locate her superior when a co-worker piped through her thoughts.

“Who was that?” asked the middle-aged man from the next desk who sorted through his share of the White House mail.

“Just Senator Jacobs wanting an audience with the president.”

“You want me to take it?” he asked.

“No, you have enough work to do,” she said, gazing at the pile of letters on his desk. “I’ll be back in a few minutes to help you with some of those,” she said as she left her station. She hadn’t seen Mr. Penrod or the senator. This com message seemed urgent. She convinced herself this was important, as she headed for the president’s office.

Lenny, still watching as she left the room, was in his late forties, balding, shorter than most men, and thin in stature. He had a hard time finding companionship his age. Maybe it was his loose-fitting suit that gave the appearance he was wearing the wrong size.

Beth Brown nearby smirked and turned her head away so he wouldn’t catch her looking at him. She was one of Lynette’s best friends along with Mary Dryer who worked and played together. She felt sorry for the older man but didn’t want him to know.

The three women, ages twenty-four through twenty-eight, were unmarried. Lynette and Beth had current boyfriends. Mary had just broken off with hers a couple of weeks ago. Every Thursday night the women would socialize together to relax from the constant stress of working in a high-security building such as the White House. Lynette, however, was evasive about her personal life while Beth liked to tell everyone who was seen with whom.

On certain days, special tourist excursions were often scheduled to tour the White House. Today eleven tourists stood in the doorway of the Communications Office.

“Here we have a staff of attendants or aides who serve throughout the White House,” whispered their tour guide. Everyone took a turn and looked inside the busy office. They all noted that most of the aides at their desks were women.

These people manage the enormous amount of communication that arrives daily at the White House for President Laughly and his family.

“Who is that stiff-looking man over there?” a man asked, pointing toward the well-dressed man in the corner of the room.

The tour guide looked over and surmised, “That is the president’s Staff Secretary, Mr. Ashley Penrod. He is in charge of scheduling daily routines and meetings throughout the month and the general flow of communication to the president. This is a position of great trust to the president and his Chief of Staff.”

“How many people work here?” asked a woman.

“In this section, there are thirty to forty depending on the time of day. Another hundred occupy offices in other areas of the White House. Come, everyone, it’s time to move on,” urged their director as he extended his hand toward another room down the hallway.

—-
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Upstairs, President Laughly was reviewing his notes with his vice president, George Sayer, in his office about the Beijing attendance protocol scheduled in a couple of weeks. The President did not acquire his position from an election but when the former president had to step down due to a mental breakdown. After the ex-President, Osborne Barrett was removed from office, the former Vice President Laughly was sworn in and acquired a great number of responsibilities.

“It’s to our benefit to display honorable appearances in China after we had manipulated the voters to get elected,” Laughly reminded his Vice President in a low tone. 

Before Sayer’s VP appointment as a senator, George had just warded off scandal issues of alleged bribery and involvement with an intern. His party cleaned up his mess and deemed him fit for the office.

“Yes, holding the state conventions before the citizenry votes was a valued move on the part of our party,” agreed Sayer. “That way the delegates are pre-chosen without the required number of votes.”

“I agree that was a brilliant move and less destructive than when Barrett had the TVA blown up. I just wish he hadn’t shot his aide, Samuel Houser. Now that was a stupid move.”

“I miss, Samuel. He always had a joke to tell us but what is done is done,” Sayer replied.

“Yes, but sometimes you have to rid the stage of your enemies to continue the work that we need to do.

“Ahem, Sirs?”

The unfamiliar voice jolted both of the men as they turned around in their chairs to see who was speaking. One of the assistants approached them noticing their discomfort.

“I’m sorry, but I did knock before entering,” Lynette explained.

Regarding the president, she began.

“Mr. President, Senator Jacobs insists that he needs to speak with you. I told him you were booked today but he asked me to check and see if you had some time to spare for him.” She waited for her answer as their prolonged silence had become awkward until President Laughly cleared his throat.

“You can tell him for a few minutes only. I can see him at ten to three. If he’s late, he’s out of luck,” the president responded. He watched her facial responses for any disapproval of what they may have said earlier.

“I will let you know,” she replied, glancing toward the vice president. With stoic professionalism, she turned and walked out of the room.

After she had passed through the doorway behind her, the door slid shut with a soft click.

“Do you think she heard?” Sayer asked.

“I don’t know. She didn’t appear to be upset. Even if she did, it’s our word against hers. I trust her to be discreet.”

“Now let’s see about our friend in prison.”

Sayer nodded with thoughts of the clerk’s past employment in his previous senate capacity. Now they had become more than just employer and employee.

Rounding the corner, Lynette almost bumped into her supervisor.

“Where have you been and why are you on this floor?” Ashley growled.

“I’m sorry, sir, but I couldn’t find you. An important message arrived for the president. Here is the schedule insert that the president just agreed to,” Lynette said, standing fast.

“Don’t ever undermine my authority to the president again or you’re out of here!” he shrilled.

“Yes, sir,” she replied, pressing her lips tight as she tried not to rebuke his threat.

“Now you get back to work,” he ordered.

“Yes, sir.” Lynette hurried past him as her eyes began to swell. She shook her head and mentally called him a loathsome word under her breath, starting with an A.

Lynette had a few more message deliveries on her etablet to make to the First Lady and other aides. By the time she returned to her office, it was almost four-thirty. 

She used to work for George Sayer when he was a Senator. She didn’t believe in the scandal that was going around about him and Martha Chapman, her former co-worker. As far as everyone believed, Martha just left town. Her thoughts returned to Ashley and couldn’t understand his insolent manner toward her. She viewed him as ambitious, strict, and pompous. Where was he when she needed him to take the message to the president?

She shook her head and entered the Com Office to sit at her desk.

“Sorry, Lenny, that I didn’t get back sooner,” she informed the older man in the next cubicle when she returned.

“No problem, hey it’s almost quitting time. You want to go for an early dinner at the–.”

“Sorry, but it’s Thursday. You know us girls go to Sherry’s on fifth street every week.”

“I could join you.”

“This is girl’s night out,” added Mary as she reached for her sweater on a nearby wall hook.

“Yeah, maybe we can all go to lunch some other time. See ya tomorrow,” Beth said to assure Lenny he won’t be left out in the future. All three women grouped together and left the office giggling amongst themselves, leaving Lenny standing near his desk.

“Yeah, see ya,” he muttered as other workers filed past him heading to their respective destinations. Lenny used to live with his mother until she died last year. She had left him a small savings account but not enough to replace his daily job. Now, that he was free of caring for her, he realized that his dating years were running out. The ceiling lights began to dim at their scheduled time forcing him to flashlight his surrounding for his briefcase and jacket. Just then, the desk comphone beeped.

Even though he was done for the day, by habit he answered the call.

The voice was a familiar one. This man, with his high-pitched voice, asked to see the president.

“The hour is late. Could you call tomorrow?” Lenny just wanted to be out of here and heading home.

“No, the president knows I’m calling him back,” said the young man.

“I’ll press you through, but if he doesn’t answer, don’t be surprised. He may have retired for the night,” Lenny explained and pressed the president’s call button.

“Yes?” came the president’s voice on the line.

“Sorry sir, but a Mr. Egroeg wishes to speak to you. I suggested he call you in the morning but he was insistent.”

“Thank you, put him through and secure this line.”

“Yes, sir.” Lenny did as he was told, and replaced the receiver on the console.

He began to gather up his things and unhooked his umbrella from the clothes hook on the side of the wall. His comphone notified him of a possible rain alert this evening. Turning around, he noticed an envelope addressed to Vice President Sayer was still in his IN box.

“It can wait until morning,” he muttered aloud. Then with reservation, he retrieved the envelope and headed for the residential quarters. “I’d better deliver this, or I will be to blame,” he thought.

Lenny decided to take the family elevator up to the third floor since the pantry elevator was in service for dinner transport to the president’s family residences. The elevator near the grand stairway on the main floor did not go all the way to the third floor. Sometimes, Vice President Sayer was known to spend the night on the third floor in the largest bedroom near the solarium when conferencing late with the president. 

The single elevator doors slid open with a muffled hum. Lenny strode down the Center Hall toward Sayer’s temporary bedroom and wondered why the vice president couldn’t just catch a cab to his home and wife at the Naval Observatory a few blocks away. But who was he to judge the second most powerful man in the United States?

A soft click attracted his hearing toward the solarium when he and Ashley just about ran into each other. The Staff Secretary jumped back in surprise.

“What are you doing here?” Ashley exclaimed

“This came in late and I thought Mr. Sayer might want to see it before morning.”

Ashley advanced toward him and snatched the envelope from Lenny’s hand.

“I will give this to him. You can leave now,” quipped the Staff Secretary.

“Yes, sir. Is there anything else required before I leave for the night?”

“No, just leave.”

Lenny turned away and left through the open bedroom doorway. He was confused as to why Ashley was here in the first place. Lenny had always been a follower and never questioned his employer’s actions, but something in the back of his mind felt something was amiss. He sighed and when he heard the elevator door open, he side stepped into the alcove of a linen closet. Why he did this, he couldn’t explain.

George Sayer walked out of the elevator and stopped to talk to Ashley who handed the vice president the envelope Lenny had given to the Staff Secretary. Together they walked down the ramp to the Solarium and unlocked the door. Lenny crept out to peer down the hallway. After several minutes inside, the men emerged and relocked the door. The vice president looked serious and Ashley, who was taller than the politician, leaned over his superior, gesturing with his hands. As they began walking back up to the Center Hall, Lenny rushed back to the linen closet. After a few minutes, they passed Lenny’s hiding place and left in the elevator. When the lift door closed behind the vice president, Lenny stepped out. He ran down the ramp to the Solarium and tried the door only to find it locked.

Shaking his head, he began to leave across the Central Hall when he noticed the elevator returning to the third floor. In a panic, he ran to the exit door for the stairwell. Peeking through the crack in the doorway, he saw the vice president first step out and Ashley close behind. The two men proceeded toward the solarium and entered after Sayer unlocked the door. “It’s none of my business,” Lenny thought. “Could be they are just preparing for another guest or event.”

A low rumble in the distant air was heard from Lenny’s vantage point. Rain in the forecast was right on schedule. Lenny couldn’t decide if he should just leave and go home or wait and see what these men were up to.

Within a few minutes, both men returned to the hallway, locked the room, and took the elevator down. Lenny thought he’d better leave. “After all, he didn’t really see anything.”

Taking the elevator to the main floor of the White House, he ambled toward the sign-out pad by the security desk. He wasn’t thinking of the time discrepancy from meeting Ashley to leaving the building. He just wanted to go home. 

He placed his signature onto the etablet, while a security guard stood by the body scanner waiting for Lenny to exit.

“Have a good night, sir,” the guard said, waving.

“I will try, thanks, Bob.”
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​Chapter 3 - The Next Day
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“Ding dong, time to get up. Ding dong, time to get up,” announced Lenny’s bed alarm in an older feminine voice. The time was seven-fifteen. Lenny tried to cover his head but a sensor in the mattress began to glow with the alarm voice increasing with a man’s gruff voice. “Get up you lazy slob. You’re going to be late.”

Lenny hopped up out of bed which deactivated the alarm as he rushed into the bathroom. After washing his face and applying a quick shave to his chin, he brushed out his thinning hair to the side. He didn’t have time to eat anything. “I’ll just grab something from Cook’s kitchen in the White House,” he thought to himself as he picked up his jacket and hurried through the foyer and out of his vintage home.

He lived in Alexandria, so driving or catching a cab was his only option to arrive at work on time. He didn’t want to face the traffic this morning so he hailed a robocab through his comphone module. Producing a token card, he slid it into the payment slot near the cab entrance.

The driverless cab made the stop at the District of Columbia entrance gate to pay a toll. Two hundred years ago, when ‘New America’ of the Midwest threatened the government with secession, Washington erected a gate system around the District to prevent protestors from disrupting capital business. Only special passes were issued to employees and tour buses. Lenny gave his pass to the gateman to inspect. A keyed-in code allowed the cab to roll by. Lenny pocketed his pass and exited the vehicle as soon as it arrived at the designated location.

He ran up the steps into the back entrance just in time to exchange his jacket for his uniform near the doorway. Ashley came around the corner and waved him into the Communication Office door.

“You’re late. Get to your station,” the Secretary of Staff ordered.

Lenny frowned and recalled what he had seen last night. “No breakfast this morning,” he thought. He spotted an open pastry box on a nearby table. Grabbing one of the sticky buns, he trotted over to his desk. Lenny sat down and began looking over his work schedule for the day. In a half-hour, he was to bring the vice president coffee, black with one teaspoon of sugar to the White House Sitting Room used as the president’s study. He let out a long sigh.

“Lenny?”

He jumped from his reverie and acknowledged his co-worker, Mary.

“Oh, hi Mary. I’d like to chat but the VP needs his coffee.”

“That’s all right. I just wanted to know if you heard from Lynette?”

“No, why should I?”

“She’s late. Maybe I should give her a call.”

“Did you girls have a good time last night?”

“Yes, we did. Although, Lynette complained of a headache. She left early.”

“What time was that?”

“Seven-thirty or eight. I watched her get in her car,” Mary added.

“I’d better go. Call and see if she’s coming.”

“I will.”

Lenny headed for the kitchen and was about to open the door when he heard the head cook say something strange to one of her staff. He stopped and pressed his ear near the crack in the doorway.

“I just don’t understand why a man in his position would suddenly decide to remodel the solarium. He should have called a contractor.”

“Yes, I thought it was peculiar too. I couldn’t tell who the other man was, could you?”

“No, but they better clean it up soon.”

Lenny waltzed in.

“Hello, ladies. I need the vice president’s coffee. Do you have some coffee ready?” he asked, glancing at their surprised faces.

“Yes, there’s a fresh pot over there,” the Head chef indicated.

Lenny nodded and then continued his conversation as if he hadn’t heard their previous conversation. “So, I hear the solarium is going to be remodeled.”

The two women looked at each other and again at him.

“I guess so. You better hurry up and take that coffee. You know Mr. Sayer wants it on time. I’m not repeating gossip to you,” the cook advised.

“Yes, ‘em. Good day.”

Lenny gathered up the small coffee pot, an empty cup, and two containers each of sugar and cream. Placing everything on a silver tray, he added napkins and a stirring spoon. He picked up the full tray and backed out of the kitchen. Instead of heading upstairs to the Sitting Room, he placed the tray on a small table with flowers recessed against the wall.

He covered the tray with a clean linen towel and hurried out the Palm Room of the West Wing’s back entrance. Running across the lawn, he looked in all directions until he saw his prize. Contractors and their van were set up near the loop drive removing old furniture and broken cup ware. Lenny ran as fast as his out-of-shape body could take him.

“Hold it, I forgot to keep something,” he shouted.

The two men looked up from their work and wondered why this man would want anything from this pile of broken junk. 

Lenny bent down and examined the legless table and picked up the broken-off piece. He spotted a strip of carpeting and unrolled it. There was a dark stain that looked smeared.

“Do you have a spare plastic bag?”

“Sure, why do you want this stuff?”

“Souvenirs, you never know,” he responded.

Both men nodded. “Maybe, we should look through this too,” one of the men said.

Lenny placed the questionable objects into the bag and said goodbye.

Racing back to the back entrance of the White house he slipped the bag into a storage closet behind some paper towels. Just as he uncovered the coffee tray he had left on the hall table earlier, Ashley came up behind him.

“Why are you here? The Vice President has asked me where you were with his coffee.”

“I’m sorry. I had to use the restroom.”

“Get along. You are wasting valuable time. The leaders in this house have more important things to do than wait for you to bring coffee. If you want to keep your job here, you better be more punctual.”

“Yes, sir. I’m going right now.”

Lenny lowered his head, dodged past the Staff Secretary, and headed for the elevators.

He entered the West Sitting Room on the second floor and proceeded to set the silver tray down on a low Victorian long table in the center of the room. Near the vice president’s chair, upholstered chairs were arranged around the dark stained coffee table.

“Coffee is here, sir,” he announced and carried the tray into the room, styled in the décor from the nineteen hundreds.

“Well, it’s about time. What happened?”

“Sorry, sir. I had to use the restroom,” he lied.

Since Lenny did not pour any coffee into the empty cup, the fresh brew was still hot in the insulated pot. Lenny poured the black coffee into the porcelain cup and placed one teaspoon of sugar over the liquid. He passed the steaming cup over onto the Vice President’s side table and replaced the coffee pot on the silver tray.

“Will there be anything else, sir?”

“No, but I need to ask you something.”

“Anything, sir.”

“Did you deliver a letter to Ashley last night around seven-thirty?” 

“Yes, sir.” Lenny remained stoic.

“How come you didn’t check out from Security until after eight?”

Lenny thought fast. “I always stop at the restroom and made sure my uniform is rehung at my desk before I leave. I guess I took longer than I should have.”

Sayer weighed Swift’s answer. “That’s fine. I was just curious. You may go now.”

Lenny thought he would nudge a little more.

“Sir, I heard that the Solarium is being remodeled?”

He noticed the vice president’s eyes widen as his stern expression remained.

“Uh, yes. I needed to distance my thoughts about my upcoming Beijing visit, and decided to start the project before the contractors arrived.”

“Thank you, sir. I will let you be.”

“Yes, yes, that would be a good idea.”

Lenny turned and marched out, leaving Sayer frowning.

The Vice President reached for the comphone on the side table and dialed one number.

“Yes?”

“Come to the West Sitting Room.”

“Yes, sir.”

Lenny returned to the Communications Office only to find Mary and Beth standing near his desk. They were talking in hushed tones until they saw him come toward them.

“Lenny, have you heard anything about Lynette yet?”

“No. Mary, did you call?”

“Yes, and there wasn’t an answer but the service. I called her neighbor and she hasn’t seen her either. I’m worried.”

“I am too,” Beth said. “Shall we call the police?”

“Maybe we should,” Lenny said. “Mary, have you called her mother?”

“Yes, no luck there.”

“I’ll call the police,” Beth volunteered.

“What’s this about the police?” Ashley interjected, coming up behind his crew.

“Lynette hasn’t come in yet. Have you heard from her?”

“No. Do you think the police should be involved yet? When was the last time you saw her?” Ashley asked.

“Last night at the club, around seven-thirty.”

“Well then, the police can’t do anything until twenty-four hours have passed. We have work to do here. Let’s wait until quitting time, then I’ll call the police.”

“Yes, sir,” the three said in unison.

When Ashley moved on down to the rest of the office cubicles, Mary turned toward Beth.

“I don’t like it.”

“Neither do I,” Lenny added.

“I’m calling now,” Mary decided.

While Lynette’s friends were contacting the police, Ashley reached for a private comphone and decided to call the president’s friend.

“Yes?”

“We need your help. There’s a problem here.”

—-
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Since Lenny did not have his car on the White House grounds, he was forced to leave his sack in the linen closet. Checking out through security, he walked to the front gate and hailed a manned cab.

“Where to?” asked the cabby.

Lenny gave his home address.

The next day was Saturday and he was glad he didn’t have to go to work. He tried to reason in his mind that the vice president’s actions were innocent but kept returning to the latest annoyance of Lynette’s disappearance.

He had been stewing about this predicament and realized he had wasted a whole day inside his house. It was now four-thirty in the afternoon. He pulled on his jacket and decided to walk down to visit The Green Pub at the end of his block.

He walked into the old establishment and sat down at the bar. The building could use an upgrade but the owner was also old and didn’t have the ambition or the funds to improve the décor.

“Just a beer,” he said to the barkeeper.

The beer arrived, and Lenny still in his funk, gave the edge of the glass tiny sips.

A tall husky man entered. The open door spread the late afternoon’s sunlight about the flooring. He sat two stools away from Lenny and then when he got his drink, he moved to the stool next to Lenny.

“Well, hey, bro, long time no see.”

Lenny turned and stared at the man’s face. Instant recognition set in but Lenny just returned to his beer.

“What do you want Ed?”

“I just got out. Aren’t you happy to see me?”

“Never. Why are you here?”

“The pen let me out early and I don’t have enough funds. Can I stay with you until I find a job?” The brother pleaded.

“I don’t have anything to give you. When mom died she left me just the house, nothing else, no money, nothing.”

“Sorry about that. Can I stay, just for a few days? The state is fixing me up at the halfway house down on Tremont Street. I promise I won’t be a bother.”

“Look I have a good job. I don’t want you to cause me any problems.”

“I won’t. We are family, bro.”

“Maybe, but you are only my half-brother.”

“Yeah, but we were close once.”

“Yeah, once.”

The alcohol of the beer must have loosened Lenny’s tongue. For some reason, he asked his brother an odd question.

“Ed, what would you think if an important person decided to pull the carpet and broken furniture out onto the lawn from a house that wasn’t his.”

“Broken?”

“Yes, and stained carpeting.”

“Something bad must have happened.”

“I knew you’d say that.”

“Wouldn’t surprise me in Washington. Lots of secrets. Look, I’m more street smart than you. Let’s move over to the corner table where we have some privacy or we could go to mom’s home.”

“It’s my home. All right, let’s go.”

The men pulled on their jackets. The weather was starting to drizzle again.

“How did you get out so soon?” Lenny asked.

“Dunno. I was sitting in my cell waiting out the six more months I had when the jail keeper told me to get out. So I did. Yes, I did sign the papers. It was legit.”

“What shall I do, the man is my boss?”

“Look for another job?”

“Good jobs are scarce. You wouldn’t do that would you?”

“Nah, I’d give him a call.”

“What could I say? That I have a piece of his carpet?”

Ed stopped and rested his hand on Lenny’s arm. The rain was coming down heavier.

“You have evidence?”

“Yes, and a broken leg from an end table.”

They continued walking and hurried up the small house steps to the porch.

“Man, you could get money,” Ed Jade said.

“Then I would have no job,” Lenny replied, unlocking the old wooden door with an outdated key card.

“Let me do it. My clean youngest brother shouldn’t have to risk his life. Your boss doesn’t know that you know, does he?”

“I don’t know. I delivered a letter to him at the time Lyn–my co-worker went missing.”

“Wow, you didn’t tell me that. Can you be in the same room as your boss so I can give the bastard a call?”

“Maybe, oh, let’s just forget this. You could go back to prison.”

“Thanks for your worry, but you just can’t pass up an opportunity like this. By the way, who is your boss?”

Lenny wasn’t sure he wanted to share this information, but he said it anyway.

“The Vice President and the president’s Staff Secretary.”

“Ooooh, you are in deep shit, bro.”

“Tell me about it,” Lenny said, sitting near the kitchen table.
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​​Chapter 4 - Four Years Later
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Nestled in the small ranch house outside of Tuba City, Arizona, Alex Blackhawk awoke to the warm October morning as sunlight shafted through the cotton floral curtains. He had been dreaming of something, but couldn’t remember what it was.

In his half-sleep, he felt Jan’s soft presence snug close to his back. She was the best thing in his life compared to the daily tragedies he encounters as one of Tucson’s police detectives. Her bare body molded close to his as her hand wrapped around his broad chest.

Last night, both of them had been up during the night helping their nanny goat, Carmelia, give birth to two kids, male and female. The goat was a gift from his best childhood friend, Frank Wolf who didn’t bother to explain the goat had been bred. Alex questioned some of Frank’s generosities but forgave him every time he remembers him bringing the dog. Frank left the large dog, Ralph, at Jan’s feet as an untrained mutt which later proved to be a heroic beast that saved Jan’s life.

Exhausted, they both turned in at two in the morning. Alex, having a few days off, was looking forward to sleeping at least past sunrise. He was trying to decide in his groggy haze whether to continue to lay in comfort or to roll over and meet Jan’s warmth. Then he was interrupted by the familiar tone from his comphone.

“Don’t answer,” she whispered in his ear.

“Uggghhh, I have to,” he sighed.

Her face appeared at the edge of his brown shoulders smoothing away his long black hair.

“For all they know, you’re in the shower,” she cooed.

“You’re an evil woman,” he smirked.

“It comes with the territory.”

His long muscular arm propelled by old habits reached for his comphone and received only a handful of hair from Frederick the cat who yowled as he jumped off the bed. Alex grabbed the device on the fourth ring.

“Yeah, what’s up?” he muttered into the comphone. “Can’t get anyone else?” He felt a soft punch to his backside. “Yeah, okay, be there this afternoon.”

Turning toward Jan, “I have to go, business, sorry.”

“Alex, you owe me,” she said, rolling away from him.

“And I will gladly repay in interest.”

“Right and I’m just a peanut butter and jelly sandwich,” she teased.

“I’d like that too,” he said, grinning at her.

“Well, I guess I’ll start breakfast before you go,” she replied swinging her long pale legs over her side of the bed. Jan, who used to be a model, abandoned that career to be a high school mentoring teacher at the Indian school in Tuba City.

“You’ll have to make it fast. The sheriff is coming out here to pick me up.”

“Boy, it must be serious,” Jan said as she draped a red cotton blouse over her head. Alex stood to pull on his black denim slacks and rounded the bed frame toward her. He proceeded to pick her up with a hug and planted a passionate kiss onto her lips.

“Hope that holds you until next time,” he said after breaking away.

Breathless, she nodded then gasped, “Maybe I’ll see you tomorrow when our school group comes into town? I’ll be leaving in the morning.”

“That’s right. You mentioned something about a symposium last night held on the college campus. Who’s going?” He asked, strolling to the closet.

“A few teachers and I asked Sunflower if she wanted to come. She said ‘Yes’ since Frank would be gone a week with his buddies. She’s been helping me make visuals for the classrooms. I told her that her talents would be welcomed in the school and we would provide the supplies,” she explained, reaching for an article of clothing from the chest of drawers.

“And did she say ‘Yes?’” He asked, pulling on a black short sleeve shirt he had left hanging on the closet wall hook.

“Not now, she likes her work at the hair salon and doesn’t want to give up the time or the money. She gets paid well there, and Frank’s income, as you may know, is hit and miss.”

Jan wrapped the Dene’ skirt around her waist and headed toward the main room to prepare breakfast. She smiled when her cat, Frederick, had found his favorite spot on the sofa. Next, she heard Ralph’s hunger howls outside.

Alex adjusted his slacks and by habit stuck his hand into the side pocket. He remembered that something was missing.

“What’s the matter,” Jan asked noting his frown.

“That amulet I gave away to the ahmans had been with me since I was a kid. Out of habit, I used to hold it, and somehow it gave me luck. Now it’s gone.”

The ahmans, an alien people from a distant planet, made contact with humans on Mars.

“It’s on Mars, so it’s not gone. You’ll get over that habit. Maybe someday we can go to Mars together and I can see it in the display?”

“Yeah. Breakfast about ready?” Alex asked, sitting down at the kitchen table.

“First, you need to feed Ralph and check on Carmelia before you go,” she replied.

“A man’s work is never done,” he said, rising.

She smiled and opened the fridge to retrieve some eggs, bread, and the pitcher of orange juice. Alex reached into one of the low cupboards beneath the counter and dragged out the dry dog food. Opening up the can of coffee, Jan scooped out three tablespoons of the grounds and deposited them into the pot receptacle. She poured in two cups of water and turned on the brewer. 

Alex, holding a full bowl of dog food, swung open the front door. His hungry hound greeted him by standing on his two back legs. He was tied to one of the support beams on the porch. Alex placed the bowl a few inches away from the restrained canine so it wouldn’t be tossed as he nudged it closer until Ralph’s mouth was buried into the crunchies.

Jan realized, when she married Alex, he was in law enforcement. At least, his job wasn’t as dangerous as those who patrolled the city streets. She did worry during the time he traipsed off to Mars and got into a fight with the killer hired by her old boyfriend, Rosorio Egroeg.

After setting the table, she noticed through the window over the kitchen sink Alex was returning from the barn. The mixed-breed dog was waiting and wiggling on the porch for his master to return after finishing his food. Alex first stopped to scrub Ralph’s head before opening the front door. As soon as he did, Frederick stared at him, sitting in the middle of the bare wood floor upon one of the scattered throw rugs. Here was another orphaned animal his wife agreed to adopt from their friend, Alice Morgan-Carone. Alice couldn’t take her black and white cat back to Mars this time, so Jan offered Frederick a home.

“Yeow,” growled the cat.

“It’s coming, just be patient,” she replied, peeling off the can lid of cat food. She scooped it into Frederick’s food bowl on the counter by the sink. When the cat heard the tearing of steel, he padded over to the edge of her long white skirt decorated in a zigzag pattern of the Navajo.

“Here you go Freddy,” Jan announced, placing his full bowl on the floor near the corner wall. Like a magnet, the cat’s face followed his food bowl until it was set on the floor.

After entering his home, Alex noticed this process and exclaimed, “How come these animals get fed before I do?” 

Jan knew he was joking but explained anyway.

“Because I don’t want them in my way when I’m cooking.”

The manual timer rang forcing Jan to open the oven. Grabbing an old handmade potholder, she withdrew fresh blueberry muffins and placed the hot metal cookware on top of one of the stove grates.

“Smells great,” Alex said, anticipating the melted butter he would add to the confection.

Jan poked around the muffin tin for a few minutes and released the pastry onto a nearby plate. Setting the plate in the center of the table, they now could hear Ralph’s furious barking outside. Someone was coming up their graveled road. She retrieved another plate filled with pancakes. Jan had loaded them earlier and kept them warm in the side compartment of the oven. She placed those on the table and peered out the front door window to see who was driving up to their house, even though she already knew. It was Sheriff Pete.
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