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Chapter 1
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The City of Jerusalem (1AD)

It is the fifth day of Tammuz, in the Year of the World 3761. 

We are leaving the city under the cover of darkness. There is a general feeling of foreboding in the air. Mary is heavy with child and Joseph is receiving threats upon his life because he allowed The Christ to be buried in his family’s tomb. The hierarchy is incensed. They wanted nothing to do with the man they call the imposter, yet they care where he is buried? What sense does this make? 

We will be travelling to Gaul where Joseph has already contacted associates who will provide us with sanctuary. A ship awaits us in Jaffa, I have arranged to take cuttings along, and enough fruit to last me. The remaining host has already been entrusted to the Priory de L’arbre. Since they were the original guardians, I feel it is only proper to remand custody back to them. 

Mary, Martha, and I will stay in Gaul for the time being. Joseph and his associates plan on continuing to Britannia once we have settled in.

Jerusalem is in shambles. The House of David is torn asunder. Thankfully, the House of Benjamin is still on solid ground financially and my family continues to prosper. I have succeeded in liquidating the majority of my holdings here in the city and I am ready for a clean break. Tonight is the night. Goodbye to my old life, I am leaving you behind.

***
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Somewhere off the coast of Europe (1004 AD) 

Salt burned Sven Jorgenson’s cracked lips as he wiped the ocean’s spray from his beard again and peered into the storm’s gloom. The great Viking ship bucked and swayed, plowing through the crashing waves.

By order of Clan Leader Erick Erickson, Sven and his crew of ninety stalwarts set forth on a mission of finding. Three long ships were to travel to the elusive Southlands in search of fortune. 

Sven chuckled at the sight of his crew in action; By Thor’s hammer if this storm does not soon stop, there will be a mutiny, and who could disagree? Ha, and if it gets much worse, I will join them!  

He glanced up at the ever-darkening sky. The rain had fallen for twelve sunsets in a row and supplies were dwindling fast. Fresh water; always a valuable resource at sea, was also in short supply despite the storm raging all around them. The roar of the surf was so intense it almost drowned out the cries of Rolf Dagarak when he staggered up behind Sven on the undulating deck. 

“Sven! Sven Jorgenson, we must turn back!” the Chief Navigator’s voice barely cut through the clamor as he stood wide-eyed and soaking wet before Sven. 

“The chart says the Wyrm At The End Of The World lives here and there isn’t anything else, it just ends!” Rolf stared at him bewildered, his drenched beard and hair giving him the appearance of a heretic madman pointing at the half-unrolled parchment in his hand.

A great bolt of lightning split the sky, followed almost immediately by the crack, boom, and rumble of the thunder rolling across the water.

Sven waited until the sound had faded to echoes before chuckling disarmingly. “Of course my brother, for you see, we go beyond our ancestor’s limited expectations.” He laughed heartily, slapped Rolf on the shoulder and boomed, “Do not fear, for we will make the charts from here on out and we will become the stuff of legends.” 

Rolf looked at Sven doubtfully, but nodded as he rolled up his map. “I will do as you say Sven Jorgenson,” he replied simply and with that, turned and made his way back to his post.

The trio of Viking ships sailed on for the rest of the morning and into the afternoon. Sixty-foot longboats plowing through enormous waves as the torrential rain and hurricane gusts continued to thrash them about. 

Late in the afternoon, the storm let up.

As the sailors stood at their posts, a silence fell across them. It was as if everything in the world had stopped for just that instant and the heavens opened up. Where before clouds and darkness had ruled; now sunlight and warmth had taken over and spread across the barren seascape. As one, the crew cheered, their cries ringing out to Valhalla, loud enough to rival the thunder itself. The feeling was infectious as even Sven allowed himself the luxury of joining in, shouting out a great victory battle call, and shaking his fists at the sky.

With the clearing weather came a calm that set upon the ships, leaving them bobbing like corks on the surface of an ocean that shined like a mirror for as far as the eye could see. 

Normally calm water was the sailor’s bane, but Sven viewed it as a blessing as it could be used to assess any damage the storm had done, and make much needed repairs. He ordered all hands on deck and had the crew working for the rest of the day to set the ship to rights. Just before sunset, a cry came from the lookout sighting land on the far horizon. 

When darkness fell and they had a clear nighttime sky to navigate by, Rolf Dagarak and his men reported they were still on course and fast approaching the land of the Moors. It wasn’t until late in the evening that they came within hailing distance of the continent’s vast shoreline. 

Earlier excursions had indicated a large settlement near the southernmost tip. It was at Sven’s discretion whether to use diplomacy when making contact or to just go in and take what they needed. Since supplies were dangerously low and there wasn’t much chance the natives would give them what they needed, Sven ordered raiding parties to make ready.

***
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Seattle, Washington (Present Day)

He’d been at it all night. 

The morning sun was just a faint glimmer on the skyline when Norton Halbred finished typing the remaining snippet of computer code into his waiting laptop. He crossed his fingers and hit the enter button for the last time in a sequence of keystrokes that would set the whole process into motion. 

The network monitoring system he used, supplied real-time information, displaying the most important aspects of the deployment with a series of impressive if overdone digital graphics. What the program was actually showing him was the progress of some specially crafted data-worms as they replicated and proceeded to infiltrate the target website. 

Norton is what some people would call a criminal. 

If he had chosen to do the same thing, but for the forces of good, he would be considered a computer genius or at worst a hacker, which while still derogatory, was in some circles considered the ultimate in cool titles.

Norton didn’t care too much about cool. Yeah sure, back in the day “cool was the rule,” he thought running a hand through his long red hair, but these days cash is the name of the game. 

He laughed nervously. For some reason he couldn’t help feeling a little on edge despite the apparent ease of the task before him.

No big deal right? 

He’d done it hundreds of times. 

Go to a popular internet watering hole and look for a vulnerability in that website’s code. Once located, perform an SQL injection using some of the code that’s already there. After that, just sit back and wait for people to visit the site and become infected. 

Infected usually meant the computer in question automatically downloaded a specially programmed .exe file that would remain dormant on said system until activated. Once a target has been acquired, all Norton has to do is wake up the infected little sleeper computers out there and point them in the right direction.

For no apparent reason, Norton’s computer screen went black. He tapped a few keys and wiggled the mouse, but nothing happened. He checked the power cord. A shiver ran down his spine as a strange white dot slowly started growing in the middle of the blank screen. 

What the hell is that? He thought.

The white dot now filled the entire screen; bold black text scrolled marquee style across the display and stopped. 

Oh shit!  

Norton jumped up and violently yanked the network cable out. Once he was sure the laptop was disconnected from the internet, he focused on what the text said.

* * * * * * * *
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WARNING!

This device has been used to commit a crime of the USA PATRIOT Act. If you cooperate with us and turn yourself in immediately, leniency will be considered.

United States Federal Bureau of Investigations Office 1-800-CALLFBI (225-5324)

* * * * * * * *
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Shit shit shit! Norton thought as he scrambled around the living room of the anonymously rented safe house wantonly sweeping his belongings into his backpack. I can sort it all out later, hopefully. When he was done, he stopped for a second and looked around the room one last time before sprinting for the exit. 

Norton opened the front door a tiny crack and tried to look out into the street. Once he thought it was safe, he stuck his head out all the way, looked both directions, then ducked back in, slammed the door, and locked it. There wasn’t anyone out front, but just to be safe, he slipped out the back door and hurried down the fire escape. This led to a breezeway that opened up into a narrow alley that ran in between the houses on the block. When he got to the end of the breezeway, he peeked around the gate at ground level and didn’t see anyone. In spite of the overwhelming urge to run for his life, Norton stood up and slowly stepped out into the alley. He walked calmly down to the end of the block, trying not to look around too much. Once he felt he was far enough away, he circled back around, finally ending up across the street from the safe house. 

He crouched behind a low wall at the side of a corner grocery store and waited. After a few minutes and no sign of trouble, Norton let out the breath he had been holding and leaned back against the wall. He allowed his gaze to wander up to the second story window behind him. Probably where the store’s owners live, he thought abstractly.

Just then, a cute little Asian girl of five or six appeared in the window and smiled down at Norton, giggling, and hiding her face, oblivious to his predicament. 

He smiled and waved back. 

Just as he was getting up to leave, a shiny black SUV came screaming around the corner and slid to a stop at the intersection not twenty feet away from him, blue and red lights flashing, heavily tinted windows concealing its occupants. Two seconds later another SUV came screeching up at the other end of the block, effectively cordoning off the street in front of the safe house. 

When a SWAT team truck and more unmarked cruisers showed up Norton knew it was time to leave. As he hurried to his car, he fished out his keys and pushed the start button on the custom remote fob. Around the corner and a little ways down the block, the ancient starter of his 1962 Volvo station wagon ground over a few times and the engine came to life. By the time he reached the door, the little four-cylinder was purring quietly. 

When Norton left town, he took the roundabout way home, in case anyone was following him. Less than an hour later, he climbed out of his car and walked calmly through the front door of his modest suburban split-level home. As soon as the door was shut, he leaned back against it, closed his eyes, and barely resisted the urge to scream. 

Once he had calmed down a little, he went to his backpack and pulled out the infected computer, plugged it in, and quickly went to work formatting/erasing its hard drive. When he was sure it was reformatted, Norton powered the computer back up, only to have the same message flash across the screen again. 

“This device has been used to commit a crime of the USA PATRIOT Act ...”

He shut the computer down again and turned it back on, this time going in the back way to clean it. After he was sure the machine had been successfully wiped clean of everything, including the operating system, he turned it back on. 

“This device has been used to commit a crime of USA PATRIOT Act ...”

What the hell? He thought, Oh come on, that isn’t even possible. 

Norton frantically jabbed the power button and yanked the cord out as he ran for the door. He hopped in his car and drove down to the 5th Street Bridge where it crosses the river at the edge of town. 

As he was driving out over the water, he opened the window and threw the laptop Frisbee style as hard as he could, watching it arc away, hitting and skipping across the surface of the water a few times before sinking quickly into the darkness. 

Well, I guess that takes care of that, Norton shook his head, I hope. In the meantime I think I’m gonna need to get out of town for a little while.

***
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Gibraltar, Spain (1004 AD)

Sven Jorgenson waited patiently until the Goddess Sol left for the Netherworlds before ordering his warriors to make landfall. From the landing craft, he could see fires blazing brightly across the water. The aroma of roasted meat wafted heavily in the air, teasing the recently ship-bound crew, who after weeks of reduced rations, were looking considerably skinnier than when they left the Motherland. 

Shadows grew tall on the shore and danced among the treetops that lined the beach, making its inhabitants seem like giants out for a nighttime stroll. Sven ordered his team to make landfall downwind of the village. A hush fell as they approached the settlement and crept quietly up on the main clearing. Sven signaled them to hold off for a moment while he gazed up at the stars and made an appeal to Odin the One-Eyed All Father and Thor the Storm Bringer, asking for their guidance and blessings. 

The attack must have seemed like Ragnarök for the natives. The Vikings with their fearsome helmets and armor, proportionately colossi compared to the small black skinned men who stood helplessly around the fires. The first wave of Viking warriors drove straight into the center of the village and out the other side, mercilessly mowing down any opposition like stalks of wheat before the scythe. The villagers fought bravely, but were no match for the Norsemen’s fierceness. No sooner had the fighting started, and it was over. Sven paused to wipe the sweat from his brow as his first mate Janson Skorvald ran up. 

“Sven Jorgenson you must come quick,” and as fast as he appeared, he was gone. Sven shook his head wearily and loped off into the darkness, following his first mate through the low-hanging early morning mists drifting up from the water. 

Some of the huts were still ablaze, in most cases torched by the fleeing villagers themselves in an attempt to deprive the raiders of what they could not take with them. The flames were quickly running out of fuel as Sven passed the main meeting area and abruptly came to another part of the village he hadn’t seen before. There, near the back of the clearing and looking completely out of place, was a small building made out of red clay bricks. When he reached the front of the building, he could see the hinged door had been forced open. 

Sven was confused when he entered the room, until his eyes adjusted to the light and he noticed the skinny white man chained in the corner. 

The prisoner looked up. Apprehension filled his eyes and he dropped down to his knees begging and pleading in the universal trader’s language. “Please, please, let me live, I beg you, let me live and I can...” the man stopped suddenly and looked down at his hands. When he looked back up there was a twinkle in his eye, “I can give you everlasting life.” 

Janson Skorvald growled, drew his sword, and started toward the prisoner, muttering gruffly. The man looked frantically back and forth between Sven and his would be executioner. 

“No, no, please, I know where the Tree of Life is, I can lead you to it, I swear.” 

Sven raised a hand, his first mate reluctantly stood aside. He stepped closer and bent down, glaring at the prisoner hard for a long moment. The man squirmed under his gaze and smelled strongly of fear. Sven wrinkled his nose in distaste. 

Judging from half-starved appearance and the scars on his back, it looked like the little man hadn’t been treated very kindly in captivity. As Sven listened to him babble, he kept thinking about the Viking legend of a Tree of Life called the Yggdrasil. Some consider the tree to be the center of everything. It is also said that the Yggdrasil bears fruit that when eaten gives one eternal youthfulness. He scowled, but what could this man know of the legends? 

After briefly weighing the possibilities, he gestured for his men to bring the prisoner along back to the ship. 

If what he says is true, I could gain much fame in the Motherland, Sven nodded and smiled grimly, thumbing the edge of his sword, and if he is lying, then I will send him off to the gods myself.
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Chapter 2
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Hagerstown, Maryland (Present Day)

Sixty-seven year old Elijah Brooks sat beside his wife’s hospital bed. The nurse had just given her another shot of morphine and she finally drifted off to a fitful, if not peaceful sleep. He sighed and watched her in slumber. 

She’s so beautiful. 

Looking at her lying there, he remembered back to when they first met. 

Elijah was attending college studying for his master’s degree in Archaeology and had sprained his ankle the day before playing rugby. Instead of using the stairs to get to his class on the fifth floor, he headed for the elevator. He reached the alcove and punched the button just as it was coming down. When the door opened, Elijah realized the elevator was already in use and the current occupant was on crutches. They had a briefcase and several bags lying at their feet.

“Oh, I’m sorry I’ll wait,” he stood back.

The woman hobbled around to face him and he was immediately struck by how pretty she was. She reminded him of a pixie with her short-cropped brown hair and delicate facial features. She made an attempt to gather her belongings together, “No, no, here, I can slide over a little, just gimme a sec.”

She leaned down to retrieve her briefcase and several books fell out of her open backpack.

“Here let me help you with that.” When Elijah bent over to pick up the books, she accidently dropped one of her crutches and it hit him in the head.

“Oh I am so sorry,” she reigned in the errant crutch and finally wrestled her stuff into the corner. “There, come on in, I don’t bite.”

Still seeing stars, Elijah shuffled in and stood against the far wall. The door swished shut and the elevator started going up. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. At one point, she caught him staring and smiled back shyly. Without warning, the elevator ground to a halt. The lights in the ceiling flickered once and went dark. He fished out his pen light.

“What happened?” he looked around wildly accidentally shining the light in her eyes, then at the control panel.

“I think we’re stuck.” The woman stabbed the buttons and checked the emergency phone. “It’s dead.”

“Oh no,” Elijah gripped the railing tightly.

“What?”

“I think I’m claustrophobic.” His head started spinning as the tiny elevator became even smaller. His breath was coming in short shallow bursts until he felt a soft hand on his shoulder.

“Calm down,” she said, his world coming back into focus at the sound of her voice, “why don’t you tell me about yourself? It might help you focus your thoughts.”

“No,” he shook his head trying not to throw up, “you first.” 

“Well OK. Hi my name is Elizabeth, I’m a Political Science Major, and I’m going to be the first woman president.” She stuck out her hand.

“Wow, that’s ambitious,” he shook it and chuckled, “but what will you do for an encore?”

“I don’t know maybe planetary overlord or something along those lines.”

As he continued to hold her hand, his nausea eased. He smiled and forgot all about his panic.

Elizabeth smiled back and nodded hopefully, “OK, now you.”

“Hi my name is Elijah, I’m studying for my masters in Archaeology.” He shrugged uncomfortably, “I don’t exactly have much of a plan yet, except maybe to teach someday.”

“Teach?” She nodded, “That’s nice.”

“What?”

“Nothing.” 

He thought he saw her smirk, “No seriously, What?”

Instead of answering, she put her hands on her hips and gave him an intense look “Let me ask you something Elijah. Do you dream?”

“Not really, I don’t have time with all the studying and...”

She cut him off, “What do you want from life?”

“I don’t know, I always did have a fantasy.”

“Good, tell me.” 

“No, it’s silly.”

She touched his arm. Suddenly he felt ten feet tall. Without thinking, he blurted out as one long word, “IwanttobelikeSteveBanningfromtheoriginalmummymoviesraidtombsanduncoverartifactsitsoundssoexciting.”

“Yes it does,” she grinned, “you wouldn’t happen to be looking for a sidekick in the tomb raiding business?”

He shrugged, “Sure, if you’re interested. I guess I’m going to need someone to help carry all the gold and jewels I find.”

They both laughed. There was a tapping sound up in the ceiling. A piece of tile slid aside and a balding head dropped down through the hole. “It’s gonna be a little while folks, the power is down. If you’re in a hurry, you can climb out this way.”

Elijah looked at Elizabeth and she frowned, “No thank you, we’re fine for now.”

They spent the next three hours talking. When the elevator was finally working again, they emerged hand in hand. The two were married the next spring. Shortly following graduation, Elijah accepted an assistant professor’s position in the Archaeology wing at Maryland State University and Elizabeth went into politics. 

They have been married for more than forty years.

Elizabeth may not have become president yet, but she has served four terms in the U.S. House of Representatives and is in her second term as the U.S. Senator from Maryland. Elijah now works as the head of research in the archaeology department of the internationally prestigious Farwell University.

Their life together has been a fairy tale. Joined at the hip from the start, they have weathered life’s ups and downs, including the death of their daughter Rebecca when she was in her twenties. That was a sad time, Elijah shook his head, but nothing compared to the thought of losing my wife.

Elizabeth became violently ill just weeks ago. She was diagnosed with a very aggressive type of cancer. Doctors couldn’t really say specifically what kind of cancer it was; just that it was affecting her marrow and it vaguely resembled acute lymphopenia, a condition characterized by abnormally low levels of lymphocytes in the blood. Because of the nature and rapid onset of the cancer, the doctors only gave her six weeks to live. 

Elijah was devastated. 

He lived for Elizabeth. Without her, he was just a half a person trying to fill up a whole body. He immediately took an extended leave of absence from the university. 

Over the next week, the cancer metastasized and spread to her lymphatic system. Elizabeth was steadily getting worse with traditional methods, so she opted for a more controversial, but natural method of treatment. In order to keep his mind off the sickness and his time away from Elizabeth, Elijah became obsessed with a rather unconventional and possibly helpful line of research. 

Trees have always played a major role in legends going all the way back to the dawn of time. Throughout his many years as a research archaeologist, Elijah occasionally found references to eternal life associated with certain trees. Though most of the references were vague at best, some actually appeared to have a grain of truth attached to them. One in particular, stood out among the others, The Tree of Life from the Christian Bible. Elijah discovered that according to many ancient sources, this magical tree once actually existed and might still be out there somewhere. As impossible as it sounded, Elijah threw himself into the new line of research, hoping against all hope for anything that might help him save the woman he loves from this merciless killer. 

***
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Kingwood, Texas (Present Day)

Edmund Lasser shuffled impatiently through the multitude of vials and bottles on his shelf. 

“It’s got to be here somewhere,” he muttered, shifting the iridescent tubes from one side to the other searching intently. “Ah there it is,” he declared seizing a small brown bottle that was sitting right in front of him. 

Edmund held it up to the light and shook the remaining powder back and forth on the bottom, looks like I need more of that. He placed the vial back on the shelf, then looked at it, then moved it, then arranged all the other bottles on the shelf around it, then rearranged them again, muttering to himself and obsessively counting and positioning each one as if moving pieces in a match with a grand master chess champion. When he was done and every container was in its respective place, he crossed his arms and nodded in satisfaction. 

Plastered with several centuries worth of successive wallpaper layers, Edmund’s workshop/bedroom takes up the entire third floor of the old house he shares with his ageing mother. The ceiling slants sharply on both sides following the contour of the roof, like a long tunnel. An elaborate collection of shelves line the far wall from the floor to the ceiling, jammed almost to overflowing with various shapes and sizes of colorful glass containers and the other tools of his trade. The stairway door has a big metal padlock on it and Edmund keeps the keys with him at all times.

He was just a teen when his father died of a heart attack and while he always looked to the man for approval, the two were never very close due to his father’s unending obsession with making a fortune, and make a fortune he did. Unfortunately, that’s also what killed him.

His mother on the other hand had long ago replaced her beloved husband with a cable-ready big screen color television set, and hardly missed him when he died, other than when the money started running low. Now she spends all day and every night glued to the TV’s endless prattle, barely tearing herself away to even go to the bathroom. She never sleeps in her bedroom anymore, preferring instead to drift off reclined in her easy chair with the boob tube blaring.

Being an only child has certain clear advantages. 

One; you are the only child, no competition for anything, and two; in the end you get everything, without question, the law pretty much guarantees that. 

Edmund’s mother is in her early seventies, overweight, and not in very good health. He originally moved back home a few years ago after another one of his many failed attempts to find companionship with creatures of the opposite sex, strange enough as they are. At first moving back was an act of desperation, but later when his mother’s health began to decline, he used it as a convenient excuse to stay and not get a real life. If asked, he would always reply that he was selflessly caring for his poor, poor, old mother. Letting her live with him, because she didn’t have any place else to go. Which is sort of true, because when she dies I get it all anyway.

At twenty-seven, aside from his secret hobby, Edmund’s favorite pastime is playing massively, multiplayer, online, role-playing, games. He plays MMORPGs every chance he gets. Over the years, he has developed many powerful characters, the Mage, the Druid, the Paladin, but he found himself favoring his Rogue character the most. He likes the mystery it offers. 

The official World of Warcraft website describes the Rogue character as:

...the only code is the contract, and their honor is purchased in gold. Free from the constraints of a conscience, these mercenaries rely on brutal and efficient tactics. Lethal assassins and masters of stealth, they will approach their marks from behind, piercing a vital organ and vanishing into the shadows before the victim even hits the ground.

Edmund thought that described his nature best. 

Using the Rogue character, he also has the ability to poison his opponents by either coating his main-hand or applying it to range weapons such as crossbow bolts, or throwing knives.

What Edmund liked most about playing MMORPGs is that, it’s the one, and probably only place, where a chubby, balding, unattractive little man with zero social skills, can be a handsome, dashing, debonair, man to be reckoned with, raid villages and plunder dragon hordes and never leave the comfort of his own home. 

OK, he rolled his eyes, my mom’s home.
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[image: ]


Hagerstown, Maryland (Present Day)

April Brooks checked in on her grandfather as he sat bent over his old wooden desk. She was concerned with how much he has been working lately.

“Grampa are you feeling OK?” 

Elijah rubbed his face, and turned away from the computer screen bleary eyed. “Yes, yes dear, I’m fine.” 

She smiled softly, handed him the day’s mail and went to make him a cup of tea. He shuffled through the mail pile. “Bill, bill, junk, junk, oh... what have we here?” He tore excitedly into a large padded envelope that had just arrived.

Once she put the teapot on, April walked back out and stood in the doorway watching her grandfather’s face brighten as he held the faded photocopies up to the light so he could see them better. “Now I can really do something with this,” he muttered and smiled absently, already lost in the glory of the hunt. April lingered a little longer. 

They both work at the Farwell University. Her grandfather has been the resident archeologist for years. April started in the linguistics department two years ago where she was offered a position straight out of college. Never really being religiously religious, she was a little apprehensive about going to work for a Mega Church College at first, but that quickly changed after meeting the Reverend Pat Farwell. Pat has been like family. Since her grandmother’s illness, he has even graciously allowed April to forgo her translating duties at the university with pay in order to help her grandfather with his research project. 

April couldn’t help doubting the existence of a mysterious magical tree that gives eternal youth, but as farfetched as it sounded, if it helped her grandfather cope, she was all for it. It’s never easy dealing with a loved one’s illness, especially someone as special as her grandmother. April worried about her too, and she missed her dearly. 

Grandma Elizabeth has always been like a mother to her, more so than even her real mother, who died in a car crash along with her father when April was just a small child and she only had vague memories of to begin with.

She sighed and walked back out to the kitchen. 

On the way there she stopped, catching a glimpse of herself in the mirror that was attached to the attic door. She did a quick catwalk turn and was pleased with what she saw. Fast approaching thirty, April retained much of her youthful figure and perkiness. Her long brown hair still shined in the sunlight like it did when she was a teenager. She leaned closer to the mirror and cringed as she noted the beginnings of crow’s feet around her sky blue eyes and how her once cute dimples, now looked to be quickly transforming into permanent laugh creases. 

The teapot’s shrill whistle made her jump. She hurried over to turn the stove off. Feeling blue, she plopped down at the kitchen table and gazed longingly out the window.

I feel like I’m missing something. Like if I don’t keep moving I’ll fade away to nothing. With past relationships, or lack of, April often worried there was something wrong with her, like she might not be capable of feeling enough in order to function normally in society. 

She sighed, I’m twenty-eight years old, and I’m still single. What does that say about me? 

There had been a few guys along the way, but duty to family and her career always seemed to be more important. There was one though, one who she even might have loved. April thought wistfully, I wonder what he’s doing now, 

When they split up, it was by mutual agreement, as they both had lofty dreams that didn’t quite align. They still stayed in touch and even got together occasionally. Each time they connected again, it was as if no time at all had passed, and yet when that time was over, they still went their separate ways. 

April smiled and stared off into the distance; maybe I should call him.
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Chapter 4
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Washington, DC (Present Day) 

Capitol Police Sergeant Fernando Steele had just finished wolfing down a slightly soggy vending machine hamburger and tried to relax a little before his lunch break was over. He closed his eyes thinking tranquil, and as if on cue, his stomach rumbled and gurgled violently, signaling the futility of any such calming thoughts. 

Fern has been on edge for the last couple of weeks, ever since his fiancé was diagnosed with a very aggressive type of cancer. 

It just doesn’t make sense. 

Emily is only twenty-six years old and the picture of health. She works as a personal assistant for one of the U.S. Senators whose offices are located on the Capitol Campus. Fern is a Sergeant for the United States Capitol Police Department. He met Emily during the summer session a few years back and they have been dating steady ever since.

Fernando Steele grew up in the Washington, DC Metro area. As a young man running the streets of the big city, he witnessed his share of the ugly side of people. He never knew his father, but his mother was a hopeless romantic and named him after the greatest Latin lover ever, Fernando Lamas. The name Fernando means brave adventurer and even though it has much more potential for abuse, Fern prefers to use the shortened version of the name. At six foot four, two hundred and fifty pounds, people rarely comment.

I have been overdoing it lately, he thought massaging his forehead. He suspected the constant throbbing there was more than likely due to a nasty combination of sleep deprivation and serious lack of proper nutrition.

I can’t remember the last time I had a decent meal, but who has the time? As soon as that thought entered his head, he knew he was only fooling himself. How’s that old saying go, trash in trash out? 

Between working all of the extra overtime he could get and the special training, he has kept himself going non-stop for the last week and a half. Deep inside though, he knew it was a feeble attempt to keep his mind off the overwhelmingly helpless feeling of Emily’s illness. 

I can’t help thinking that there’s something I can do. In the back of his mind, a thought kept itching at him, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. Fern never considered himself superstitious, but there have been times when he felt someone or something was watching out for him. Maybe it was intuition, maybe it was gut feeling, maybe it’s just your overinflated ego, Fern chided himself. 

He checked his watch and looked around the cluttered break room table. His eyes drifted to a copy of Capitol Happenings, the U.S. Capitol Complex monthly newsletter. On the cover was a picture of one of the female senators. He picked it up and skimmed the caption, “The senator from Maryland has been diagnosed with a very aggressive type of cancer and is in need of your prayers.” Reading further down, Fern noted she had only been diagnosed within the last couple of weeks. He checked the name, Elizabeth Brooks. Hey wait a minute, he thought, that’s Emily’s boss. 

Without thinking, he jumped up, knocked over his chair in the process, righted it again, and took off at a run down the hallway. People peeked around cubical walls and stuck their heads out of office doors in his wake, searching for the source of the commotion. He slowed down to a jog when he reached the Sergeant-at-Arms office of the senate building. He stopped just outside the door and tried to catch his breath. As he stood there bent over with his hands on his knees, the heavy oak door opened and bounced off the top of his head.

“Oh my god, I’m so sorry. Hey what’re you doing here?” a familiar voice called to him through the stars.

He rubbed his head. As his sight cleared he recognized Angela, who is a good friend of Emily’s and also just happens to be a clerk at the Sergeant-at-Arms office. 

“Angela, thank heavens, just the person I wanted to see,” Fern said, still bent over, panting, one finger raised in the air and heart rate finally settling down. “What do you know about Emily’s boss, an...” he straightened out the crumpled newsletter, “...Elizabeth Brooks, what do you know about her?”

Angela looked up at the ceiling, “Well let’s see, she’s a very nice woman, and she’s really sick right now...oh hey, wait a minute,” she looked at him funny.

Fern smiled back at her look, “Yeah that’s what I was thinking, is there any way I can get access to her office?”

Angela had already turned around and was on the way back to her desk.

***
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Baltimore, Maryland (Present Day) 

A persistent beam of greasy yellow sunlight shined weakly though the lone window in Ray Rogers’s office. Decades of nicotine stains had left a thick yellow film on the glass and just about everything else in the room. Most of those stains were from Ray himself, who smoked for over twenty years before finally quitting when the city enacted a downtown smoking ban that forced him outside every time he needed a fix. 

That was over three years ago. 

He still takes deep breaths whenever he passes the white-collar workers as they gather around the ashtrays in front of the big downtown office buildings. While Ray kicked the habit years ago, he still receives chemical satisfaction from the second-hand nicotine. He made a mental note to clean the window for the umpteenth time and switched his bored gaze to the faded wallpaper. 

Ray Rogers is the state licensed and certified owner operator of the Rogers Detective Agency. He inherited the business and the profession, from his father (god rest his soul) who had been a detective for
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