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WARS: 

God must have wanted us to be ignorant…

the bible was just a means of explaining the world

before we became intelligent enough

to explain and understand the processes of the world.

Remember: History of Medical Legislation and how a few key changes could have meant a different world… also specific instances of stem cell success stories

Chapter 1

“We are minutes away from the deadline,” it was a story that by now was being reported on every television channel throughout the world, “If you haven’t been keeping up with this special news brief, a terrorist group that is calling themselves Bismillah has informed the world, through video broadcast over the Arabic television station, Al-Jazeera, that they have planted a mini-nuclear device in the heart of the Holy City of Jerusalem, set to go off within the hour.  With time ticking down, the Israeli Parliament, the Knesset, has officially called off all operations to locate the device or the radical group, that we have learned is led by a young Islamic-American.  Prime Minister Eli Bharud has declared it a higher priority to complete the evacuation of the city’s residents.  He assures that whether or not the threat is carried out, he will personally see to it, that those responsible will be hunted down and brought to justice.





*
*
* 

Forgive me,” Benjamin Alhadeff whispered quietly.  His eyes were closed, one hand clenched on his chest, the other pressing softly against the great wall.  A pink mixture of sweat and blood dripped from his unshaven chin onto his mud-caked khakis.    

Typically, the square that once served as the foundation of the Temple of the Mount was full of guided tours, street vendors and, of course, the AK-47 toting military guards, but today, with the exception of a little old rabbi, Ben was entirely alone.

“I think he’s done all he can at this point,” the old man said, “Pardon me for interrupting, but I supposed a young man in his final moments on earth might want a little company.”

“I’m not really in the mood for conversation rabbi,” I said, turning and walking away in the opposite direction, hoping that the stranger hadn’t recognized me from the news, “Besides, if you knew what I’ve done, you probably wouldn’t want to spend those final minutes with me.”

“I’m not a rabbi, Mr. Alhadeff,” he corrected, “Just a man trying to—” 

I looked up, surprised to hear my name cross the tiny man’s lips, but then I heard the deafening sound from above that I had been expecting.  I closed my eyes, clenched my teeth and prayed that the pain wouldn’t last long.

Chapter 2


I was devastated when the phone rang and my mother’s assistant, Sherry Kristensen, delivered the news.


“My god, which hospital were they sent to, I’m going to the airport right now,” I said as I put on my jacket and made a mad dash towards the door.  I wasn’t prepared for what she said next.


“Valley Presbyterian, but Ben,” Sherry paused, hesitant to finish her sentence, “they didn’t make it through the crash.  The car was split in two and they--.”


My mad dash suddenly came to a screeching halt, along with the rest of the world, as I tried to process Sherry’s words.

“Wait, what do you mean they didn’t make it through the crash?  They’re… they’re… Oh God.” All of a sudden I found myself on my knees trying to remember how to breathe.  The sound of Sherry’s voice still emanated out of the cell phone on the ground beside me, but I could no longer make out any words.  The stink of new books and fresh coffee from the Harvard-MIT Co-op disappeared, the ring of the registers and the clatter of students discussing notes for their finals silenced.  My senses had become non-functional.  At that moment, I wished my heart had too.

I finally snapped out of it when my roommate rushed over and helped me up off the floor. I was down there for less than a minute, but it seemed like an eternity.

“Hello.  Yeah, Ben’s gonna have to call you back,” Brandon Becker said into the phone as he pressed END. “Come on Ben, let’s get you home.”

*
*
*

Brandon and I had barely walked through the door into our room in Warren Towers when our dorm phone began to ring.

“Just sit down here buddy, I’ll get it,” Brandon instructed as he sat me at my desk and reached for the phone. 

The room was a mess, as it tended to get towards the end of the semester.  That’s probably why Brandon and I ended up studying on the other side of the river that day.  More often than not, I was the tidy one, forcing Brandon into four-hour long cleaning sessions that normally resulted in disapproving stares from our resident advisor and floormates when we momentarily stored our piles of junk in the hallway outside of our room, blocking the floor’s rear stairway access.  During finals crunch time, however, my mom-like tendencies went out the window as my stress levels hit the ceiling.  The stench of dirty laundry and half-eaten plates of mushroom fettucine alfredo from Cinderella’s flowed through my nostrils.  At least my senses were coming back. 

“Hello?,” Brandon answered the phone. 

“Ben?”

“Brandon, actually.  Is this Sherry?”

“Yeah, is Ben there?

“Sure, just a second.  Sorry about hanging up on you earlier by the way,” Brandon said as he passed me over the phone.

“Sherry?,” I said, trying to hold back the tears.  I had begun blatantly sobbing on the subway somewhere between Harvard and Kendall Square.

“Ben, I’m… so sorry.  I wish I could… I got you on the 7:30 flight back here out of Logan tonight.  Can you make it?”

“Um, yeah,” I sighed.

“Okay, I’ll be there to pick you up.  I’m really sorry Ben.”

Chapter 3

My tear ducts finally dried out by the time I boarded the plane, but I was in a daze for the entire flight.  I didn’t even perform my obsessive pre-takeoff ritual of checking for the life vest under my seat and reading the safety card.  I think I’m the only person on earth that still looks at that thing, despite the fact that I can recite the Jet Blue evacuation procedures word for word. 

The cute blonde in the seat next to me started talking about how this was her first time out of the northeast and how excited she was.  Had it been any other day I would have ended up with a date for the weekend, but I was nearly catatonic.  I think she got the message when I put on my headphones and blindly stared at the screen on the seatback in front of me.  I’m still not exactly sure what I was watching.  It didn’t matter. 

We arrived at Los Angeles International Airport early the next morning and, as promised, Sherry was at the baggage claim waiting for me.  She looked better than ever.  Five-foot four with smooth dark brown hair, cherry-bronzed skin and curves that rivaled any coke bottle I had ever seen.  A complete knockout, but I didn’t really notice at the time.

“Hey, how are you holding up,” she said as she hugged me.

I shrugged, still having some difficulty opening my mouth without breaking down.

“Yeah, me too,” Sherry continued.

Sherry and Mom were very close, especially since I went away for college and Mom didn’t have anyone to dote over. Sherry’s family was in New York, so she didn’t mind the attention.

 “Do you need to get your bags?”

“I didn’t pack anything,” I said shaking my head.

We walked out to Sherry’s car, a two-year old black mustang convertible, the well-established starter car of a Los Angeles twenty-something.  It suited her exceptionally well.

“I’m not even sure what to do right now,” I started, “we need to find a funeral home, make arrangements and… oh my god, how did this happen?” I could feel my eyes welling up again.  I guess I had given my tear ducts ample time to re-fill.

“Don’t worry about all that. It’s all taken care of.” Sherry assured.

“How?”

“Well, your mother actually had me make preparations almost a year ago,” she began, “I always thought it was kind of a weird request seeing as how she and your father ar—… I mean were so young, but I didn’t say anything.”

Her foresight in preparing her own burial perplexed me at first, but mom was like that, so I dismissed it quickly.  When I was younger, she used to make my school lunches days in advance and I’m pretty sure she designed my Halloween costumes sometime around St. Patrick’s Day each year.  She was always miles ahead of where she needed to be at any given moment, a trait that seemed at odds with Dad’s perpetual tardiness.  

We pulled up to the house I grew up in, the house my parents told me would always be my home, but it didn’t feel like that at all.  It was a two-story mock colonial with brick siding.  The orchids in the front yard were in the latter stage of wilting away.  It was miserably appropriate.

Sherry opened the door and handed me the key.  As I walked in, I had to suppress the urge to call out for them.  

“I can stay… if you want,” she offered.

“Yeah, I don’t know if I can do this alone,” I replied 

I was fifteen years old again and my mother was scolding me after my friends and I got caught hurling eggs out of a car at pedestrians.  ‘Your actions define you Benny.  Suppose you died tomorrow?  Do you really want this to be the last thing you do on earth, the last thing you’re remembered for.’

“Where were they going,” I asked Sherry.

“What?”

“When they got into the accident.  Where were they headed? What were they doing,” I continued.

“I’m not sure. I think they were coming home from church.”

It was temple actually, but Sherry never made the distinction.  Dad was very devout in his adherence to the traditions of Judaism.  Mom was a non-practicing Muslim, but she was a scholar of all religion.  She was particularly interested in Judaism because of its tradition-based, rather than faith-based take on monotheism.  She always said that she believed that that was the safest approach to religion because it left the door open for multiple interpretations of beliefs as civilization expanded and laws changed.  I must have been about seven years old the first time she lectured me on the importance of finding God in my own way.  The only thing that mattered to me as far as religion went at the time was that I got to finish watching Mighty Morphing Power Rangers before Dad dragged me kicking and screaming off to Hebrew School three days a week.

The inside of the house looked the same, but it felt empty, deserted.  Dad’s desk was cluttered with letters and papers.  As usual, the dining room was filled with bumper stickers and yard signs for the latest campaign he was managing.  My father was a political expert.  He had served as the chief-of-staff for three state senators, two U.S. congressmen and a California gubernatorial candidate.  Brilliant, but a complete mess.

My mother’s office, on the other hand was pristine.  Everything was in its proper place. Filing cabinets lined the far wall with their contents labeled in her handwriting.   Old plane tickets, client lists, receipts for everything she ever did.  All of it was saved somewhere on her computer and backed up on CDs, but she was always more comfortable dealing with the hard-copies.  Mom was a corporate insurance agent for Morris and Meyers Inc. and, as her personal assistant, Sherry was always at her side.  They use to joke that she was bait to entice and distract mom’s clients, who were predominantly wealthy middle-aged men.  The truth is Sherry was the daughter my mom never had.

“I guess we should go through this stuff and see what needs to be returned to the agency,” I said.

“Right away?” Sherry asked, “Are you sure you don’t want to take a little time.”

“Everything in this house brings back memories that are just too painful right now.”

Chapter 4


The funeral service was beautiful, much nicer than it would have been had anyone other than Mom organized it.  After keeping herself together so well during the week, Sherry finally let her emotions get the best of her.  She cried on my shoulder during the better part of the ceremony.  I felt bad about leaving her in this state, but I had to get back to school and living in the empty house wasn’t getting any easier.


Sherry took me back to grab my luggage and as we drove to the airport, I couldn’t help but think that this may be the last time I would ever see her.  She would stay with Morris and Meyers, for a while anyway.  She’d be perfectly fine, but without the connection to Mom, we would have no reason to interact.  I didn’t like that thought at all.


“You gonna be okay?” I asked in an avoiding manner.


She pressed her lips together and nodded rhythmically.


“You,” she asked back.


I shrugged as we walked into the terminal.

“Well, I guess this is it,” Sherry said.  

I suppose she was thinking the same thing I was. I turned and started to walk towards the long line of passengers, but I stopped and turned around.

“Look, if you ever need anything or want to talk, you know I’m always here for you,” I said, “Don’t be a stranger, okay.”

“Yeah, I know, me too… if you need it,” she replied smiling.

I smiled back and that was it.






Chapter 5


Brandon met me at Logan.  I told him I could just take the green line into Kenmore and walk if he was busy studying, but he insisted as usual.  The truth is, he’s not especially big on studying or really school in general. He spends most of his time playing poker on-line, rock-climbing and looking for some dare to be great situation.


I, on the other hand, was looking at cramming about eighty-five hours worth of studying into the five days leading up to my finals, which included biomedical engineering, psychopharmacology, organic chemistry and physiology.  I was a little bit of a masochist when it came to my course load, but everything I did had a purpose, the most important of which at that point was to distract me from the rest of my life. 


Fast forward to test time. After a bottle of not-my-prescription prescription drugs and enough coffee to fill a swimming pool, I was ready to tackle my finals.  Biology was a cakewalk: basic mechanisms of glycolysis and kidney function.  I could have done it in my sleep, although after all the adderol I had taken over the previous week, sleeping wasn’t easy even if I could find the time.  The distraction ended there however.  

I got back to the dorm room after the test to find Brandon sitting at his desk, holding a letter up to the light and staring at it as if entranced.

“Dude, what are you doing?” I asked as I went to grab some more books before heading back to the library.

“I’m not sure, smell this letter,” Brandon said, holding out the letter.

“I gotta go man. No time to mess around.”

“This may be serious, it’s for your mom.”

“Where did you get a letter for my mom.”

“Sherry sent over a bunch of mail for your parents.”

“Sherry?” I repeated, “Did she send anything else, a note or something… for me?”

“Don’t think so,” Brandon replied.

“Are you sure,” I asked insistently.

“What am I your personal assistant? I didn’t see anything but the letters for your parents.  The stack is over on your desk,” Brandon motioned towards the desk, “but will you smell this first.”

“Dude, all I smell is you dirty laundry,” I said thumbing through the letters, “It’s gross.”

“Just smell the damn letter,” Brandon was actually getting angry so I conceded and took the letter.

“It’s blank. Smells like paper,” I said.

“It doesn’t smell… familiar?”

“Faintly, I guess. So what?”

Then something clicked in my head.  When Brandon and I were younger, his dad taught us how to make disappearing ink with acetic acid and rubbing alcohol.  The smell was definitely familiar.  I never could figure out why an agricultural economist knew about stuff like that.

“Acetic acid,” I said, turning towards Brandon as I pulled the letter away from my face.

“Disappearing ink,” Brandon confirmed my suspicion.

“Who’s it from?”

“Here’s the envelope.  A. Alexander,” Brandon answered, “And there’s some kind of insignia here in the lower right.  Does that look like a lighthouse to you?”

“Yeah.  Never seen it before, but I think Alexander was the name of a local city council member my dad used to work with.  I wonder if it’s the same one.”

Why would Mom be getting mail from one of Dad’s old contacts and why would it be in invisible ink? 




*
*
*

The chemistry department was kept locked when there were no classes in session, but as luck would have it, the university work-study office had assigned me to the not so glamorous job of lab dishwasher and as such, I needed the building keys.  Brandon and I raced over there to solve our little mystery.

“What exactly are we looking for again?” Brandon asked as I rifled through the chemicals cabinet.

“Napthol blue-black powder and sodium hydroxide to make a staining solution and reveal the disappearing ink,” I replied.

“Wait, we never used to make a stain, my dad always had everything ready. How do you know how to do this?”

“That worthless bio-tech internship I had last summer,” I said, pulling down a small tinted glass bottle. “Here it is.  Just measure fifteen grams of the blue powder and mix it in with five-hundred milliliters of the ethanol.  I’m gonna look for something to put it in.”

I headed to the glassware cabinet on the other side of the room and came back with a glass bottle to find Brandon staring aimlessly at the chemicals.

“Spanish Major, you’re useless.” I scolded.

I took the ingredients over to the fume hood and mixed up the stain.

“We have to let it spin for a minute,” I explained to Brandon, who couldn’t have cared less. “Do you have the letter?”

“Dude, you didn’t bring the letter. You had it last.”

I checked my pockets. Nothing.

“Dammit,” I whined heading for the door.

“Hang on Benji,” Brandon said as he grabbed me.  He was the only person I allowed to call me by my childhood nickname.  Well, I didn’t really allow him, but I couldn’t stop him either. “You dropped it on your bed as you jetted out,” Brandon continued as he presented the letter from his pocket, “Who’s useless now?”

I chuckled as I grabbed the letter from him and brought it over to the ventilated hood where the stain was spinning.

“Here goes,” I said as I squirted the stain over the blank piece of paper.

Brandon took a rag and wiped the excess stain just as he did when we were younger. I watched intently as paragraphs of hidden words appeared on the previously blank paper.

“Cool,” Brandon said as we both smiled at each other and began to read the letter.

“Holy shit, are you reading this?”





Chapter 6

Jensen Whales, impeccably dressed as always, walked leisurely into a boardroom full of anxious men, desperate for some good news.  He was forty-five minutes late, but Whales was never in a hurry.  As the President and C.E.O. of Gaia Global, the most successful and influential weapons defense corporation in the world, he wasn’t on anyone else’s time.  They were all always on his.  He was the corporation’s golden boy.  His father, who preceded him as the company leader, had struggled for years under the all-powerful thumb of longtime competitor and the industry’s previous top dog, the Dominion Corporation.  Through a number of more than ethically-questionable backdoor tactics, Jensen, the youthful heir to the Gaia thrown, secured key contracts around the globe that catapulted the company to their undisputed seat at the top of the mountain.

His faithful subordinates knew and accepted his frequent displays of superiority and disregard, but this was no run of the mill board meeting.  The attendees included not only the board members of Gaia Global, but also those of Dominion Corp. and they were not amused by the young king’s disrespectful behavior.

“Nice of you to show up to the meeting you called,” chided Harrison Coltun, executive vice-president of Dominion and the corporation’s highest ranking official present.

“Easy Harry,” Jensen replied, “Why the rush? How’s the family? Jane and---”

“Can we just get down to business, Mr. Whales?” piped up a younger Dominion executive.

“Harry, you would do well to instruct your underlings not to interrupt me,” Jensen instructed with the slightest overtones of anger as he ignored the young man’s presence entirely. Jensen took a long deep breath before continuing “So, speaking of business, I heard about that contract you negotiated with the Sudanese insurgen--, I mean freedom fighters.  Impressive stuff for a late-starter,” he said smugly.

“Thanks,” Coltun replied, matching Jensen’s arrogance, “but we’re not here to trade secrets.  We’re here to protect them or have you forgotten?”

“Of course, to business then,” Jensen finally conceded, “As most of you know, the tragic death of the BEACON agent has only delayed our latest problem.  The STAARC document is still out there and we need to make sure it doesn’t fall into the wrong hands. Harry will explain our current situation.”

“Thank you Jensen,” Coltun said as he walked to the head of the table where Jensen took his seat.  “Our men within BEACON have informed us that the information was discovered only two weeks before the accident and the deceased agent was the only person with knowledge of the location.  Joint agency sweeper teams are already being assembled from Dominion and Gaia’s special ops divisions to uncover the location of the document and will be bringing us weekly reports, the first of which is to be delivered today,” Coltun faced the polycom on the table, “ Fox, give us some good news?”

“Yes sir,” came a voice from the speaker of the polycom, “I’m sorry, but unfortunately I haven’t come across anything of any use.  The house is clean.  All correspondence has been triple checked and there is nothing from anyone with any known connections to BEACON.”

As Fox continued, Coltun answered his cell phone and put it to his ear.

“Listen to me very carefully,” jumped in Jensen, “You have a very simple job.  Keep looking.  If you continue to come up empty handed—”.

Coltun interrupted Jensen’s tirade and whispered into his ear, “The boy is on his way back to Los Angeles.  Something’s up and we need to find out what.”

Jensen turned back to the polycom, “Luckily for you Fox, you just regained your usefulness.”





Chapter 7

“I can’t believe you’re going back and you’re not letting me go with you?” Brandon protested.

“That’ll be four hundred fifty-three dollars,” the flight desk cashier said.

“Thanks mam, here you go,” I replied as I passed my credit card over the counter.

“Besides, what are you going to do about you finals,” Brandon continued as we walked away from the check-in counter.

“I already explained everything to Professors Trager, DeBold and Miczek,” I said, “They all assured me that if I don’t make it back in time for the exams, they’ll just let me keep the grade I currently have in the courses.”

“Dude, first of all there is no way you’re going to be back in time for any of your exams and secondly how did you get Trager to lay down for you like that?  I have that guy for biostatistics and he’s a real hard ass.” Brandon said.

“He was actually really cool about it, said he was glad I told him and offered me my current grade himself,” I paused and thought for a second, “What are you doing taking biostats, you’re a spanish major.”

“It fulfills a distribution requirement,” Brandon said defensively, “and Laura Price was taking it so I thought I’d nail two birds with one stone.”

“Don’t you mean kill two birds with one stone?” I asked.

“No. I didn’t kill Laura Price, but I definitely n--.”

“Alright, alright, I gotta go catch my plane.” I said.

“Which brings me back to my point, why aren’t you letting me come back with you?”

“Bro, I’m having a hard time right now.  I just need to get to the bottom of this whole thing on my own, alright,” I replied.

“That’s exactly why I should be going with you.  We’ve always had each other’s back, remember?” Brandon contested.

“You’re going back to LA in two weeks, what are you whining about?”

“I’m worried about you dude, what if this whole letter thing is real?”

“Everything will be fine, just call me when you get back, cool?”

Brandon finally conceded as I left him and went through the security checkpoint at Logan.  It’s not that I didn’t want him to come along.  I did.  I was petrified to be doing this all alone, but Brandon had finals and I know him too well.  He’s a total adrenaline junkie.  If I let him come, he would turn me into a conspiracy hypochondriac.  Everything he saw would be some kind of clue or message and I really just needed to remain level headed at that point.





*
*
*

I tried to sleep on the plane, but I couldn’t.  Maybe it was because the adderol hadn’t worn off yet or maybe it was just that my mind was racing at a mile a minute trying to consider all the possible reasons Mr. Alexander would have sent my mother such a dire message just days before her death.  Each rationale I could come up with seemed more unrealistic than the last.  I took the letter out of the breast pocket of the p-coat that was sitting neatly folded on my lap and began to re-read it, wondering if there was anything I had missed.

Dearest Naomi,

I know it has been ages since we last spoke and you probably have no interest in hearing from me, but I pray that you read this in its entirety.  Through my contacts, I have come across some very urgent news that I must bring to your attention.  I know we have had our differences, but you must believe that, despite my departure from the organization, I still stay true to its goals and values and I have always felt for you as one of my dearest friends.  That is why when I found out about what is happening, I had to warn you even if it meant risking everything.


Naomi, you are in great danger.  My sources tell me that the leaders of Gaia and Dominion have been meeting in secrecy to discuss your recent trips to the Middle East.  They are on to you and, from what it sounds like, they have been for a long time. I believe that your recent discoveries have put you in imminent danger.  Please take whatever measures are necessary to protect yourself and your family. There is no shame in hiding.  Stay safe.

Your friend always,



A. Alexander





Chapter 8


I was in major need of clearing my head so, rather than going straight home, I headed to Westwood Village to take a walk and think.  To be completely honest, I had to work up the nerve to go back to the house.  There was no telling what I was going to find there and besides, I needed somewhere safe to investigate the clues I got from the letter.


As I had expected, the University of California Los Angeles library was packed to the brim with stressed out students trying to get in a few more all-nighters before their exams, but, luckily, I found a quiet little spot on the periphery of the stacks.  I didn’t really know where to begin.  The letter just mentioned some unnamed organization that Mom was apparently a part of along with two other organizations, Gaia and Dominion.  I had no idea what they were so I did what any semi-educated, computer-literate student would do in my situation.  I googled them.


Unfortunately, Gaia turned up little and Dominion turned up even less.  After hours of scrolling through the thousands of links to pagan mythology, anime and sexual fetishes, I determined that this was not the most efficient use of my time, but I wasn’t ready to go home yet.  I just needed to take a break.


I headed over to one of my favorite places in the city, the best cookie shop I have ever been to, Diddy Riese.  I was a bit of a sugarholic, to say the least.  Just as I was about to bite into my vanilla ice cream white chocolate macadamia nut cookie sandwich, I got an unexpected surprise.


“Ben?” Sherry questioned, “I was just passing by and I thought I saw you, but I almost just kept on walking.  Aren’t you supposed to be taking your finals in Boston right about now?”


“Yeah, uh, something came up that I needed to deal with so I kinda had to blow them all off.  What are you doing out here in Westwood?” I asked evasively.


“Ben, the insurance agency is just down the block on Wilshire.  Didn’t you know where your mom and I worked.”


“Oh yeah, right, of course.”


“Are you okay? What did you say you need to deal with?”


“I didn’t”


My utter inability to go to my own house made it clear that I needed help and, lately, I had come to trust Sherry as much as anyone so after a bit of hesitation, I decided 

to tell her.


“Have you ever felt like everything you thought was real wasn’t” I asked.


“What are you talking about?”


“Do you mind giving me a ride home, I’ll tell you everything in the car.”


“Yeah sure.”


Sherry and I got up from the green outdoor lawn chairs that litter the sidewalk outside of Diddy Riese and headed to her car.  I couldn’t help but think that everyone I saw was following me.  I had to keep reminding myself that I was probably blowing this whole thing out of proportion.  As we tore down the 101 freeway, I told Sherry about the letter.

“Are you messing with me?” Sherry responded.

“I don’t know, maybe I’m the one being messed with,” I said.

“Where did it come from?”

“A. Alexander.”

“You already told me who it came from, but where did it come from,” Sherry persisted, “Does the envelope have a return address?”

Of course, a return address.  I was so busy trying to figure out what Gaia and Dominion were, that I didn’t even check for the most obvious clue in the letter.  I pulled it out of my pocket.

“Yeah, it does,” I replied, “1322 Cassil St, Hollywood.”

“Well, what are we doing taking you home?  Let’s go find out exactly who this A. Alexander is.” 




*
*
*


It was the dead center of old Hollywood, just a couple blocks from the ever-expanding Hollywood and Highland complex, the latest home of the Academy Awards.  The area wasn’t much to look at in the daylight, but at night it lit up like Las Vegas Blvd with the towering thirty foot elephants of The Highlands Mall overseeing the city.  Cassil Street was a small alcove, littered with fifteen-dollar parking lots for the bar hopping hipsters looking for a break from the more pretentious, celebrity infested club scene just a couple miles down Sunset Blvd.


There were a few apartment-looking buildings along the street, most of which housed the offices of small film and record producing studios.  We pulled up in front of the address on the envelope, but the place looked deserted from the outside.  There were no cars anywhere around and the lights were all out inside.


“Doesn’t look like anyone’s home,” Sherry said with a nervous chuckle.


I rang the doorbell.  No answer.


“Hello,” I said, tapping the door.


Still nothing.


“Hello,” I said louder now, banging on the door.  

The door opened a little.  I pushed it open and stepped into the darkness.  For some reason the fear and uneasiness I had felt earlier was starting to fade.  I had countless unanswered questions about my parents’ death, as I am sure most people do when a loved one dies.  With this letter though, it seemed that I might be able to find some answers.

The room we entered was pitch black and I felt along the wall for a light.

“Shit,” I said tripping over a large object and falling on my face.

“I think I found the lightswitch,” Sherry said, “Are you okay?”

The lights came on and I realized I had tripped over a large man lying face down on the ground.  I clambered up off of him.  He looked about thirty-five years old and his suit was covered in blood.  I didn’t get the chance to see much more of him before I raced out the front door and began puking on the dahlias in front garden.





Chapter 9

Neither of us said a word the entire ride to my house.  In the time it took me to run outside of the abandoned studio, my hunch that my parents’ death may not have been just a simple accident turned into a near certainty as far as I was concerned.

“Are you sure you’ll be safe here?” Sherry asked me through the car window as I started up the walkway, “You know you’re more than welcome to stay at my place.”

“I need to see if there is anything here that can point me in the right direction.”

“Then let me stay.  I can help you.”

I walked back and squatted next to Sherry’s open window holding myself steady on the car.

“Sherry, you need to get out of here.  I’m not sure what kind of trouble my parents were in or what kind of trouble I’m about to jump into and I’m not going to take you with me.  I’ll keep in touch, but I don’t want to put you in any danger.”

She nodded her head in consent as she put her hands over mine.  I stood up to turn around, but before I could, she grabbed me by the jacket, pulled me back down to the car window and kissed me.  My knees buckled a little.  As I walked towards the front door of the house, I couldn’t help but think that maybe I should get myself into these dangerous situations more often.


I looked back and watched her drive away from the porch.  Maybe I should have took her up on her offer.  Oh well, I had more important things to do and she’s so innocent.  I was mad enough at myself already for putting her through the incident at the Hollywood studio.


I reached for the door but I hesitated.


“Come on B,” that’s what I call myself in my head, “It’s your own house.  Don’t be a pussy.”


The pep talk worked and I opened the door.  I definitely should have gone with Sherry.






Chapter 10


“God dammit Fox,” Jensen said clenching his teeth, “We’re running out of time.”


His office was entirely blacked out with the exception of the desk lamp illuminating his keyboard and the antique 1893 coffee mill replica rotary telephone he was talking into.


“I know what I’m doing boss.  Just leave it to me,” came the voice from the receiver.


“That’s not good enough.  I’ve been leaving it to you and you’ve turned up nothing but a bunch of old political campaign junk.  Our faith in you is wearing thin.  Hurry up,” Jensen hung up without waiting for a response.






*
*
*

   
I left the house a mess when I headed back to Boston, but someone had been here since.  Despite my mental state during the week between my parent’s death and their funeral, my memory was still flawless.  The snow globe on Dad’s desk was rotated from its usual position, the family portrait hanging in the entryway was slightly askew and Dad’s desk, though still full of crap was uncommonly tidied up.


“No time to run,” I told myself as I stealthily crept through the dark house wondering if the intruder was still there.


I grabbed an old wooden baseball bat from the coat closet.  My grandfather had given it to me when I was eleven.  It was signed by Al Downing, the Los Angeles Dodger pitcher that delivered the fastball that Hank Aaron clobbered, thus surpassing Babe Ruth’s legendary home run record in 1974.  My grandfather and I both learned a valuable lesson from that gift.  I learned that not every baseball bat was meant to hit balls and he learned not to trust a pre-teen baseball addict to understand that anything was more important than playing the game on any given day.


I searched each room, looking under every bed, in every closet and through every kitchen cabinet, even the one’s too small to hide in.  The house was clear.  Whoever had been here was gone, but there didn’t appear to be anything missing.  Whatever they were looking for, they didn’t find it.  Tomorrow morning, it was my turn to search.






Chapter 11


I woke up on the floor.  I couldn’t bring myself to sleeping upstairs in my own bed.  I saw myself waking up in a familiar place feeling completely at peace as if the past two weeks were just a dream and then reality would sink in.  I thought maybe if I slept downstairs I would avoid the peaceful feeling and hopefully the ensuing depression wouldn’t be as bad.  It’s all relative.

 The sun was just barely creeping up over the hills through the cloud cover that had only recently become a staple of southern California mornings.  I got dressed and headed back out to Hollywood, hoping I would make it before the rush of tour buses, eager photographers and costumed street acts hit the Walk of Stars.  It takes a very special person to enjoy the melee that Hollywood Blvd between Highland and La Brea turn into during the daytime. I was not one of these people or maybe living in Los Angeles my entire life had just turned me into a tourist-hating snob.  Nevertheless, I usually did my best to only venture into that part of town after 8:00pm.

Unfortunately, however, the Hollywood Chamber of Commerce happened to be located right on the star walk across from Grauman’s Chinese Theatre.  Luckily, I made it in and found parking during the magical hour in between when all the offices open and when the tourist slurry blows in.

“Excuse me, could you point me to the business directory,” I asked the mildly attractive desk attendant.

She looked up, continuing to play with her blonde-streaked brunette braids, and pointed to a blueprint map of the offices displaying the location of all its holdings.  She didn’t say a word.

“Here it is.  Thanks for your help,” I said.

“Uh huh,” she finally replied.

I headed over to the wall of filing cabinets that I saw on the blueprint and began searching through all of the studios in the area.  Not that it was surprising, but there were a lot of them.  I got through the over four hundred studio listings in just about two hours, but the Cassil St location wasn’t in any of the files.

“Excuse me,” I prodded my talkative new friend at the desk, “Is there a business listing by address?”

She sighed heavily as if to indicate that I was interrupting something important.     

 
“What’s the address,” She asked as she meandered slowly over to her computer station just five feet behind her.


“Uh, 1322 Cassil St,” I said as I peered down at the counter just long enough to see what she was so engrossed in.  It was the latest installment of US magazine detailing the disintegrating relationship of some young starlet.  The stories were all the same.


“Cassil Street? Really? I live over on Cassil St,” she suddenly lightened up, “What are you looking for over there?”


“Uh, nothing important,” I said evasively, “Just looking to buy an old studio.”


Momentarily, we switched personalities as the desk attendant became increasingly inquisitive and friendly and I became the shut in.


“You look a little young to be an entrepreneur,” she commented, “What is it that you do?”


“Um, I’m a record producer.”


“For real?  I’m a bit of a singer myself.  You wanna hear?


“Uh, have you found that address yet?”


She began singing.


“Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound, that saves a wretch like me…”


She was actually pretty good.  Too bad I was lying and couldn’t do anything for her.


“What do you think,” she asked eagerly.


“Not bad,” I encouraged, hoping it would hurry her up, “Any luck on that address.”


“She looked at the screen and answered, “Oh yeah, sorry.  It’s actually not listed as a studio.  It was licensed as an official government office.”


“What does that mean?  What was it used for?”


“I don’t know?  Could have been an extension of the police department, or an off-site city council meeting center, or maybe an interrogation site.  Most likely, it was just a campaign headquarters.  That’s what the majority of them are used for.  They’re all over the city.”


“Does it say who it belongs to?”


“Well, I’m actually not supposed to give out that information.”


It was time to turn on the charm and use this unique situation to my advantage.


“Okay, I understand.  What was your name?”


“Tina.”


“You know Tina, you have an amazing voice.  You don’t happen to have a demo tape do you?”


“Yeah,” she said excitedly, “I have one right here.”


She opened the drawer of her desk and pulled out a stack of CDs.


“Here take a few just in case you lose one,” she offered.


“Oh, you know what? I actually really shouldn’t before I expand.  That’s actually why I looking for more studio space.”


“Well, I guess if you’re looking to do business with the owner of that space, he’d probably want you to get in touch with him, right?”


“I would think so.”


“Then I guess I can give you the name?”


Bingo.


“Really, you’d do that for me?  You’re the best Tina.”


She handed me a post-it with the name and contact information I was looking for.


“Thank you so much sweetheart.  I’ll call you about the demo soon, okay?”


“Okay,” she said, a smile stretching across her face.


I turned and headed for the door.


“My number and address are right on the CDs,” she called out.


I raised my hand in acknowledgement as I rushed out the door.


I was in the commerce office for a good four hours looking for the information written on the small yellow piece of paper in my pocket.  By the time I got back out side, it was afternoon and I found myself stuck in a crowd of tourist that rivaled midtown Manhattan during the Christmas shopping season. The claustrophobia began to kick in.  I pulled the post-it out of my pocket to see what it said and headed for the street side of the sidewalk to avoid the crowd and catch my breath.


“Get out of the way, man,” said a man dressed as Batman as he shoved me. 


I hopped off the curb to keep my balance and took a moment to check myself.  All of a sudden, something hit me from behind and threw me back into the crowd on the sidewalk.  I hit the concrete hard as the big orange Holly Trolly rolled past, just missing my feet, which were still dangling off the curb.


“Whoa, you really need to start paying attention to the world around you Benji,” said Brandon as he helped me up to my feet.


“Did you just,” I said shocked.


“Yeah.”


“Was I?”


“Uh huh.”


“Wait, what are you doing here?”


“I came back early. The only real final I had was biostats and Trager cancelled it.  Said he had some kind of emergency to deal with and did the same thing he agreed to do with your final.”


“Lucky you were here, but what are you doing out in Hollywood and why didn’t you tell me you were home?”


“Good to see you too. You’re welcome, by the way. What’s with the interrogation?”


“Nothing, it’s just kinda weird, you showing up just in time to save me when you should be 3000 miles away and now you’re avoiding my questions.”


“Jeez, that’s gratitude for you.  I just got in last night.  I’ve been calling you all morning, but you haven’t answered genius.  And I’m in Hollywood because my Dad is having construction done on my apartment three blocks away and I’m furniture shopping for when it’s done.”


“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to jump on you.  Thanks a lot, I really owe you one bro.”


“Damn straight you do. Come on, let’s get some grub. I’m starving.”


“Yeah, just let me make a quick call,” I said pulling my cell phone and the now crumpled post-it from my pocket.


In my rush to get out of the commerce office I didn’t get a chance to see who owned the building, but the information I persuaded from Tina just confirmed my earlier suspicion. 

Aaron Alexander

California State Senator

(310) 555-1212

 I was right about the letter’s sender.  It was Dad’s old candidate and if I wanted to find some answers, I needed to go see him.






Chapter 12


“You have reached the field offices of Senator Aaron Alexander located at 825 Canon Dr. in Beverly Hills, California.  We are currently unavailable, but please 

leave—,” I didn’t wait for the recording to finish.


“Do you want to eat around here or…?” Brandon asked as the elevator took us down to the Hollywood and Highland mall parking garage.


“How about Mulberry St,” I suggested, “I could definitely go for some good New York pizza.”


“All the way over on Rodeo?” Brandon questioned, “That’s a pretty far trek during midday traffic.”


“Don’t worry about it, I’ll drive.  Besides, what else do you have to do today?”


“Good point.”


Mulberry St. Pizzeria is far and away the best pizza in Los Angeles mainly due to its owner’s brilliant idea to ship truckloads of water from New York to make the pizza dough with.  More importantly, it was actually located on Canon Dr., two streets east of Rodeo Dr. and less than a block away from Senator Alexander’s office.


“Who’d you call?” Brandon asked.


I had never kept anything from Brandon before, and I wasn’t about to start now, but I was wary.


“Promise me you won’t blow this out of proportion or go all conspiracy theorist on me,” I forewarned.


 “Yeah, yeah.  Who was it,” Brandon’s eyes widened and I could see his pupils dilate with intrigue.  I had to bust his balls a little.


“An answering machine,” I paused as the Brandon’s excitement deflated, “…belonging to Senator Aaron Alexander.”


“A. Alexander?” Brandon asked insistently.


I nodded.






*
*
*

Brandon was right.  Traffic was horrible and being the easily frustrated driver that I am, I changed my mind at least six times about what route to take, which probably added a good 20 minutes to the drive.  All in all it took us about an hour to drive the 5 mile distance.  At least that should have given the Senator enough time to get back from lunch, which I assumed was the reason behind the un-manned phones.

“You found a dead guy and you didn’t call the cops?” Brandon asked as we sat at the red and white checker-clothed tables on the Canon Dr sidewalk.

“No, do you think I should have?” I managed to jumble through the slice of pepperoni in my mouth.

“Hell no, I’m just surprised.  I’ve never known you to be the adventurous do-it-yourself type.  I mean you used to tell on me when I took cookies from your mom’s cupboard before dinner.”

“Yeah, I don’t know.  This stuff is so over my head.  I just thought I’d never figure it all out unless I did it myself.  Besides, the police already ruled my parent’s death an accident.”

“I’m proud of you buddy.  So what’s the plan?”

“Well, I guess we’ll just go see what Alexander knows.”

“We can’t just walk in there and start talking about murder and dead bodies in Hollywood.  What if this guy has something to do with their deaths?”

“He sent that letter to warn them.  He wasn’t behind it.”

“You found a dead body in a building he owns.  It may still be there for all we know.  We have no idea what kinda shit he’s in or what he’s capable of.”

“Fine, I’ll be careful. Let’s get over there before he heads home for the night though.”

The Senator’s office was located in an alcove off the street, nestled between a plastic surgery clinic and a health and wellness center.

“How do you know he’s even here?  Doesn’t he work up in Sacramento?”  Brandon whispered as I pulled open the glass doors with the Senators name superimposed on them.

“State legislature’s not in session right now.” I was surprised it took Brandon so long to ask that question.

We entered into a small waiting room furnished with black leather couches and glass end tables.  There was a desk at the far end of the room with a naturally tanned and incredibly attractive intern on the phone behind it.

“Sure thing Mr. Brown.  I’m sending you to him right now,” she said into the phone before turning her attention to us, “Can I help you?”

She sat high in her chair, totally confident in herself and all too aware of her own beauty in her perfectly fit black business suit. She was probably the daughter of one of Alexander’s contributors, graduate of a well-established university and trying to pave her way into local politics by manning the Senator’s phones.  I had a knack for sizing up people, women in particular. Brandon however, saw all women the same.

“Maybe.  Do you have a boyfriend?” Brandon asked.  He was very good at making his intentions bluntly public.  It tended to work on your typical college co-ed, but this girl was way out of his league.

A look of disgust came across her face. “I’m Senator Alexander’s executive assistant and this is not a singles bar.  If hitting on me was the only reason you walked through those doors, you can—.”

“No, we’re here to speak with the Senator,” I said putting my hand on Brandon’s left shoulder and holding him back as I stepped forward.  He turned and went to sit on the couch.

“Do you have an appointment?”

“No, but my father was an old friend of his and I need his help.”


“What’s your name?”


“Ben Alhadeff.  My father was Shawn Alhadeff.”


“Wait a moment”


She stepped into the office through the door behind her desk and I joined Brandon on the couch.


“What a hottie, no?” Brandon was so insightful sometimes.


I just shook my head.

“What?” he asked.

The door to the office swung open.  The girl came out followed by a man wearing a loosened tie over a white button down shirt with the cuffs rolled up and the top button undone. 

“Ben, come on in.  I’m Aaron,” Alexander said.

Brandon and I walked in to the office and took a seat.

“Pardon the mess, I’m in the middle of drafting something and I’m having trouble finding the proper forms.  They’re around here somewhere. What can I do for you?” Alexander asked.

Alexander was a bit disheveled and sported a five-o-clock shadow.  Not exactly the typical image of a politician.  I guess the clean cut look was just for the campaign trail.  The office was a mess as well.  Dad clearly passed on his organizational skills to the candidates he worked with.

“I’m actually here to talk about my parents,” I said.

“Yeah, I heard.  I’m so sorry.  Your parents were… they were really good people.  Your father did a lot for me.”  

“What about my mother.  Did you know her well?”

“Not particularly. I worked with your father, but I only met your mother on a few occasions.”

“Huh. Do the names Gaia and Dominion mean anything to you?”

“No, should they?”

“Maybe not.”

“Is everything alright Ben? I’m not totally where you’re going here.”

“Yeah I’m sorry to have bothered you Senator.  Thanks for your time,” I said getting up from my seat and reaching out to shake his hand.

I could tell that the Senator genuinely had no idea what I was talking about.  This made no sense though.  The letter was signed with his name and sent from a building he owns.  I hit a dead end.





Chapter 13

“What now?” I said.

“Look, you know me buddy,” Brandon began, “I love a good adventure and I’m always the one reading way too much into things, but do you think you may be grasping at straws.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your parents just died.  You’re grieving and you’re looking for answers, but maybe it really was just a car accident.”

“Are you serious? Brandon you found the letter that was sent to warn my mom.  Someone was trying to kill her and now both she and my dad are dead.”

“You’ve been beating yourself up for days.  I’m just saying that whatever your mom was into, she kept you out of it for a reason.  She didn’t want it to be your fight.  Maybe you should consider her wishes.”

“They were my parents.  If it’s not my fight, then whose is it?”

Brandon had no answer.

“What are you boys talking about?” Sherry asked as she set down three drinks by the side of the Jacuzzi and stepped in to join us.

As involved as I was in planning my next move, seeing her walk around in that brown striped bikini with her hair down made my mind turn to mush and everything else just disappear.

She had invited us over for a barbeque at her new apartment in Sherman Oaks.  I had a feeling Brandon might have suggested the idea to her as a means of taking my mind off the fact that the only lead I had left led me nowhere and I had no further plan of action.  Whatever the reason, I was enjoying myself for the first time since I spoke with Senator Alexander.  

Sherry’s complex went above and beyond the typical amenities of a luxury apartment complex, at least compared to others in the Valley.  The main building was overseen by a 24-hour security guard service and housed a large fitness facility, a sauna and a recreation room complete with a library, a 52-inch HDTV and a pool table.  The rear door of this building opened into the courtyard with a 10x10 foot stone pebble fountain and a huge kidney-shaped swimming pool surrounded by four Jacuzzi spas, outdoor umbrella tables and about thirty lounge chairs.

As you delve deeper into the vast complex past building after building, each full of one and two-bedroom apartments, you get to the outdoor athletic facilities.  This included a beach volleyball sand pit with an official AVP net, a hard surface tennis court surrounded by a chain-linked fence to prevent the loss of balls, a full basketball court and a second pool divided into lanes for swimming laps.

“Nothing, Brandon’s trying to convince me that I should just give up,” I answered Sherry, “…and I’m refusing.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Sherry replied, “Your mom meant a lot to me and if she was really—”

“Hey, don’t forget that you’re a recent addition to this picture okay, I’ve known and loved Mr. and Mrs. Alhadeff most of my life,” Brandon defended himself.

“Easy, both of you,” I interjected.

“Ben, I just don’t want this to consume you.  Don’t forget that we have to get back to school eventually and get on with our lives,” Brandon said.

My phone began to ring over on the lounge chair.

“Do you want me to get it for you,” Sherry asked.

“Naw, I got it,” I said as I jumped out the side of the spa and walked, dripping over to the lounge chair on the other end of the courtyard.

Brandon and Sherry continued arguing in the spa as I answered the phone.

“Hello?” I said.

“Is this Benjamin Alhadeff,” asked the voice.

“Speaking.”

“Don’t react to what I’m about to tell you.  My name is Amy Alexander, I believe you spoke with my husband a few days ago.  I was the one that sent your mother that letter.”

“A. Alexander.”

“He told me you had a friend with you.  I need to speak to you alone.  I am putting myself in great danger by contacting you so you need to promise that you won’t tell anyone about this.  We can’t trust anybody right now, even those you think are your friends. Is that clear?”

I looked over at Sherry and Brandon, still going at it.

“Yeah.”

“Good.  I take it you remember how to get to the campaign office on Cassil St?” 






Chapter 14


The argument between Brandon and Sherry had escalated. They were shouting and immaturely insulting each other’s intelligence by the time I walked back so I took it as an opportunity.


“Look, it’s late.  Brandon and I better get home,” I said to Sherry.


She looked disappointed, but Brandon was more than happy to get out of there.


“You’re really leaving?” Sherry asked while she walked us out as if she was expecting something, but I wasn’t about to let this new lead slip through my fingers for anything.


“I had a great time. Thanks a lot.  I really needed this,” I assured her of my gratitude.


Ben was too busy complaining about Sherry during the ride to his house to notice that I was in a hurry and that I wasn’t really paying any attention to him, or traffic lights for that matter. I sped off as soon as Brandon shut the car door behind him.  There was no time for subtlety and tact.  I assumed I would be able to explain it to him eventually, but now wasn’t the time.





*
*
*


The campaign office looked just as it had before, but the lights were already on.  Amy Alexander was waiting on the front porch to usher me in.


“Any dead bodies today?” I asked as we walked in.


“There’s an explanation for that,” Amy said.


“Because I don’t want to be caught off guard again.”


“Neither do I.  My garden may not be able to withstand another vomiting episode.”


“Jokes aside, what the hell is going on?”


“The dead man.  He was a member of a secret organization.”


“Gaia and Dominion.”


“One or the other, yes.  He had been posing as our mailman for the last few weeks after I received a letter from one of my contacts regarding something your mother was working on.”


“Something Mom was working on?  What, were they trying to scam the insurance company?  Is that why my mother was killed?”


“No.  Ben, your mother wasn’t an insurance agent.”


“What are you talking about? Of course she was.  I’ve seen her office.  Sherry’s worked directly with her for years.  She worked for Morris and Meyers Insurance.”


“Morris and Meyers is simply a front for a much more extensive operation.  Most of its employees are indeed insurance agents and are completely unaware of its deeper affiliations, but the board of directors are actually members of the same organization that your mother and I belonged to, BEACON. I know it’s a lot to take in all at once.”


That was an understatement and it was just the beginning.


“The man that you saw here last week identified me as a BEACON member and as has been the policy of Gaia and Dominion for dealing with our organization, he tried to kill me.  It was self-defense.”


“And he knew about my mother.  He killed my parents?”


“Maybe, I don’t know exactly who killed your parents, but you can be sure that your recent escapades have drawn the interest of Gaia and Dominion.  I want you to drop this.  You have already put yourself in danger.  Please, just go live your life.  Leave the detective work to someone else.”


“The police already ruled my parents’ death an accident.”


“Our organizations don’t exactly work within the boundaries of any written law.  Just because the police have stopped investigating their murder, doesn’t mean BEACON has.  I am sure they are intent on discovering what your mother was killed for and making sure she didn’t die in vain.”


“Then why do you say it like you are unsure.  If you are a member of this BEACON, then why don’t you know exactly what is being done.”


“Well, first of all, that is not how the organization works.  We operate in cells.  It keeps us off Gaia and Dominion’s radar, but it has the disadvantage of separating us from each other.  Secondly, I have not been an official member of BEACON for many years now.  That’s kind of why your mother and I drifted apart.”


“What do you mean?”


“Your mother and I started in the organization in our early twenties.  We became partners in fact.  She was the best friend that I had ever had and we were both devoted to the cause.”


“That being?”


“To expose the evil plans of Gaia and Dominion and in doing so, to bring peace to the world, a peace that humanity is instinctually driven towards creating.”


“So, what happened?”


“I met my husband and my priorities changed.  I couldn’t let my position in BEACON put his life in jeopardy so I left the organization and have been underground ever since.  It was during a particularly hard period in BEACON’s history.  Finally we had become such a thorn in Gaia’s side that they unleashed a plan to hunt down and kill each and every BEACON member.   Our numbers around the globe dwindled.  Many, like me, left the organization and went underground.  Others, like your mother, carried on the fight.  She stopped talking to me the day I turned in my resignation.  She said it was for our protection, but I knew it was because she despised me for my decision to leave.  She never forgave me for that.”


“I’m sorry.  Is that why you introduced my father to your husband?”


“Yes, I had hoped that it may re-kindle our friendship, but your mother just made excuses as to why she couldn’t attend the campaign functions.  Neither Aaron nor your father ever caught on that we had known each other before.  I imagine it was your mother that eventually convinced your father to leave Aaron’s campaign.”


The conversation had taken a turn away from where I had expected it to go.  It seemed that Mrs. Alexander had merely wanted to talk to me to relieve the guilt she felt about losing touch with my mother.  I knew she knew what I was looking for though so I prodded.


“What exactly was so important that it got both my parents killed?”


“I want you to stop worrying about that.  It’s being taken care of.”


“Listen, I can see that my mother’s death hit you hard, so you’ll understand that I can’t just let this go.  So either you tell me what she was doing, and who Gaia, Dominion and BEACON really are or I’m going to find it out somewhere else.”


“These organizations have been kept secret for hundreds of years.  You think you can just run a google search and find what you are looking for?”


Ouch.  Maybe I was in over my head, but that wasn’t about to stop me.


“Look,” I continued, “They were my parents.  I want to help.  Just give me something.”


She must have seen the determination in my eyes, because it seemed as if I had broken through her defenses.


“God, you’re just like your mother.  Fine.”






Chapter 15


“I don’t trust them Harry,” Oliver Hayes said as he paced around his antique mahogany desk while Harrison Coltun observed from one of the couches spread throughout Hayes’ palatial executive office at Dominion’s headquarters.


“And you shouldn’t,” Coltun answered.


“Yes, but we need them more than you understand and they need us in return.  Dominion and Gaia Global will always be linked.”


“Unless we can find a way to put them out of business.  Isn’t that the eventual goal?”


“No, it never has been.  That is why the companies have survived for thousands of years.  Our aim is superiority, not domination.  I’m afraid you and Jensen have not learned that yet.”


“But why put our efforts into beating them when we can just as easily destroy Gaia.”


“Because we can’t, not with out destroying Dominion along with it.  We are too engrained in each others history.  We know each others secrets and if one goes down, we both go down.  Jensen’s predecessor understood that.  He played by the rules.  I’m afraid the young Whales is too headstrong and arrogant.  He’s going to drive us all into the ground.”


Oliver Hayes was the patriarch of the Dominion Organization.  As chief executive officer he had overseen the golden age of his company as well as its recent downfall following Jensen Whales’ astonishing successes.  In truth, Hayes could not see him as his equal.  In his eyes, Jensen was still just a loud mouthed, arrogant child who had no concept of the power he now possessed.  Hayes’ true adversary was Jensen’s father, Grayson Whales.  He understood that his skewed vision of the current situation was a disadvantage to Dominion.  As such, he had relinquished most of the executive duties to his expected successor, Coltun.  Unfortunately, neither he nor the elder Whales had prepared the two younger men for what they were about to face nor warned them of the responsibilities they had for one another.  He despised Grayson for dying suddenly in a plane crash and leaving him alone to carry on the covenant struck between the two companies’ centuries earlier.


“How can we stop him.”


“I’m an old man Harry.  I don’t have the answers anymore, but you better come up with something quick.”


The two sat there a moment contemplating.


“Any word from your man?” Hayes finally asked.


“Yes, I just spoke with him.  The kid still hasn’t figured anything out yet, but we may have gotten a break.  He’s back at the abandoned building in Hollywood and apparently there was someone there to meet him?”


“Another dead Gaia spy?”


“No, a woman. Very much alive… for now.”


“The mother’s assistant?”


“No, he was with her earlier, but took off suddenly after getting a phone call.”


“From who?”


“Not sure, we haven’t had an opportunity to place a device on his phone, it’s like he sleeps with the thing.”


“What about the Hollywood place?  Do we have audio there?”


“No sir,” Coltun said apologetically, “By the time the teams swept the location after his first visit, the body was gone and after the way Alhadeff mishandled himself, we determined that it was unlikely that he’d return there.”


“But there was evidence that the building was connected to BEACON.  A member of the organizations was murdered for Christ sake.”


“Jensen and I agreed that, based on intel that the mother was the only one privy to the location of the document, the boy should be the focus of our attention.  All operations regarding the tracking and removal of BEACON members have been deferred.”


“Well, maybe it’s time you re-evaluated your strategy.  The Alhadeff boy may be even more useful than you think.”






Chapter 16

“You’re in way over your head,” Mrs. Alexander warned.

“I’ll manage.  I’ve made it this far,” I answered smugly, “Now, tell me why my parents were killed.”

Looking back, I was so sure that whatever I was getting into I could handle it, but Mrs. Alexander was right.  I had no understanding of the journey I was so blindly eager to undertake.

She sighed before beginning, “As I said before, your mother was a field operative for the BEACON organization.”

“What does that mean, field operative?”

“It’s kind of the equivalent of a CIA spook.  She headed a team of agents whose objective it was to infiltrate Gaia and Dominion and retrieve any information that may be useful in either sabotaging their operations or bringing them down all together.”

“And what about the BEACON organization?  What exactly are their objectives?”

“I’ll get to that.  I hope you have a lot of time.  This explanation isn’t going to be short.”

“Lady, you’re my only lead at this point.  For you, I have all the time in the world.”

“Then I’ll start at the beginning.  It is our understanding that the Gaia and Dominion organization was established thousands of years ago by a group of blacksmiths.  It didn’t go by either of those names back then.”

“Wait, I thought they were two separate organizations.”

“They are now, but they didn’t start that way.”

“Okay, got it.”

“We’re not sure of the exact time period or of what sparked the creation of the group, but we are fairly certain that prior to its establishment, the notion of war as we know it now did not exist.  There were isolated incidents of human on human violence, but these were the exception, never the norm.”


“Wait a second.  That’s not possible. There are records of ancient wars and archaeological evidence of invasions dating as far back as the Neanderthals we evolved from.”


“Isolated events.  Anything beyond that was fabricated.  Think about this.  The study of archaeology dates back only a few hundred years.  These organizations had already long established themselves around the world and within every aspect of civilization they saw fit.  They had every opportunity to falsify the authenticity of  any archaeological find they wanted to.”

“But, you’re saying that they created fighting.  This sounds more like mythology than history.”


“Do you want to know what your going up against or not,” she asked angrily.


“Alright sorry, please continue,” I said with a slight touch of insincerity.


“Obviously, they didn’t invent fighting.  Every creature on the planet displays aggression.”


“Of course, during mating season or when protecting their territory.”


“Exactly, you’re not so thick after all.”


“I conduct aggression studies back at school with mice.”


“Well, do any of your mice ever kill the other mice.”


“No.”


“The resistance to kill one’s own species is an essential survival mechanism characteristic to all mammals and most other creatures as well.  Bears and snakes wrestle with each other and piranhas flick each other with their tails, each holding back their most powerful weapon when dealing with a member of their own species, but when confronting any species other than their own they don’t hesitate to strike fatal blows with their claws, fangs or teeth.  That is the natural way of things.”


“I’m a biology major.  I already know this stuff.”


“But have you ever really thought about why, despite being the most advanced species on the planet, humans suppress this survival instinct.”


“It is kind of strange.  Are you saying that they invented homicide?”


“Not invented. Like I said, it did happen on occasion, but this was only the action of sociopaths, people who felt no empathy or remorse for other human beings.  This group of blacksmiths developed a plan to nurture the idea of massive slaughters as a means to lessen the demands of resources during famine.  According to our historians, they laid the groundwork for war.”


“Why?  How?”


She got up and began to pace as she continued, “Money.  They were never seriously interested in relieving the hardships caused by the famines.  They were desperate just like everybody else.  Think of it like the Great Depression.  There just wasn’t enough food to go around, but the people with money never really felt the pinch of depression because they had the resources to survive it.  By creating the new industry of combat, the blacksmiths created more work for themselves to provide weapons.  They all became very wealthy.  The first war profiteers in history.


She paused for a moment and turned to me, trying to tell whether or not this was all sinking in before she continued.


“As to the how, you have to understand that we’re talking about a time when the human population was low.  Any man could have influence on his civilization just by talking to people and building support for his ideas.”


“Forgive my skepticism, but if murder and war is against human nature then how were they able spread and perpetuate it?  I mean I find it hard to draw a line between the peaceful civilization you’re talking about and today’s society.”


“It’s quite simple actually.  As civilization grew, so did the organization along with their lust for wealth.  They developed new means of influence.  Rather than simply whispering their ideas to their neighbors, they spread themselves throughout the known world, placing operatives in key positions to carry out there objectives.”


“Positions such as?”


“The majority of the organizations members remained in the weapons manufacturing industry, but a select group positioned themselves as advisors to the men that had the power to wage large scale wars on city-wide and national levels.   The were among the high priests and chief advisors to men like Ramses II of Egypt and King Priam of Troy.  They have been using God and religion as a basis for war, warping the teachings of profits like Mohammed and Jesus for millenia.  They hit their peak during the middle ages, that is until the last half of the twentieth century.”


“Middle ages.  You mean the Crusades?”


“Yes, much like the jihads today.  They pit sides and then profit off of both.”

“If they are so powerful, why do they only position themselves as advisors?  Why not just take over?”


“Because being in power puts you under a microscope and that could leave them vulnerable.  They have a lot of secrets to keep.  Besides, they have executed so well that now they can profit off humanity forever.  It’s like the difference between killing a cow today or milking it until it dies.”


“So they’ve never tried to take control out of the hands of world leaders?”


“One member that we know of did try, but the organizations put a stop to that quickly.  I assume you’ve heard of the Archbishop of Paris, Cardinal Richelieu?”


“Of course.”


“Gaia and Dominion arranged his death when King Louis XIII’s health began to deteriorate.  Richelieu would surely have become regent to the four-year old Louis XIV had he not died a year earlier.  Since this time members of the organization have maintained a more inconspicuous manner with the exception of few.”


“Which few?”


“I don’t know.  Boss Tweed, Karl Marx and others.  It doesn’t matter.”


“And what about now?”


“I haven’t been a part of this world for many years so I can only speculate, but there is no doubt in my mind that Gaia and Dominion have there hands deep in the Middle East.”


“Why did they split up?”


“What?”


“Gaia and Dominion.  You said that they began as a single group.”


“Oh right.  In 1290 c.e. around the end of the Crusades, there was feuding between the leadership and they split.”


“1290? That’s pretty specific.  I take it BEACON was around by then?”


“No.  BEACON wasn’t established until the early 20th century by a former member of Dominion that had a crisis of conscience.”


“It took that long for a member to have a crisis of conscience?”


“No.  It took that long for a member to have a crisis of conscience and be able to get the word out before he was murdered.”


“Oh, then how do you know the exact date of the split?”


“During World War II, BEACON operatives managed to steal a number of documents from Gaia’s archives.  We have the agreement made between the two sides that called for the equitable splitting of assets and the continuation of both organizations under there current names.”


“And BEACON has been working to stop Gaia and Dominion and restore peace to mankind?”


“More or less.  We understand the naivety in believing that that is even possible, but BEACON does what it can.


“Alright, I get it, BEACON is the good guys.  So what was it that Mom was working on?”


“I can’t tell you that because I don’t know, but I can point you towards someone that might be able to.”


“Well?”


“You’re going to need to find something first.  A trinket of your mother’s.”


“Why?”


“It’s the equivalent of a key.  It will have the BEACON lighthouse on it somewhere, but it can be anything.  A CD, a candle, a small picture frame, anything.”


“Can’t that be easily fabricated?”


“Each key is distinctive to the member that owns it and only one man knows which belongs to whom.  A microchip is implanted into each as well.”


“Okay, so once I find this key who do I bring it to?”


“Charon, the middle man between field agents and headquarters.






Chapter 17


“Could be anything, could be anything,” I muttered to myself as I rifled through Mom’s office.


I searched through every filing cabinet and scrutinized every knick-knack on her desk and shelves.  My initial perusal of the room turned up nothing so I looked deeper.  I pulled each book off the shelves and flipped through the pages.  I took her antique clock down from its perch above her desk and took it apart piece by piece.  I even opened up the speakers attached to her computer desperate to find that little rendition of a lighthouse somewhere.  I found nothing in the office.  My parent’s bedroom was next.


I had planned to box up all of their clothes and ship it to Goodwill, but the idea of getting rid of everything just didn’t settle right, not to mention the idea of rifling through my mother’s underwear drawer.  That didn’t stop me though.  I searched for the lighthouse on the wood pieces of the bed frame and pulled every hair straightener, hair dryer and make-up kit out of the bathroom drawers.  After tearing the room apart, I was still empty-handed and I still hadn’t the slightest clue what I was looking for. On to the living room.


My mother traveled all around the world for business.  I always thought I knew what that meant, but I really had no clue.  She could have been doing any number of things that didn’t involve selling insurance at all.  She always brought back souvenirs from wherever she had gone and they all ended up in the living room.  There were tribal masks from Africa all along the walls, baskets woven in India hanging from the ceilings and statuettes from Italy sitting atop the bookshelves.  There were knick-knacks from everywhere.  It had to be in here.  I examined each one twice, but still no lighthouse.


Dejected and mentally exhausted I collapsed on the couch for a few minutes before heading into the kitchen for a glass of water and sitting down at the dining room table to think.  I still had many rooms to cover and it was getting late.  My thoughts went back to what Mrs. Alexander had said about using religion as a basis for war.  I guess that was why Mom never really associated with any religion in particular.  I asked her about it once when I was very young while sitting at the very same table.


“Why don’t you believe in God mommy?” I asked.


“Oh honey, I do believe in God very much, but I find Him here,” she held her hand to her heart, “not at some temple, church, or mosque.  Allah, God, Adonai, they are all the same and He watches over everything that is dear to us.”


She turned and looked up to an artist’s rendition of God hanging on the wall above the china cabinet. 


I broke the lock on the outside of the cabinet, opened the doors and began pulling out dishes and glassware that I had never seen.  I guess I was never around for any occasion special enough to use it or mom just never wanted to use it.  There were markings and designs on everything, but they all matched and none of them had a lighthouse on them.


“Dammit,” I shouted in frustration as I sat down on the ground and shoved up against the cabinet.


Something rattled on top, fell off and hit me in the head.  It was a pinecone.  Mom used to collect them when we went on walks around the neighborhood, but she usually put them in the baskets in the living room to make it smell nice.  It was odd that this one was all by itself on top of the china cabinet where it couldn’t even be seen.  I picked it up and looked at it.  Then I saw it.


“No way.  It can’t be this easy,” I said to myself as I stared at the small lighthouse carved in one of the wedges on the top layer of the cone.  I had found it or rather it had found me.






*
*
*


“Right now, the document is all that matters,” Jensen Whales said while sitting at his desk.  The room was illuminated now and the vastness of his office was evident.  It was easily three times the size of Hayes’ office at Dominion, as had been his intention.  He had it remodeled after his father’s death.  He moved his two executive vice-presidents down a floor and knocked out the walls between the three offices, taking the entire penthouse floor for himself.  He had a small putting course and half basketball court put in for his leisure time and around the walls hung giant portraits of former Gaia leaders, many of which were Whales’ familial ancestors.   The entire area was almost too big to talk to someone at the other end without yelling.


“I know and it’s important to both of us Jensen,” Coltun replied, “but so is keeping track of BEACON.  He’s leading us right too them, but if we let them alone for too long we could lose them again.”


“We joined up to take care of one problem and one problem only.  I won’t tolerate losing focus.”


“You won’t tolerate?  Are you in charge of me now?  Don’t forget you and I are running this show together.”


“Let’s be honest Harry, Dominion doesn’t have the resources to undertake this operation.  Gaia does,” Jensen was prone to exuberant exaggeration.  It was ridiculous to think that Dominion didn’t have the capability to follow a single target and extract information, but Coltun was used to his inflated ego and chose to ignore this attack.  

“I am the one who is running this show as you call it,” Whales continued, “and I say we leave the supposed BEACON members alone until the document is secure.  Alhadeff is gaining ground and we can’t let him on to the fact that we are watching him so closely.  We need him to find what we’re looking for.  Leave the senator’s wife alone.”


Reluctantly and with much humility, Coltun conceded, “Fine.”






Chapter 18


The man I was sent to find managed a bar down in Manhattan Beach called the Styx.  Mrs. Alexander said I could find him there pretty much any night of the week.  It was a small bar no more than a block from the beach with colorful fluorescent signs illuminating the windows and advertising every beer brand under the sun.  From my vantage point across the street, it seemed that the clientele consisted mainly of rich white girls and surfers.  The doorman was a young blonde guy, probably in his mid-twenties, wearing board shorts, flip-flops and a skater t-shirt.  I headed over to him.


“I.D.,” he ordered, holding me back as I tried to slip in unnoticed.


“Uh, yeah, hang on,” I stammered.


I had switched around the cards in my wallet so that my fake drivers license was easily accessible in case this happened.  I bought the thing on Alvarado St. in East Los Angeles for twenty bucks.  It wasn’t very convincing, but no one in Boston ever questioned it.  This wasn’t Boston.


After staring at it for about five seconds, looking up at me and then staring at it for another ten seconds, the doorman finally asked, “Last name?”


“Mason,” I answered.  It was almost insulting that he would think that I hadn’t memorized the information on my fake I.D.


“Address?” he continued.


“7304 Ostrom Ave, Van Nuys CA 91307.”


“Sorry kid, I can’t let you in.”


“But that’s my address.”


“This I.D. isn’t real.  Look, I’m really supposed to take it from you dude, but why don’t you just take it and get out of here.”


“But I need to get in here.  I’m not drinking. I just need to talk to Charon.”


“Sorry man, I don’t know no Charon.  I don’t want to have to call the cops so just get on, would you,” he said as he opened the door and welcomed in a group of scantily clad girls that looked no older than me.


“Look, my parents were just murdered and I was told this guy Charon was the manager here and might be able to help me find out who did it.”


“Whoa, that’s heavy dude. I’m sorry, but there’s no Charon here, trust me. You’ve got the wrong place.”


Noticing the commotion I was causing outside, a burly man came out from behind the bar and walked outside to intervene.  He was about forty-five years old and had a dark tan as if he’d spent his entire life on the beach.  He had a muscular build and I imagine he was a lifetime surfer, probably did that all day and then bartended at night.  What a life I thought.


“What’s going on out here?” he asked the doorman.


“Sorry Bill, this kid just won’t take no for an answer.”


“You twenty-one?” Bill asked me.


“No sir, but I was—,” I started.


“Then you can’t come in here.”


“Wait, I’m not trying to drink, I’m looking for the manager.”


“I am the manager and I don’t know you. Now, get out of here or I’m gonna have to call the police.”


He turned to head back inside.


“Charon?” I hoped it was him.


Bill stopped, turned around slowly and asked, “What did you just say?”


“Charon, you’re him aren’t you?”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Bill walked in and shut the door.


I stood there for a moment dejected and then turned and started the three block walk to my car.  After the first block, I saw someone coming after me out of the corner of my eye.


“They’re after me,” I thought.


I turned at the first corner I hit and started running.  My stalker followed suit. My little league coach always used to tell me not to look at the ball after I hit it, but to just run as hard as I could or I would lose focus.  I really should have listened to him.  As soon as I turned back to see how far my assailant was, I tripped on the curb and fell straight on my face.


“Get up you little shit.  Mr. Wallace said you stole his wallet and he wants it back.”


“Mr. Wallace?”


“Yeah, my manager, the guy that just kicked you out of the bar,” he said trying to catch his breath.


“I didn’t take anybody’s wallet.”


“Well, you come back and tell him that then.”


He grabbed me by the jacket and shoved me back in the direction of Styx.


“Where are we going?” I asked as we passed by the young doorman.


“Back door.”


He ushered me in through the back door and down the stairs into the basement.


“See that door at the end?” he asked, pointing towards the other end of the basement past the stacks of beer and liquor boxes.


“Yeah.”


“He’s waiting for you in there. Go on.”


I walked slowly and carefully over to the door and knocked on it.  Bill answered the door.


“Sit down,” he said harshly.


“Look I didn’t steal anything and I—,”


“Sit,” he grinded through his teeth.


I walked past him and took a seat at the small filing cabinet desk.  The office was no bigger than a closet and was a mess of papers.  He shut the door behind me.


“Who the hell are you and how do you know the name Charon?” Bill asked sternly as he pulled and cocked a shotgun on me.


I nearly pissed my pants.  I had only seen a gun once before.  When I was sixteen and recovering from arthroscopic knee surgery, some skinhead on the street robbed me.  He pulled his shirt up to reveal a sub-compact semi-automatic pistol and then quickly concealed it, but he never pulled it on me.


“Whoa,” I said throwing my hands in the air and looking at the floor, “My name is, uh, Ben Alhadeff.  My mother was Naomi Alhadeff and Amy Alexander sent me here to find someone named Charon that could help me find out why my mom was killed.”


“Naomi?  Then you should have something for me,” he said.


I reached into my jacket with my right hand, retrieved the pinecone and through my hand out to him, still staring at the floor with my left hand up.  As soon as he took the pinecone to examine it my right hand flew back up to join the left.


“Put your hands down,” Bill said walking to the opposite side of the desk.


With the gun still aimed at my head, I obeyed.  He used his other hand to twist off the top half of the pinecone, revealing a microchip, just like Mrs. Alexander had said.  He waved the chip in front of a scanner on his desk and stared at the computer.  Once satisfied, he threw the pinecone in his drawer, put down the gun and stared at me for a moment.  He got up and walked around the desk towards me.  He picked up my head and leaned in.


“I need you to stand up and be quiet,” Bill whispered before shouting towards the door, “Mel.”


The man that had brought me back to the bar came into the room holding a electronic wand.  He proceeded to wave it over and around my body until it started beeping incessantly at my shoulder blades.  Mel looked up at Bill who nodded.


“Take off your jacket,” Bill ordered me.


Mel took the jacket and examined it before yanking a small electronic device off the inner lining.


“Someone is keeping tabs on you,” Mel said to me.


“Mel, take care of this,” Bill commanded.


Mel nodded and exited.  Bill returned to his side of the desk and we both sat down.


“What was that thing?” I asked


“Tracking device.  Probably put on you by—,”


“Gaia and Dominion.”


“Yeah.  I guess Amy filled you in on a little more than just how to find me” he said surprised and with a hint of frustration. 


“As much as she could.”


“Do you know who could have placed it.”


“Couldn’t it have been anyone on the street.  All they really had to do was bump into me, right?  Or, I think someone was in my parents house after I went back to Boston.  I guess it possible that they’ve been in again since I’ve been back.”


“Not likely.  Its placement high up in your jacket would have been difficult for someone bumping into you and I doubt that the organizations would have sent in a recon team more than once.”


I sat and thought for a moment, but remained silent.

“I was sorry to here about what happened to your parents,” Bill continued, “Your mother was a wonderful and brave woman.”

“You knew her?”


“Yes,” he said solemnly.


“Do you know what she was working on when they were killed?”


Bill hesitated, staring me straight in the eyes, sizing me up almost.  I didn’t flinch.


“I’m sure Amy explained how risky getting yourself mixed up into this can be.  The more you find out, the more danger you put yourself in.


“I need to know what happened,” I said with more conviction than I even knew I could muster, “Tell me about my mother.”


He nodded and spoke, “Naomi was the head of BEACON’s reconnaissance division.”


“She was in charge?”


“For almost two years.  One of her agents came across a letter that indicated the existence of a document that we thought no longer existed.  A document so damning to Gaia and Dominion that we believe it could be the key to bringing them down.”


“What kind of document?” 






Chapter 19


“When a man is untrustworthy, it is very difficult for him to trust others,” Bill began, “The relationship between Gaia and Dominion are a perfect example of this mistrust.”


“How so,” I asked.


“This isn’t the first time they have agreed to join forces to attain a common goal.”


“You mean stopping my mother.”


“Right, or any of the many BEACON massacres they have constructed over the years.  Every time they cooperate they draft written agreements outlining their objectives and the timeframe within which they plan to carry them out.”


“Doesn’t that put make them unnecessarily vulnerable to exposure?”


“Absolutely, but they are more afraid of their own betrayal than they are of being found out.”


“So the document Mom found was one of an agreement between the two groups?”


“Yes and no.  It was an agreement between the group before they split into Gaia and Dominion.  This was drafted nearly 1700 years ago and outlined the strategy of using religious icons as a means of instigating wars.  This strategy is still in use today and is the main driving force behind violence around the world.”


“But, how does an ancient document implicate the contemporary corporations.  From what Mrs. Alexander told me, they didn’t even have a name back then.”


“You’re right, the group didn’t have a name, but their members did.”


“You’re kidding me.  My mom was killed because the document she uncovered was signed by a bunch of guys that died over a thousand years ago?” I was livid.  I stood up and began walking around my chair.


“Who do you trust most in the world Ben?”


“Well, before this whole thing started, my mother, but apparently she’s been lying to me my whole life.”


“She’s been protecting you, but never mind that for now.  You trust your family with your secrets?”


“Yes.”


“So did the men that signed that document and every generation since.  They even specified lines of succession in the text.”


“Their descendants are still members of Gaia and Dominion?”


“There are names on that document that implicate nearly all of Gaia and Dominion’s top executives and board members.”


Hearing this news settled me a bit and I took my seat, though I was still full of questions.


“How did Mom find it?”


“That’s a story in and of itself.  Today, Gaia and Dominion store all of their important agreements on computer.  They are under the tightest electronic security available and are encrypted beyond our abilities of decoding.  At this point, it would be impossible for us to unearth any of them.”


“My mom was always good with computers.”


“Not that good.”


“Then?”


“Prior to the commercialization of computer technology, Gaia and Dominion retained a single hardcopy of each important document.  They re-transcribed them and destroyed the old copies every few years.  Some years after BEACON was established, the leaders of Gaia and Dominion determined that there were a number of documents that were too dangerous to fall into our hands so they conspired to burn them.  Soon after, all of the documents were hand delivered to the Gaia headquarters in Moscow for destruction”


“And this religious stratagem was one of them.”


“Yes, along with sixty some odd others.  BEACON had already had moles within Gaia and Dominion at the time and we countered with a plot to steal and replace the documents before their destruction.  A team of six men was sent in to complete the mission, but none of them returned and none of the documents were retrieved.  We know an alarm was set off during the robbery, and according to our men on the inside, the team members were all executed that very same night.”


“One of them got out with it, huh?” I was on the edge of my seat.


“You sure know how to ruin a story don’t you?  Yes, we know now that the youngest member, Mordecai Cohen, escaped with his life, but just barely.  He was shot in the arm and was bleeding very badly.  Somehow, he managed to gain passage home for himself across the Baltic Sea to Poland where his wife met him and vainly attempted to mend his arm.”


“He died in Poland?”


“No more than three days after his escape from Russia.  By this time, Gaia had identified him and tracked him there.  Fortunately for us, however, they lost him there as well.  It was an unfortunate occurrence for Europe as whole, however, particularly for the Jews.”


“What do you mean?”


“Have you heard of a little event known as the Holocaust?  It all began as a means of searching the homes of Polish Jews in an attempt to recover the document.”


“But they never did?”


“No.  Our double agents found out about Mordecai’s escape a few weeks later and, ever since, all sides have been searching for it.”


“What happened to it?”


“Well, from what your mother told me, Mordecai did the only thing he could in his final hours.  He explained everything to his wife: the centuries of Gaia and Dominion’s control over human behavior, BEACON’s quest and the importance of the document.  He gave her explicit instructions of who to contact and turn over the document to.”


“Then how was it lost?”


“The wife was scared for her life.  Without Mordecai, she had no one to protect her.  Once the house searches began, she didn’t wait around to find out what was happening.  She left Poland and headed south towards the Middle East back to her family.  She took her husband’s corpse with her and buried him, along with the document, once she got there.”


“Where was her family.”


“That’s the problem.  Your mother was the only one that knew.  All we know is that the woman was Arabic, Muslim like your mother.  Her family could have been anywhere in the region, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Palestine.  We don’t know, which means we don’t know where Mordecai was buried or the location of the document.”


“How did Mom find out?”


“Mordecai’s wife.  She died a little over four weeks ago.  Before that happened, your mother got a call from a man named Heinrich Erstad, her predecessor.  He was an agent for BEACON during World War II and he was among the people Mordecai instructed his wife to hand over the document to.  When death is near, fear of men is swept away.”


“She finally contacted him?”


“Yes, your mother was at her doorstep within two days.”


“Four weeks ago?  Her trip to Hong Kong.”


“Your mother was the only person who talked to Mrs. Cohen.”


“Why didn’t she tell anybody else where it was?”


“A number of the missions your mother’s department is in charge of have been compromised over the past few months and she was certain she was dealing with a mole among her agents.  The recovery of the document was too important to risk deception, so she decided to keep the specific details to herself.”


“So now it’s lost again, this time forever?”


“Maybe not. Your mother was no fool.  She knew that they’d be after her and someone else had to know, but she never revealed who that someone was.  All we can do is wait for them reveal themselves.  I was hoping that was why you were here, but I guess not.”


“Sorry, whoever she confided in, it wasn’t me.”

Chapter 20


Coltun exited the Gaia Global building onto Third Avenue and stepped into the black towncar waiting for him outside.


“He thinks he can just boss me around, that pompous ass.  I’ll show him,” he muttered to himself.


“What was that Mr. Coltun?” the driver asked.


“Nothing, just take me back to the office.” Coltun barked as he pressed the button controlling the backseat privacy shade.


Coltun, still restless, downed a rocks glass full of scotch, shook his head violently and took a deep breath before activating the car’s Bluetooth system.


“Call Trager,” he ordered.


The machine rang twice before, “Hey Boss. What’s up?”


“What’s he doing?”


“Not much. I’m down in Orange County.  He stumbled out of some bar on the beach about a half-hour ago and I’ve been following his cab ever since.”


“What about Alexander.  Any clue about what the two of them were talking about.”


“I mean, like I told you, he came straight here after he left Hollywood.  I figured he just came down here to find something or someone, but it looks like he was just looking for a place to drown his sorrows.  I guess the drinking laws are more lax here than in L.A.”


“Just stay with him.”


“Wait, the cab’s stopping.”


“Where are you now?”


“Oh shit.”


“What is it?”


“Uh…”


“Spit it out!”


“I…I…I don’t think that’s him.”


“What do you mean you don’t think that’s him?”


“I mean he just stepped into the light and it’s not Alhadeff.”


“You mean you’ve been following the wrong guy for over a half hour,” Coltun said, infuriated, “What… How the hell did you…,” he was too angry to form full sentences, “Ahhhh”.


“I’m sorry boss, he must have found the tracker and passed it off onto some drunk.”


“Stupid Gaia piece of shit,” Coltun hissed.


“What should I do now?”


Coltun took a minute to re-gain his composure.


“He’ll head back to his house eventually.  You can get back on his track there,” Coltun instructed, “We’ll have to keep a closer eye on him.  And Trager…?”


“Yeah?”


“…take care of Alexander on your way there.”


“But, I thought you said—”


“Never mind what I said, just do it,” Coltun ordered, hanging up without waiting for a response, “I’ll show Jensen who’s running the show.






Chapter 22


As far as I knew at the time, my little adventure had reached its endpoint.  I discovered the real circumstances of my parents death and I had come to my senses in regard to my initial craving for revenge.  What was a nineteen year old kid from the suburbs going to do to the most powerful and ancient secret organization on the planet anyway?  My wild goose chase around Los Angeles was over.


My parents would never have wanted me to ditch my finals and investigate their deaths in the first place.  I did it for selfish reasons.  I needed answers for me.  Everyone searches for an explanation when a loved one suddenly dies or disappears.  It’s a part of the five stages of grief.  Now that I had my answers, I was finally ready to accept their deaths.


It was 3:00am when I finally got home from Styx, but I wasn’t tired.  I walked through the front yard, illuminated by the motion sensor spotlight, and thought about all those hours Dad and I spent out there playing catch.  He always credited my love of sports to my grandfathers, who were the real athletes in the family, but he was the one that taught me how to play the games.  He and Mom never missed a game either, whether it was baseball, soccer, basketball, volleyball, or even that two week phase when I thought I wanted to be a football player.  They were always there.


The reminiscing continued as I entered the house.  That was where mom taught me how to play the piano.  There was hole that dad’s been meaning to fix for over a year.  I put my fist through the wall when I found out that I didn’t get into Dartmouth.  He told me that I would probably enjoy Boston University better anyways, that New Hampshire was too cold in the winter and that nothing beat going to school in the city.  He was right, of course.  That was where mom once tripped and fell on me and pretended, for about five minutes, that she did it on purpose because she was mad.  I had demonstrated, on her, how a kid at school smacked me in the face.  And that was where we all sat by the fire and gave presents on birthdays and holidays.  Who was I going spend those special days with now?


My eyes began to well up when that thought sprang into my consciousness.  Then I dug out the old photo albums and the water works really began.  It was the first time I had really cried since my eyes went dry on the day I first heard the news about my parents.  We had a bookcase full of family albums and I looked through all of them, starting with the one chronicling my parents’ wedding and ending with the last one my mother had put together with the photos of our cross country trip to move me in to the dorms in Boston.


By the time I was through them all, the sun was rising, but I wasn’t ready to stop.  I went to Mom’s computer, opened up the digital photo albums and continued my personal memorial service.  I looked through them all.  Birthdays, Thanksgivings, Hanukkahs, cousins’ weddings, and family trips to Hawaii, Nepal, Greece and… Fiji?


“What the?” I whispered to myself while staring at the screen, “When did we go to Fiji?”


At first I thought maybe Mom and Dad had gone together before I was born or we had gone when I was too young to remember and the trip had never really come up in conversation.  When I opened the folder and looked through the pictures, however, I realized that that was not the case.


It was weird.  It was the three of us in most of the pictures and I couldn’t have been younger than about fifteen.  So why didn’t I remember going?  I thought the pictures look somewhat familiar and then it clicked.  These were the pictures of us in Hawaii.  I opened the albums of Hawaii and Fiji side by side and, sure enough, the Fiji pictures were duplicates of some of the Hawaii pictures.  Why would Mom do that… make duplicate pictures, store the albums in the same folder and rename one of them for a trip we never took?  It didn’t make any sense so I continued browsing through the Fiji pictures.


“Wait a second.”


I enlarged a photo of my Mom standing in what looked like a hotel room.  The room was strangely familiar.  The drapes were different, along with the bedspread, but I’d recognize that 70’s style green shag rug anywhere.  I had been begging my parents to tear it up for years.  It was my room.  I was thoroughly confused at this point so I continued examining the picture.  The comforter had a big ship looking object on it, there was a helicopter flying by in the distance out the window and then I saw it.


“No way.  She couldn’t possibly have known about my stash.” 

 
Mom had her arm angled down towards the floor, index finger extended and I knew exactly what she pointing at.  I raced up the stairs, into the room and straight for the vent on the floor in the far corner.  The grate pulled away and it opened up into the rafters above the first floor.  I used to be able to put my ear to it and hear my parents talking in the living room after they had sent me to bed.  I also used the space, throughout my life, as a storage area for things I didn’t want my parents to find.


I pulled away the grate, closed my eyes and stuck my hand into the space between the first story ceiling and the second story floor.  I felt around, but there was nothing there.  I reached deeper.  I wondered if maybe Mom had planned to leave a note for me there about the document.  No one, with the exception of Dad, would have even bothered looking through the photo albums, let alone realize that there was something wrong about the trip to Fiji.  She was in my room in the photo.  She must have been trying to send me some kind of message.  She just never got the chance to.  I pulled my hand out from the rafters.


“Ouch!” I yelped as a quarter inch splinter sliced into the skin of my middle finger.  I yanked out my hand immediately and stuck the finger in my mouth to stop the bleeding.  I always remembered the wood in the space to be so smooth.  Something was different.  


When I was six years old I brought home a picture I had made by placing a sheet of paper over a leaf and lightly shading it with a colored pencil, revealing the shape of the leaf in its crevasses.  I had no idea at the time, but it is a technique known as negative drawing.  

After displaying my artwork on the refrigerator, Mom grabbed an old notepad from the counter and showed it to me.


“What does it say?” she asked, passing me the blank notepad.


“Nothing,” I answered confidently.


“You sure?” she prodded.


I inspected it closer and looked up at her, puzzled.  She pulled a colored pencil from my Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles backpack and shaded the blank top sheet, just as I had done over the leaf.  I knew immediately what she was doing, but I was still confused.


“But mom, it doesn’t work if you don’t have a leaf under it,” I instructed.


“Oh really?” she asked, passing the notepad back to me.


“Cool,” I said in astonishment as negative drawing revealed notes left on the notepad from sheets  that had been removed.


For years after that my mother left me notes on blank sheets of paper that I could only reveal with negative drawing.

I grabbed a sheet of paper from the printer on my desk, along with a red crayon from the nightstand and reached into the hole with both hands to find the spot where the wood was rough and sharp.  I placed the paper on the side and began scribbling on it with the crayon.  I was working with limited space and less vision.  This was evident from the scribbling on the page, but when I pulled it out to take a look, sure enough, amidst all the red, there was a portion that remained uncolored and just as I had suspected, it spelled out a word.

“Fig? What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I said to myself.

I didn’t have much chance to contemplate the one word message any further before the doorbell rang.  My parents’ house was in a very safe neighborhood and not once in the ten years that we lived there had I ever been afraid to answer the door, but seeing as how I found a GPS-linked tracer on my jacket just a few hours ago, I wasn’t about to take any chances. I grabbed an aluminum t-ball bat and crept downstairs toward the door. 





Chapter 23

Coltun sat back in his reclining desk chair with a smug look on his face as Whales entered the office and sat down across the table from him.

“Alright Harry.  I’m here.  What was so important that you couldn’t come across town to tell me?” Whales asked condescendingly.

“Wait let me just bask in this for a moment,” Coltun replied.

“Are you finished?” Whales asked rolling his eyes, “What exactly are you basking in anyways?”

“Your failure,” Coltun’s tone turned from glib to disapproving and angry.

“Care to elaborate?”

“I thought you’d never ask,” Coltun said getting up from his seat. “The tracker, the one your man Fox placed on Alhadeff.  He found it.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about how my tail ended up wasting a good hour chasing down the wrong guy because Alhadeff passed it off to some drunk at a bar,” Coltun said, still gloating and now pacing around the room.

“Sounds like you’re on top of the situation.  Good work Harry, I’m proud of you,” Whales remained calm.

“Well, aren’t you going to do something about it?”

“Do you want to call Fox and scold him?”

“Yes.”

Whales pulled the phone on the desk towards him, dialed a number and turned the speakerphone on.  It rang three times.

“Hello?”  Fox answered.

“Fox, its Jensen.  I’m calling from Harrison Coltun’s office with some disturbing news.  Harry will explain.”

“Fox, this is Harrison,” Coltun said sternly, “Can you explain to me why my tail on Alhadeff was sent on a wild goose chase after a Mr. Howard Lawson last night?”

“Why would I have any idea what your man was doing last night?”

“Because he was following the GPS signal from the tracker that you so ineptly laid on the boy.”

“That’s impossible.  I’ve never had a piece found before.”

“Well there’s a first time for everything isn’t there,” Coltun replied snidely.

“Listen, Fox,” Whales jumped in, “Harry’s tail is going to stay closer to Alhadeff.  I want you to stay even closer alright.”

“Yes boss.”

“Good,” Whales hung up.

“Maybe you should find yourself some better help Jensen,” Coltun proposed.

“It was a correctable mistake, but you may be right about the better help.  Maybe someone that listens to my instructions and follows them,” Jensen said cryptically.

“What are you talking about?”

“Oh come on Harry.  I have eyes everywhere.  The chase after Mr. Lawson wasn’t the only diversion your man took from following Alhadeff this morning,”

“The Alexanders are a liability.  All members of BEACON are.”

“No, killing them was a liability,” Whales paused to regain his composure, “I know these orders are coming from your mentor, but Harry, this isn’t the same old problems my father and Hayes used to deal with.  You are going to be taking over in his place soon.  Don’t you want to make sure there is still something left to run?”

“Of course.”

“Then you and I need to start working together.  We need to pool our resources and keep each other on the same page. Alright?”

“You need to stop treating me like an inferior little brother and start treating me like your equal.”

“Fine. Done.  Is this rebellious streak out of your system?  Can we get on with this now?”

“Yeah.”

“Good, make sure the Alexander’s death stays out of the media.”





Chapter 24

The doorbell rang three times before I got to it.  My unexpected visitor was insistent.  I looked through the peephole.  Happy to see a familiar face, I reached for the doorknob to welcome Brandon in, but I hesitated.  Amy and Bill’s warnings must have resonated with me.  Why was Brandon here?

I opened the door but only wide enough to poke my head out and nod.

“Hey,” I said.

“What’s up dude?  You gonna let me in?”  Brandon asked.

“Why so eager to come in?”

“Are you serious.  What’s going on?  You have a girl in there or something?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“Oh, my bad.  I’ll take off, but what are you up to later?”

“Nothing.  Why?”

“I’m going crazy at my dad’s house.  My place isn’t ready yet and he keeps trying to do things with me.  I need an outlet bad.  I thought maybe I could help you out with your little mystery.”

“Two days ago you were telling me to lay off.  Now you want to help?  What’s in it for you?”

“I don’t know… not having to play pinochle all day.  Did I not mention the going crazy?”

What was I doing?  I was hiding in my house and lying to my best friend because a pair of strangers convinced me that I needed to be paranoid.  What I needed was someone I trusted to talk to about this. I opened the door all the way.

“Look man, I’m sorry.  Come on in?”

“But what about—?”

“There’s no one here. I’m just going a little crazy too over this whole thing.”

“Oh yeah?  You find anything else out?”

“Yeah well, let’s just say that it’s not such a mystery anymore.  Come on in.”

I turned and expected Brandon to follow me in.

“Ouch,” he yelped.

“What is it?”

“Stupid fig just rolled off the roof and hit me in the head.”

That was it.  The answer to Mom’s clue fell right into my hands or, rather, onto Brandon’s head.  The fig tree.

Brandon continued talking through my epiphany, “Hey, remember when we were like ten and we used to go up on the roof and throw figs at cars passing by?”

“Newton, you’re a genius.  Haha, Fig Newton,” I laughed.

“Newton?”

“Never mind, come on.”

I dragged Brandon into and through the house towards the back yard.  The giant fig tree that towered over the house and leaned over onto the roof had been here since long before my parents had our house built.  In fact, I think they had the option to knock it down, but chose not to.  I never understood why.  The tree produced an absurd amount of figs and we never even ate them.  They just ended up rotten and smushed all over the back yard and on the roof.  I suppose it helped fertilize the garden that mom planted at its base, but beyond that, it was just a nuisance.  I guess it was better than the plum tree in the front yard that stained the driveway purple though.

Once we made our way out the sliding glass door that opened onto the back patio and over to the tree, I got down on all fours and started digging.

“What the hell are you doing?” Brandon asked.

“Mom buried something under the fig tree.  We need to find it,” I explained, not realizing how ridiculous I must have looked.

Brandon walked over to the side of the house as I continued pawing at the dirt with my hands.

“Hey Brandon, can you get me a—,” I began.

“Shovel?” Brandon stood over me with two five-foot spade shovels in his hand, “Sure, no problem.”

I grabbed a shovel and continued to dig.  Brandon just stood there with a confused look for a moment before shrugging his shoulders and pitching in.  I was hurling clumps of dirt everywhere and Brandon followed my lead.

“What exactly are we looking for?” Brandon asked after a few moments of frenzied digging.

“I don’t know.  A journal maybe, or a duffel bag.  Really not sure,” I answered.

“Are you serious?  You don’t even know what we’re digging for.”  Brandon stopped digging.

“Dude, don’t stop.  We need to find it.”

“You don’t even know what it is.  How do you know whatever you’re looking for is even under this damn tree?”

Without breaking from my task, I huffed out, “Short version… I found a message from my mom about the fig tree.  I’ll tell you the long version later, once we’ve found it.”

“Alright man, whatever,” Brandon resumed, but after about ten minutes without either of us finding anything, he gave up again, “I’m tired Ben.  Are you sure your mom meant for us to dig up her garden?”

“Look, quit if you want.  Mom left something here for me and I’m gonna find it.”

Brandon sighed heavily and leaned up against the opposite side of the tree.  As he tried to catch his breath, something caught his eye.  The tree had a large knot in it, probably big enough to house a family of squirrels.  It looked inconspicuous enough.  The wood was dark like the rest of the tree and the hole was full of leaves that had probably been blown in by the gail force Santa Anas, but something was off about it.  It’s edges didn’t seem to blend with the tree.  They were two sharp, like they had been carved.  Something in the hole caught the westward setting sunlight and shined.

“Ben, are you sure your mom left whatever it is under the tree?” Brandon asked from around the tree.

By this point I was tired as well and more than ready for a break so I took Brandon’s continuation of the conversation as an opportunity to stop my fruitless digging.

“What do you mean?” I asked, sitting down on my side of the tree.

“I mean could it be in the tree instead?” Brandon stuck his hand in the notch and searched around for the shiny object.

“I guess.  The message just said fig.  I assumed that meant she hid something by the fig tree. Why?” I said poking my head around the tree to look at Brandon.

“Because I think I found something,” he said reaching out and showing me the key he removed from the notch.  I grabbed it from him to examine it.  I could not express how relieved I was that I could stop digging and how excited I was that we had actually found something.  That is, until I read the inscription on the key.  My mood suddenly shifted from elated to pissed off.

“Is this supposed to be funny or something?” I attacked Brandon.

“What?”

“Mugar Hall?  This is your key to the BU library asshole.”

“Huh?”

“Is my parent’s death a joke to you?” I continued not noticing Brandon’s genuine surprise.

“But Ben—,” Brandon began fishing around in his pockets.

“Look, if you’re not gonna take this seriously, then get out.  I have work to do.” I grabbed my shovel and heaved it back into the dry, coarse ground.

“Ben, look.”

“What is it?” I barked at him.

“My key’s right here,”  

Brandon held out his library key above his dangling key chain.  I grabbed it from him and looked it over.  It was exactly the same as the one he had just given me.  I reached into my own pocket and pulled out a string of keys and found my own library key as well.

“If it’s not yours. And it’s not mine. Then…” I began.

“It’s gotta be it.”






Chapter 25

For the first time in days, I finally felt like I had a direction.  Like this was something I was supposed to do.  Something Mom had left for me.  I was the outside source she left her secret with.  In my mind, there was no other explanation.  Who else would have recognized the room in the picture or even that there was something wrong 

MOM WAS A GENIUS

with the family photo album in the first place?  And who else would have recognized the key?  The first part of my journey had ended.  The suspicion that my parents were murdered was confirmed and now I had a new objective: to follow Mom’s clues, find the document and destroy the bastards that killed them.

I wasn’t ready to just pick up and fly back to Boston though.  Not right away at least.  If I was going to do this, I had to be smart about it.  Besides, I had no idea where I was going to end up and I had a few things that I needed to take care of.  First on that list was Sherry.  Well, first on that list was sleep, but after catching a few much-needed hours of shuteye, Sherry was definitely next.

“What is the big deal about this girl?” Brandon asked as he parked the car on a small street just around the corner from Sherry’s apartment.

“I don’t know. Up until the last few weeks, she always just seemed so far out of my reach, but lately… I just can’t stop thinking about her.” I replied.

“Wow, you are such a female,” he chided, “Shouldn’t you be a little more careful considering what’s going on?”

“Bro, Sherry’s been by my mom’s side for two years.  She’s like family.”

“So you’re saying she’s like a sister to you?”

“Yeah.”

“So you’re saying you want to bone your sister,” he thought he was so clever.

“What? No.”

“Look, I just don’t trust her, alright.  And I haven’t trusted her since before you found out you shouldn’t trust anyone.”

“That’s just because attractive women intimidate you.”

“Are you kidding?  I love hot women and they love me.”

“You talk a big game, but deep down you’re scared.  Don’t be ashamed, a lot of guys are like that.  It’s what makes you you.  I love you for it.”

Brandon couldn’t think of anything to say.  My little ruse to distract him with his own insecurities worked well.  He knew I was just messing with him, but it still caught him off guard and diverted him away from the lecture he was beginning.

“I’m going up,” I said after a few moments of silence, “Be right back.”

“Just make sure you make it a quickie.”

“And you wonder why you’ve never had a serious relationship.” I said shutting the car door behind me.

“And you wonder why you’ve never had a one-night-stand,” he yelled after me.

As I walked around the fountain and up the stone staircase to the front door of the building, I couldn’t help but think how much I wanted that quickie, but that’s not what I was here for.  The search for the document was the most important thing on my radar, but something was budding between me and Sherry.  I couldn’t just leave without saying goodbye.  

Walking past the pool and up another set of stone steps, I tried to remember what I wanted to say, but all I could envision was Humphrey Bogart staring at Ingrid Bergman, “Here’s looking at you kid.”  Nah, that’s lame.  Suddenly it seemed, I was at her door.  I reached my hand up to knock when the door flew open and Sherry, not noticing at first that I was standing there, nearly took me out.

“Oh, Ben,” she said surprised.

“Hey Sherry, I—,”

“I was just on my way over to your house,” she interrupted.

“Sherry I—, you were?”

“Yeah, I did some digging through some of your mom’s correspondence and I kept running across something.  Have you heard of something called Beacon?”

“Sherry, listen—,”

“So I googled them and it came up with, well, not much.”

“Sherry,” I couldn’t seem to get her attention.

“But then I thought to search for the word in archived newspaper articles and journals.  Turns out it’s the name of some secret organization.”

“Sherry, I have to—,” still no response.

“Granted, I found it in like some conspiracy theorist magazine, but you never know, sometimes they hit the nail right on the head. I think this might be it.”

“Sherry,” I said more insistently and grabbed her arms with both of my hands.

“What?” she finally responded.

“I’m leaving.  I’m going back to Boston.”

“Didn’t you hear me?  I think I found the people that killed your Mom.  You can’t leave now.  You need to stay here and help me figure this all out.”

I thought long and hard before answering.  There was nothing I wanted more than to tell her everything.  I played out what would happen if I were to.  She’d come with me.  We’d find the rest of the clues Mom had no doubt left, narrowly escaping death multiple times.  Finally, we’d find what we were looking for, save the day and realize that we’d fallen in love along the way.  But real life isn’t an Indiana Jones screenplay.  I had an idea of what I was up against now and I knew my chances weren’t good.  I couldn’t risk her life as well.

“I’m not giving up Sherry, but the answers I’m looking for aren’t in LA.  I just came to say good-bye.” I put my hand on her shoulder and slowly moved it down her upper arm.

“Well, when are you leaving?” she asked longingly.

“In a few days.”

“If there’s nothing left for you here, then why wait a few days?” she pulled away from me.

“I need to handle some things before I go.”

“You’re really leaving?” she whispered, trying not to cry.

“I’m sorry,” I gave her one final embrace before heading for the door.

She put her hand on my shoulder as I opened the door. I turned back to her.  She stared into my eyes for a moment that seemed like a lifetime and then gently put her hand on my cheek.  She kissed me softly once and then more passionately.

“If you don’t see your answers here Ben, then maybe you need to look a little closer,” she paused waiting for me to say something, but there was nothing left for me to say, “Good-bye Ben.”

Maybe, if I could somehow make it out of this whole thing in one piece, I would go back to her.  Wishful thinking.  





Chapter 26

I walked slowly back down the street towards Brandon and the car, not entirely sure that I had done the right thing by keeping Sherry in the dark.  I plopped down in the passenger seat, moping.

“Didn’t go so well, huh?” Brandon inferred.

I shook my head.  He could tell that I was in no mood to continue arguing with him. 

“Ah well, on to more important things, yeah?”

I nodded.  He started the engine and pulled away from the curb.

“So, where to next?”

“I need you to drop me off at the cemetery.”

“Gonna visit your parents?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay, I’ll go home and pack.”

“No, I need you to do something.”

“Sure thing dude, what?”

“Check the rear view,” I motioned to the mirror hanging from the windshield, “Do you see a grey Pathfinder behind us? It may be a few cars back.”

Brandon shifted his eyes from the road in front of us to the mirror a few times.

“Yeah, there’s one about three cars back in the right lane.”

“I saw a guy parked in it outside my house last night and he followed us to Sherry’s.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yep,” I nodded looking back at the tail again.

“What are we going to do?”

“Your gonna drop me off at the cemetery.  Hopefully he’ll stick with me.  While I’m there, I need you to find Joey Nichols and bring him to my house.”

“Joey Nichols?  I haven’t seen him since high school when you guys used to—,” Brandon trailed off as he put the pieces together.

“Make sure you park your car down at the seven eleven on Garden St.”

“That’s like two miles away.”

“Trust me, it’s the only way I can think to get this guy off our ass long enough for us to get away.

“Do you really think the look-alike trick is gonna work still?”

“It worked all through high school at a much closer range.  I don’t see why it won’t work now.”

“Alright.  If you say so.”




*
*
*

It was a twenty minute drive to Forest Lawn Memorial Park where my parents were buried alongside some of the most famous names in the history of the silver screen, Humphrey Bogart, Clark Gable and Spencer Tracy just to name a few.  It was a massive cemetery, one of the largest in Los Angeles with over a quarter million graves and counting.  With flowing streams, nearly endless vistas of rolling hills, stone sculptures and small chapels speckled over 300 acres, it was quite possibly the most beautiful and serene setting I had ever seen. Every cemetery should look like this, but this was much more than just a place to lay loved ones to rest.  Over the years, it had become an art and architectural showcase drawing over one million visitors per year.  I wasn’t here to admire buildings or oil on canvas though.

For the typical star-seeker trying to sneak a peek at their favorite actor’s tombstone, the park was nearly unmanageable without a map.  That was how the staff wanted it and how I believed it should be.  Having been here only a few weeks ago, I knew exactly where I was going.  I imagined that I would always know.  I walked the cement pathway that led to the marble gravestone marking the spot where I buried my parents.  The thought still made my heart feel like it was sinking into my stomach.  I could have just as easily taken a shortcut over the grass and cut the walk in half, but the idea of walking over graves just rubbed me the wrong way.  I had seen many a rabbi, priest and minister do it with seemingly no disregard for the folks they were walking on.  I suppose it really made no difference in the grand scheme of things.  Ground is ground and over the course of human existence people have been buried all over.  We build houses, streets, entire cities on the burial places of our ancestors and walk on them daily.

Finally I reached my destination, kneeled down beside the stone bearing their names, leaned up against it and just sat in silence for a while.

“I don’t know if I can do this guys,” I said and paused as if waiting for a response, “I’m so lost without you.  I keep waking up and thinking you’re there.  Mom, you’re downstairs making pancakes with those little chocolate chips in them and Dad, your sitting at the table jabbering on about the Lakers to nobody in particular while reading the sports section.  I’m just not sure of myself without you around,” the tears were flowing at this point.FLASHBACK… mom proud about BU, dad also kind of


I poured out my heart for another few minutes and then laid down on the grass beside them and tried to imagine what they would tell me to do.  The guidance I was looking for didn’t come right away, but I knew it would.  Even in death, my parents were never far from my side.  After I got the waterworks out of my system and I was sure I had given Brandon enough time, I hopped a bus and headed home with the mystery Pathfinder behind me the whole way.






Chapter 27


The bus ride was long and it was dark again by the time I got home.  The Los Angeles Metro bus system is reliable, but with so many stops over such a large expanse and the shear number of buses that must be employed to cover that area, it’s no surprise that it does little to alleviate the traffic congestion in the city. Perhaps once the subway system is expanded into the Valley and West LA this will change, that is if the potential passengers can be convinced that it’s earthquake-safe.


The lights were all off in the house and Brandon’s car was no where in sight.  So far, so good.  When I entered the house, he and Joey were sitting in the darkness of the living room as I had instructed.  The location of the living room was such that when lit, it illuminated much of the first floor, but it’s interior was not visible through the front windows.  I turned on the light and motioned for them to be quiet while I turned the radio on and increased the volume.  I had seen this in an episode of my favorite Mafioso crime drama.  The mobsters would turn the radio up high to create ambient noise that would drown out their conversations about business.  That way, if the feds were listening in, they wouldn’t be able to here much.


Joey stood up to shake my hand. “Hey buddy, long time no see.  I read about your parents in the paper.  I’m really sorry man.”


“Yeah, me too.  Thanks,” I replied, “So did Brandon tell you what’s up?”


“Just that you were in some kind of trouble and needed to pull the old switch for a little while.”


Joey Nichols and I went to grade school together here in Tarzana.  It was then, when all of our teachers constantly confused the two of us, that we realized our unique circumstances.  Although we weren’t related in any way, Joey and I bared a more than striking resemblance to one another and it wasn’t just that we kind of looked alike either.  We could have been twins.  We picked up on each others manners and even wore similar clothes to trick people.  This continued until the seventh grade when Joey’s parents split up and he moved out of the district and into Simi Valley, about ten miles away.


Although we no longer went to the same school, we still lived close enough and remained friends up until Brandon and I left for college.  Joey was never a particularly good student and he never really cared to be.   One day when we were sophomores in high school, he came up with the brilliant idea that we should switch places at our respective schools so that I could take a biology test for him that he hadn’t studied for.  Curiosity as to whether we could really pull it off, coupled with the fact that I already knew the material and Joey was willing to offer me a sizeable payment, enticed me to go along with it.  No one suspected a thing.  

In an effort to get in his son’s good graces after a long drawn out mess of a divorce, Joey’s father, a hot-shot Hollywood agent, set up a rather substantial trust fund and gave Joey full access to it.  Joey then decided to use this money to commission me to take more tests for him.  I wasn’t allowed to get a job during high school and only managed to squeeze a measly twenty bucks per week out of my parents so I agreed.  We never got caught and Joey ended up graduating in the top ten percent of his class.  I wasn’t proud of lying and cheating, especially considering that Joey ended up dropping out of college in the first semester and spent most of his time getting high and playing Hang Time on Nintendo 64, but that’s the way it happened.


“So, what’s going on?” Joey asked, “Your girlfriend’s dad following you or something?”


“Yeah something like that,” I replied.


“Ha, I knew it.”


“I just need you to hang out here until I get back tomorrow night, but you can’t make any phone calls and you need to keep the radio on.”


“Jeez did this guy bug your house or something?”


“Can never be too careful right?”


“He’s not gonna try and hurt me, or you, is he?”


“Nah, don’t worry about it.”


Brandon, still silent and standing just behind Joey, shot a look of worry and disapproval at me.  From how I saw it though, we really weren’t putting our old friend in any danger.  I didn’t know exactly who was in the Pathfinder, but if the organizations had wanted me dead, I would have been already.  They needed me and I knew it.  I needed to go somewhere I couldn’t let them follow and as long as Joey played his role, he’d be fine.  We’d be able to switch back before anyone was the wiser.


“So you in?” I asked Joey.


“Sure, I guess I do owe you for all those times you did it for me.”


“Great.  Just walk by the front window every so often and try to act normal.  Oh and remember, try not to talk a lot.”


“Got it.”


Joey walked to the front window so he could be seen and to ward off any suspicion that I may have snuck out the back, which is exactly what Brandon and I did. 


The back of the house bordered on the Los Angeles River, a man-made flood wash that occasionally had a little bit of sewage infested green water, but mainly served as a safe passage for coyotes roaming the city for a free meal.  My parents used to say that they had lost more than a few cats in the first few years of living on the river.  I guess that why we always had big dogs when I was growing up.


Brandon and I, with flashlights and bats in hand, hopped the stone wall and slid down the hill into the wash.  Normally, a coyote would never think to attack something as large as a full-grown human, but packs of starving animals aren’t often known to be picky.  We ran down the concrete river until it came out under a major street and we were able to climb out of it without trespassing on one of the neighbor’s property.  It had been a long time since our days on the high school basketball team and Brandon and I were both out of shape.  We walked the remaining mile and half to where Brandon parked his car, threw the bats in the trunk and began the long drive back down to Hermosa Beach.


We got to Styx just as it was getting crowded.  Brandon waited in the car, while I met Bill at the door.  I followed him down into the cellar and into his office.  Mel ran me over with the wand again until he was satisfied that I was tracker-free and then we got down to it.


“You’re sure no one followed you here?” Bill asked.


“No, I got there bloodhound off my scent for a little while.”


“Can’t say I wasn’t surprised to hear from you again.  Why are you here?”


“You told me my mom had someone on the outside that she may have divulged to the location of the document you’re looking for.”


“I remember, do you think you might know who this person is?”


“I think it was me.”


“What are you talking about? You had no idea about any of this last time we spoke.” 


“I know, but I found something in my house.  She left me a series of clues that led me to this key hidden in a tree in her garden.”  I took it out and handed it to him.


After looking it over, he said, “Do you know what it’s to?”


“The books and reference section at the Boston University library.”


“How’d you figure that out?”


I pulled out my identical key to show him and said, “Because I have one also.”


He took second key from my hand and placed the two keys on his desk while he rummaged through one of his drawers.  He pulled out a small electronic device, connected it via a USB cable to his computer and stuck the keys into the device one by one while watching results stream across the screen. 


“Huh,” he finally said, “the key you say you found has a magnetic imprinting on it.”


“Is that strange?”


“Not really, other than the fact that your key doesn’t have one.  What’s interesting is what the imprinting says.”


He turned his monitor so I could read it.  It read:






NAOMI ALHADEFF






1-6SHOJ-#GU75983K

“It’s your mother’s agency call sign,” Bill said realizing that the string of letters and numbers would mean nothing to me without an explanation.

“So it does have something to do with the document?”

“It could be any number of things, but I can’t talk about it anymore.  You may be in a lot of danger having this in your possession.”

“But what if this is only another one of many clues Mom left.  So far they’ve all been tailor made for me to figure out.”

“You’re not trained for this Ben.  I’m going to send you somewhere where they can help you more than I can.  I’m not authorized to make a final decision on this matter.”

Bill pulled out a piece of paper and began jotting down information.

“These are the directions and the codes you’ll need to know to get in,” Bill continued, “I’ll call ahead so they’re expecting you.” 

He slipped the sheet paper to me and instructed, “Memorize this and burn it immediately, do you understand?”

“Yeah,” I took a moment and then gave him the sheet back, “Okay, I go it.”

“Already?  You sure?”

“Photographic memory.  I got it from—.”

“Your mom, of course.”

“Thanks for your help Bill, I’ll see you later.”

“I hope so kid. Good luck.”

I turned and opened the door to leave.

“Ben,” Bill called, “you left this the last time you were here, you might need it.”

He tossed me the pinecone with the microchip in it. I nodded, put it in my pocket and headed out the door.





Chapter 28


The Gaia boardroom was full again with the higher echelon members of the two organizations, but there were a couple of notable differences from the first meeting.  Firstly, Whales arrived on time accompanied by Coltun and they both stood at the head of the table throughout the course of the proceedings.  Secondly, the board members were exceedingly more hostile this time around.  This was not an anomaly for Coltun and the Dominion guests.  The poor health of their C.E.O. inspired revolution with each high-ranking member positioning himself for the battle for power that would inevitably follow Hayes’ demise.  Coltun was the intended successor, but he was by no means the only person looking for the job.  The interesting thing was that the Gaia members, who were calm and collected at the previous meeting, confident in their leader’s ability to nullify the present situation, were now unsettled as well.

“What do you mean we are waiting for him to make his next move,” one Dominion member asked defiantly.

“He’s a child.  Just bring him in, throw him around a bit and make him lead us to what we are looking for.  This is ridiculous,” another member spoke out.

“I’m afraid you may be underestimating Alhadeff’s regard for what he has stumbled upon,” Whales interrupted, “He is the son of our enemy’s highest ranking intelligence officer, he knows what he is looking for and he knows its importance.  He’s not just going to hand it over to us.”

“We must be patient,” Coltun added.

“You two can shove your patience.  Where is the boy now. I thought this meeting was about getting updates from the teams?”

“You’re absolutely right,” Coltun said, “Adam are you there?”

“Right here Mr. Coltun,” Adam said through the polycom on the table.

“What’s Alhadeff’s status?” asked Whales.

“He was in his house all night, all morning and he’s still here walking around in his pajamas.  It doesn’t look like he’s planning on going anywhere.  The only thing he’s done since purchasing plane tickets to Boston was visit his parents’ graves.”

“Could that have been important,” a Gaia member asked, “was he there following another clue?”

“Not likely,” Adam continued, “I was on him the entire time.  All he did was cry a lot.  There was nothing and no one there.”

“There you have it gentlemen,” Whales began, “Everything is going according to schedule.  We’ll follow him back to Boston and continue our strategy as planned.  This meeting is adjourned.”

Whales leaned in and whispered to Coltun, “I’m transferring Adam’s call to my office. Meet me there.”





*
*
* 


Brandon was asleep in the driver’s seat when I got back to the car.  I tapped on the driver’s side window to wake him up.


“Scoot over,” I said, “I’ll drive.”


“No, it’s cool,” he said groggily, “I can make it back to your house.”


“We’re not going back yet.”


“Where are we going?”


“Carlsbad.”


“What? That’s like all the way down by San Diego.”


“Sorry buddy, but we have to.”


“But when am I gonna pack?”






*
*
*


“Adam?” Whales said as he and Coltun walked through his office to the desk.


“Yep?” came Adam from the speakerphone.


“How sure are you that he didn’t pick anything up at the cemetery?”


“Positive, sir.”


“Have you been monitoring his phone use?”


“Yeah, nothing in or out.”


“And it’s definitely him in the house?”


“I’m looking at him right now.”


“This wouldn’t be the first time you were fooled,” Coltun added.


“It’s him. Do you want me to go in and ask for his identification to make sure?”


“Of course not,” answered Whales angrily, “It just doesn’t make any sense.  Alexander would surely have instructed him to keep BEACON informed if he found anything.  And they would want to keep track of him as well. Alright, thanks Adam.”


“Yep,” the phone clicked out.


“What are you thinking Jensen,” Coltun asked.


“I don’t know, but I need to make sure Alhadeff is really just sitting around,” Jensen explained before yelling towards the door, “Jenny!”


An attractive young woman in a short business suit entered the room immediately.


“Yes, Mr. W?”


“Get Fox on the phone,” Whales instructed.






Chapter 29


We reached Carlsbad during the mid-morning just as the majority of Invitrotech Corp. employees were getting in to the lab.


“I’m gonna need you to—” I started.


“Wait in the car, I know,” Brandon finished, “How long do you think this will take?”


“Not sure, an hour maybe.”


“Alright, I’m gonna go to that silent movie theater I saw down the street.  Just call when you’re done.”


“Silent movie theater?” I asked puzzled.


“Yeah, I need to take a nap and it’s too bright and hot to do it the car.”


“Ha, okay.  I’ll call you.” I said, shutting the car door.


Invitrotech Corporation was a multi-billion dollar per year grossing biotechnology firm founded in the mid-80s during the technology boom in California.  They were responsible for developing and manufacturing biological resources that have been used by medical research facilities all over the globe.  A for-profit organization out to save the world, a perfect cover for the BEACON headquarters I thought.  I felt duped in a way though.  Mom got me a job working for Invitrotech last summer at their Camarillo location and I had always sensed a disconnection between the production division and administration of the corporation.  Now, I knew why.


I tried opening the glass door into the building’s lobby, but it wouldn’t budge.  The secretary, a delightful looking older woman motioned for me to wait a moment.  She pressed a button on her desk and the light on the door’s security pad went from red to green, accompanied by a loud beep.  This time the door opened and I walked in.


“Hi, can I help you?” the woman asked as I approached her desk to sign in.


“Uh, yeah I’m Ben—”


“Mr. Alhadeff, right this way,” came a voice from behind, “I’ve got him Jean, thanks.  You don’t have to sign in.”


I walked towards the man with the open arms ushering me into a hallway.  He was dressed in casual business attire with blue slacks and a white button down shirt.  He looked to be about thirty years old, but he was pre-maturely balding and his pudgy midsection indicated that he was slightly out of shape.


“I’m Larry Moore,” he hollered as I tried to keep up with him in the hallway.  I guess he wasn’t as out of shape as I had thought. “Bill called ahead about you this morning,” Larry continued, “I can’t say we weren’t a little skeptical, but any information you have would be greatly appreciated.”


“Yeah, well, like I told Bill, I—” Larry shot back and put his hand over my mouth.


“Not here.”


I nodded, my mouth still covered by this stranger’s hand, which was promptly removed.  We continued down the corridor a little ways, past a number of laboratories, with massive amounts of equipment, until Larry found the one he was looking for.


“This is our DNA sequencing lab,” he said as he held the door open for me to enter, “and this little piece of equipment is our DNA matching apparatus.”


He was referring to large piece of machinery that looked more like a coffin that a computer, perched on a even larger metal tabletop.  It was connected to a desktop computer, dwarfed by the size of the D-MAP, as they called it.


“You know,” I said, “I worked for Invitrotech up in Camarillo and I don’t remember there being a sequencing lab up there.”


“Our different subsidiary locations work on different projects.  Camarillo I believe concentrates heavily on antibody production.  Carlsbad is more of a research facility.  We have DNA sequences on file of every individual that has donated blood through the Red Cross in the past five years, giving us one of the largest DNA databases in the country.  Most of the research is geared towards the identification of genetic anomalies that are associated with particular diseases.”


“Oh, sounds innovative.”


“Very.  Can I see you hand for a second?”


“Sure,” I said extending my arm towards him, “Ouch.”


Larry pricked my finger and was extracting bloods into a small capillary tube.


“Don’t worry, the needle’s clean,” he assured as he dripped a few drops from the capillary tube into a test tube filled with a gelatinous yellow liquid.  He took the test tube, attached it to the underbelly of the D-MAP and pressed the large green START ANALYSIS button. “So I hear you’re at BU studying medicine.”


“Uh, biology for now, maybe medicine lat—”


“Alright, the results are in,” he interrupted as he stared at the small computer screen, “You passed. Now I don’t have to kill ya. Good news, huh? Come on, this way”


I leaned over to look at the readings on the screen, but I only caught a few words before Larry grabbed my shoulder and yanked me into the hall.

DNA MATCHED

UNKNOWN DONOR

BIOLOGICAL SON OF: AGENT NAOMI ALHADEFF


“Wait, what about all the secret pass codes I was told to remember?” I asked.


“That stuff is for field operatives.  As you can probably tell from its size, not everybody can carry around a D-MAP.”


“Then why did Bill tell me to memorize all that stuff.”


Larry stopped dead in his tracks. I nearly fell over him.


“Ben, you need to understand something.  Allowing you to come here is not a standard operating procedure.  People like Bill, or even your mother have never seen the inside of this building, but the sensitivity and urgency of this matter requires us to allow some breaches in our security.  The chiefs decided that any information regarding the lost document must come to them directly in an effort to avoid the treachery that has been identified among the ranks of the field agency.”


“The chiefs?”


“Don’t worry, you’ll meet them. Now let’s go.”

Larry dragged me into the adjacent lab.  Unlike all the other doors in the hall, the one that led into this room was both unlabeled and locked.  I didn’t have time to expect anything as a result of this inconsistency, but I suspected that it wasn’t going to be an ordinary, run of the mill laboratory.  I realized when Larry turned on the lights that this suspicion was wrong, however.  Lab benches, fume hoods, a few deli refrigerators and centrifuges.  It looked exactly like a normal lab.


“Come right on over here,” Larry instructed, standing next to one of the larger fume hoods, it looked almost like the magic box a magician would use to make his lovely assistant disappear. “Woops, forgot to lock the door,” Larry left me by the hood and rushed to the door to close and lock it.  When he returned, he opened the sliding glass door of the hood, stepped inside and tried to pull me along with him.


“Whoa, I’ve let you drag me all around here, but enough is enough. What the hell is this thing?” I asked astonished.


“Don’t worry, it’s just an elevator.  We’re going to a secure location.”


“Is it safe?”


“Have you ever taken an elevator before?”


“Not one that was disguised as a fume hood.”


“Well, that’s really the only difference.  Come on.”


I stepped in with hesitation, where I saw a barrage of numbered buttons, which turned out to be the control panel.  Larry slid the door closed and pressed a series of numbers and letters, a sequence too long for even my impressive memory to hold on to.


“Going down,” Larry said in his best haunted mansion voice followed by a low pitch cackle.


I didn’t respond.


“Sorry, I always wanted to say that,” he explained.

Suddenly, we started moving down.  We sank for so long that my ears popped about halfway through the downfall and everything went completely dark.  We both just stood there in silence until the elevator stopped.

“Ding, this is your floor,” Larry said.

“Wait, you not coming with me?”

“Nope, I have to get back upstairs.  If I’m gone for too long, the rats will get out, the employees will grow restless and who knows what kind of a mess will develop.  Besides I don’t really know my way around down here.  Good luck.”

The doors opened and I was temporarily blinded by the bright white lights after having been in the pitch black elevator.  Before I fully regained my sight, someone grabbed me and pressed a moist fabric up against my face.  Everything went black again.  


I woke up to the most offensive smell I had ever experienced, with a splitting headache.  The smelling salts were removed from under my nose and I realized I was sitting in a leather armchair, facing a panel of nine men and women of various ages. It looked like a Supreme Court hearing… in the batcave.


A man in black handed me a glass of water and three aspirins, “Take this. It will help,” he said.  He was monstrous in stature and had long black hair that reached down to his shoulders.  I imagined that he was the behemoth that knocked me out and dragged me to this place.


When I got my bearings, I asked, “How long have I been out?”


“Not too long,” said the older man in the middle of the panel, “five minutes at the most.  Ronald here is quite fast,” he referred to the man with the aspirin. “Sorry about the secrecy, but we built this maze of halls for a reason and, believe me, both we and you are safer with you not knowing how you got here.”


“What’s with the lab?”


“Ah, I’m glad you brought that up,” he continued, “All of your interactions with BEACON on the matter of the lost document must be directly with the nine of us.  Invitrotech is merely a front for our more, uh, noble ventures.  In fact, with the exception of Carlsbad, all Invitrotech sites and employees are unaware of the existence of our covert organization.  Even here, only about 20% of the people roaming the halls above us know what’s really going on.”


“I figured as much.”


“You’re a bright one, just like your mother.”


“Did you know her?”


“She never met any of us, but she was one of our most trusted agents.  There is no doubt in my mind, that she would have been a prime candidate to take one of the positions on this bench some day.”


“And then she would have been safe, like all of you,” I said sarcastically.


“Ben, I’m very sorry about what happened to your mother and father.  It was a tragedy for all of us. She was brave and loyal, a true soldier for our cause.  She believed in it as strongly as any of us.”


“I know,” I said sincerely.  That last comment of his had cracked my shell a little.


“Now, let’s get down to it.  We don’t have much time.  Your friend’s movie will be over soon.”


“What?” I asked surprised.


“Don’t act too shocked Ben.  You think with all the security we put into this place, we didn’t see you coming.  We have security cameras stationed around the entire city.  We see everything.”


“I guess.  Look, he’s not a liability. I promise. I have known him for years and—”


“We’ll reserve judgment for now, but you were warned to keep this to yourself.  If there is any indication that he may not be as true a friend as you suspect, we’ll have no choice but to remove him.  I suggest you instruct him to leave you to this alone.”


I nodded.


“Now, tell us what’s been going on the past few days.”


So I told them everything.  Finding the dead body, meeting with Mrs. Alexander, finding Bill, the tracer, the Fiji photo album, the fig tree, the BU library key, the man in the Pathfinder and my clever plan to outsmart him.  To be honest, now that I had said the whole thing aloud, it seemed wholly unbelievable, even to me.  I mean, Mom didn’t know Mrs. Alexander would send that letter in the first place and what were the chances I would even stumble upon any of these clues, let alone be able to interpret them.


“I see,” the man in the middle said, “It seems you fell in to quite a mess, didn’t you.”


“I’ll say.”


“Well, the truth is we instructed your mother to keep the document’s location a secret.  She insisted that she be permitted to divulge the secret to someone outside the agency she trusted, but we told her not to do so.  We said we’d be able to protect her.  I’m very sorry that we were wrong, but it appears that your mother had less faith in us than we did in ourselves.  You have willingly put yourself in a considerable amount of danger Ben and if you wish to relinquish this quest, you may hand it over to our agents.”


I thought about it for a moment and said, “You’re right and I don’t even fully understand the cause I’ve been doing it for, but that’s not the reason I’ve been doing it.”


I stood up and Ronald moved towards me until the man in the middle waved him off.  I began walking around the room while giving my speech.


I continued, “My mother believed in this organization and I believe in her.  That’s why I’ve done what I’ve done, so my parent’s death wouldn’t be in vain.  I’ve been the only one in the world that could have gotten this far with the clues she left and there is no telling how long this road will be.  My mother trusted me and I have never let her down before.  Why start now?”


“Very well.  You won’t see us, but we’ll keep an eye on you,” he nodded towards Ronald, who moved towards me.


“Hang on, is that really necessary?”


“It’s for your own good, if Gaia or Dominion found out that you knew of this place, there is no telling what they would do to you.  It’s far more important than even the lost document.  We can give you a pill that would take much longer, but Brandon is just coming out of his movie and you have a plane to catch.”


I nodded my concession, “Just not so rough this time, big guy. Alright?”





*
*
*


I woke up somewhere in Orange County.  Brandon noticed I was waking up.


“Hey dude, nice nap?” he asked.


“Hardly,” I said, putting my hand to my throbbing head.  I realized that I had a bottle of aspirin in my hand and I popped a few.  “What happened?”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean how did I end up back in the car dude?” the headache made me cranky.


“I don’t know.  You were there when I came out of the movie.  Best sleep I have ever had by the way.  I figured you finished up earlier than you expected, found the car and decided to take a nap.  You’ve been out for about an hour and a half.”


“Yeah, I guess I must have.  Where are we.”


“Almost home, about five minutes outside the Orange Curtain.  Oh and Sherry called while you were passed out.”


“When?”


“While we were still in Carlsbad.  I told her we were on our way to the airport.”


I groaned, “Alright, I’m gonna try to sleep a little more.”


“Cool bro, you know you’re starting to worry me a little.”


“Yeah, me too.”






CHAPTER 31


We got back to the house about two hours before we had to be at Burbank airport for our flight.  Joey was still there, perfectly fine, but neither the Pathfinder nor its operator were anywhere in sight.  I didn’t really care where he was, I was just glad we didn’t have to run through the muck of the river to get into the house unseen.  


I thanked Joey and sent him home.  Then Brandon and I threw some stuff in a bag and headed to the airport.  He was just going to have to borrow some of my clothes because we were running behind.


Both the drive and flight were smooth and we arrived in Boston late that night.  I know the BEACON chiefs told me to drop Brandon, but with my parents gone, he was my only family and I trusted him beyond anyone else.  Beyond that, I may have been confident and brave in the firey speech I delivered to the chiefs, but in reality, I was still scared and unsure.  I needed Brandon with me.


Sleeping on the fraternity couches at the Kappa Sigma house was less than relaxing.  There is no telling what kind of concoction of beer, puke, and piss had seeped into the fabric of those couches over the years, but we really didn’t have any other choice.  Brandon and I had both joined the Mu-Psi chapter of Kappa Sigma at BU during the previous year.  I didn’t want to, but Brandon conned me into it and, as is often the case, by the time I realized I wanted to stop doing it, I was too far entrenched in the pledging process to justify leaving.  The truth is, to my own shock, I really did end up liking all of the brothers and the old adage proved true.  Pledging was certainly the best time I would never want to do again.  


I woke up first and rustled up Brandon, who was adding his own drool to the mix of bodily fluids in his couch.


“Come on, lets go,” I said.


We trekked down Commonwealth Ave to the George Sherman Union for a quick bite to eat and then walked next door to the Mugar library, neither of us quite sure what to expect.  We flashed our student ID cards and walked through the magnetic stalls into the library.  The stalls beeped as I walked through, but the girl staffing the desk waved us by.


“Must be the key,” I whispered to Brandon.


Access into the main floor of the library was granted to all students and guests, but only those with library keys were given access to the lower level archives.  Professor Miczek had made a key for me so that I could access the research materials located in this section of the library.  Brandon got one by guilting me into copying mine.  He was going after this girl, Kelly Morris, who was a total voyeur and told him that she would only sleep with him if it was in the library.  Apparently, she meant in one of the upstairs study rooms, where they were much more likely to get caught than in the deserted archive room.  Brandon got over that quickly.


After a quick walk across the main floor and a short elevator ride down to the lower floor, I slipped mom’s key into the lock and entered the archive room.  In a far corner of the room, a security monitor switched on and the archive librarian jumped to alert.


Brandon and I searched the stacks and computer stations, looking for anything that Mom might have left there for us.  Nothing turned up. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the librarian coming towards us.


“Can I help you find something?” she asked.


“No thanks, we’ve got it,” Brandon replied.


In all the times I had been down here, this woman had never said a word to me.  She always just sat in the corner and read her cheesy romance novels.  I didn’t even realize she was there until about my fifth or sixth time in here.


“Perhaps a rare edition of the History of Lighthouses?” she continued.


“I said we’re fine lady,” Brandon hissed before I could answer.


I thought back to the insignia emblazoned on the letter Amy Alexander sent to my mother.  I saw the same insignia on the chief’s podiums in Carlsbad.


“Actually, yeah, I think that might be exactly what we’re looking for,” I chimed in.


“Dude?” Brandon said.


“Right this way,” the librarian instructed.


She led the two of us over to her desk, turned, and looked beyond us suspiciously to be sure that we were alone in the room.  Then I got a sense of déjà vu as she pulled a .22 caliber pistol from her desk and aimed it right at my head.


“What the fuck,” screeched Brandon, who suddenly dropped to the floor with his face down and his arms and legs outstretched.


“Jeez,” I thought to myself, “Was that how I looked when Bill pulled the gun on me?”


“Look,” I continued aloud, calmly and collected, “The rosy pine in Lincoln Square resumes its shine in the cool crisp air.”


She looked at me like I had four heads.


“Uh, okay, okay,” I went on, “A brighter light for the world to see comes of our fight and soon will be?”


“What the hell are you jabbering about?” she said, fed up with my personal version of rhyme time, “How did you get Naomi’s private key,” she whispered insistently, it was a library after all.


“But those were the pass codes I was told to give in the field,” I started to get a little scared and worried too, but certainly not as bad as Brandon who was still on the floor, now mumbling all the partial prayers he could remember from Sunday school.


“I don’t know about any pass codes, but you better come up with a fantastic explanation in the next ten seconds or I’m going to assume you killed her and stole that key.  Then I’m going to put a bullet in each of you skulls.  Now talk!”


“Alright, alright.  She is dead, but we didn’t do it.  I’m her son.  I’m working with BEACON to try and finish the work she was doing that got her and my father murdered.”


She nodded her head and said, “Pretty good story, you just bought yourself a few more seconds, but I don’t know of any BEACON and if you’re really her son you should have something to prove it.” The gun was still trained on my head.


Mom really must not have trusted any of her agents at all.  My worry started to build as I rummaged through my pockets for some sort of identification.  Finally, my wallet.  I pulled it out and presented the librarian with my driver’s license.


She didn’t even look at it before saying, “Are you kidding me? I used to make fake IDs in high school.”


“Uh, uh,” I said continuing to fumble through my wallet, “I, uh have backups?”


She moved in on me, threw my wallet to side and touched the cold barrel of the gun to my forehead.  I instantly went from nervous, bypassed scared and went straight to terrified for my life.


“Stop messing around,” she whispered angrily through her teeth, “Show me the God damned chip.”


A glimmer of hope. I slowly reached into my jacket pocket this time, produced the pinecone, removed the chip from its interior and handed it to her.  She took it from me, placed it on the interior of a floppy disk and inserted it into her computer.  Thankfully, she also holstered her gun.


After about a minute of examining her screen, she said, “Shit Ben, I almost killed you.  Sorry about that. You can never be too careful, you know?”


“Yeah, I keep hearing that.”


“Alright, if your friend is finished pissing himself on my carpet, I’ll take you to what your mother left here.”


I leaned down, put my hand to Brandon’s back, and said “Come on man, its over.”


Brandon looked up and around like a bewildered chipmunk.  I helped him to his feet and he followed us towards the elevator, but it wasn’t until we were almost at the elevator that he really got himself together.  At this point I looked him in the eye, looked down at his soiled jeans and then looked him back in the eye with my eyebrows raised.


“What?” Brandon said defensively, “She had a freakin’ gun. Are you kidding me?”


I shook my head and chuckled to myself.


“How the hell did you stay so cool?” Brandon continued, still defensive.


“Let’s just say it’s not the first time I’ve had a gun pointed at me in the last few days,” I said following the librarian into the elevator.


“The disc is up on the main floor,” the librarian said.


“Without anyone watching it?  What if someone—” I alarmingly said.


“Don’t worry,” she assured, “it’s in a very safe place.  No one would have found it.”


We stepped off the elevator on the main floor and the librarian took off at quite a fast pace.  I struggled to keep up and Brandon disappeared to the outskirts of the library.  It was summertime, but there were still plenty of people we knew here at the library and Brandon didn’t want them to see him in his current state so he snuck outside.


“Here we are,” she said coming to a halt in front of the encyclopedia stacks, “It’s under lighthouse.”


“Right out here in the open? No locks or anything?”


“I’ve worked in this library for six years and I’ve only seen one person open an encyclopedia.  Funny enough, he was researching the internet.”


I pulled out the L-Po encyclopedia and opened to the section on lighthouses as instructed.  Right there, on the first page of the section, was a small envelope with a mini-disc inside.


“This is it?” I asked her.


“Yep, that’s what you’re looking for.”


“What’s on it?”


“Sorry, I’m just the gatekeeper.  I’ve never been inside.”


The literary references were over my head, but I got the gist of what she meant.


“Keep that safe, Ben,” she said, “I’m really sorry about your mom.  She was a great woman.”


“How did you two know each other?”


“We were the only two women in our unit in the Marine Corps.  She saved my life more than once.”


“Really?”


“Hu-ah,” she grunted. 


I looked confused.  My only exposure to the military was old episodes of M.A.S.H. on TVland.


“It means yes,” she explained,


“Oh, okay,” I smiled, “Well, I better find my friend and get going.  Thanks for all your help.”

She nodded graciously and said, “Take care of yourself okay?”


“I’ll try.






CHAPTER 32


Whales was sitting at his desk frantically messing through some papers, while Coltun worked on his short game across the room.


“I’m sure he’ll turn up soon enough Jensen,” Coltun said lining up to putt, “Haha, hole in one!”


“Good for you.  You’re the Tiger Woods of miniature golf,” Whales said sarcastically.


Coltun’s cell phone began vibrating in his pocket.  He took it out and looked at the screen.


“It’s Adam,” Coltun said, flipping his phone open and answering it. “What do you got Adam?”


“Put it on speaker Harry,” Whales ordered.  Cotun complied.


“Hey boss,” Adam said, “I’m on him now.  He isn’t making me without the car.”


“Good.  What’s he doing?” Coltun asked.


“Well, after I picked him up again at Logan Airport, he stopped at one of the university’s fraternity houses to sleep.  When he woke up, he and the friend immediately went to the library.  I lost them when they took the elevator to a limited access section, but they returned to the main floor with a woman and they seemed to pick up something out of one of the books.”


“What was it?” asked Whales insistently.


“Couldn’t tell from my vantage point.  It was in a manila envelope.  Could have been a note or…anything really.  Do you want me to try to get it from him.”


“No,” Whales said, “Just stay on him and call us if anything else happens.”


“Will do.  Is agent one still dark?”


“Yes,” Coltun answered, “Fox hasn’t made contact in over two days.”


“I’ve got it,” Whales shouted from his desk, as he grabbed his phone and began dialing.


“Got to go Adam,” Coltun closed the flip phone, opened it again and dialed the number as Whales instructed.


“Hello,” came Fox’s voice on the Whales’ speakerphone.


“Where the hell have you been?” shouted Whales.


“Twiddling, my thumbs,” Fox said sarcastically, “I’m still in Carlsbad. What did you think I was doing?”


“From now on, you check in with me daily.  Is that clear?” Whales said, gritting his teeth.


“Fine.”


“What have you found?”


“Well, I checked the location Alhadeff was in, but it’s just an old movie theater.  Nothing strange about it.”


“Probably just another BEACON contact.  We’re not wasting our time with individual agents.”


“There is something else though.”


“What?”


“I tapped in to the satellite imaging of this location.  It was difficult at first because there was a no tamper lock on every satellite in the sky that specifically disallowed any command to center over Carlsbad.”


“That is strange.  Why would that be?”


“Well the government sometimes does that to—”


“Fox, I built the government’s satellites.  I know why they do that.  To protect key areas from satellite spying, but I also know exactly where all of those areas are and Carlsbad, CA isn’t one of them.”


“Right, well I broke the barrier.”


“And…?”


“X-ray and infrared imaging shows a series of caverns and underground hallways built in a maze-like structure under the Invitrotech Corporation headquarters.”


Whales’ lips drew into a slight smile.


“Are you sure?”


“Absolutely, sir.”


“And there were heat signatures in these underground hallways?”


“Yes. I’d say about ten.”


“Thank you Fox.  Remember to check in.”


“Yes sir.”


Whales closed the flip phone and stared at Coltun, who just missed a four-foot putt.


“What?” Coltun asked.


“You still intent on making good on the desires of your boss?”


“You mean taking out the BEACONers?  I thought that was counter-productive?”


“Alhadeff is becoming too wise and with their help he’ll be able to lose us at will.”


“Consider it done.”


“Make sure he knows.”






CHAPTER 33

As we headed back to Kappa Sigma, I wondered if maybe Mom had somehow planned for me to go to BU all along, in case something like this were to happen.  It wouldn’t have made much sense.  Best to just chock it up to a lucky coincidence that she knew someone that worked there and she could trust.  Besides, whether or not she did didn’t really matter.  All that mattered right now was figuring out what was on this disc.

My hands shook erratically as I tried to snapped the disc into the CD/DVD drive in the computer at the house.

“Are you sure we should be looking at this here?” Brandon asked surveying the room to be certain that none of the other brother’s came in.

“Where else are we going to look at it.  Every other computer we have access to is connected to the school’s network.  This is as secure as we’re gonna get right now,” I replied.

I frantically began typing.

“Damn,” I said in frustration.

“What is it?” Brandon asked, still standing guard at the door.

“It’s password protected and I can’t get past the encryption.”

“So? Try one of those rhymes the guy at the bar told you about.”

“I did.  Too many letters.”

“Well, what was your mom’s password?”

“How would I know?”

“What, you never had to get money out of your parent’s bank account before?”

“No.  Besides, do you really think my mom would be dumb enough to use the same password for something as important as this?” I was still frustrated and taking it out on Brandon.

“I don’t know. My mom uses the same password for everything.  She wouldn’t be able to remember it if she didn’t.  Did you try your name or your dad’s?”

“Yeah, I tried everything I could think of,” I replied, “Wait, is Boner here?”

“He stays here every summer, but he’s probably still sleeping.  He never actually takes summer session classes.”

“Let’s go knock on his door.”

Dan “Boner” Croener was a computer genius, beyond the comprehension of all the other computer engineers the school had ever graduated.  This was his sixth year at BU, but if you account for the three years he was removed for what the school called ulterior probation, he was actually on track to graduate early.  Ulterior probation was the designation given when a student was caught committing a crime that the school felt was punishable by prolonged expulsion.  For most students this meant vandalism of school property or in extreme cases, minor physical assault of fellow students.

Boner, however, was caught hacking into the private student files.  This was a minor offense when compared to some of the things he wasn’t caught for like grade alteration and tuition embezzlement, just to name a couple.  He only ended up getting caught this time because he ventured out of his secure little world of cyberspace and tried to use the information he found in the student’s files to blackmail them.  The students complained and he was found out.  He should have received a much more severe punishment, but because of a substantial donation his father made, the school agreed to deal with the matter internally and expel him only long enough for the victims of his attempted blackmail to graduate.

There was no question that Boner’s character was questionable, but there was also no question that he had cracked every computer-related barrier that’s ever crossed his path.

As expected, he looked half asleep when he answered his door.

“Snowflake? Grundelicious?” he said groggily.  Our pledge names weren’t exactly flattering.

 “What are you two doing here?” Boner continued, “Shouldn’t you be out in LA sunning yourselves and staring at fake tits or something?”

“Yeah, but we came back because we need your help.” I said looking at Brandon and shrugging my shoulders.

Boner was a bit self-centered to say the least and I knew he wouldn’t find anything questionable about the idea that we would travel 3,000 miles just to see him.

“Sure, anything for a brother.”

“We have this disk and we need to crack the encryption on it,” I said handing him the mini-disc.

“Alright, I’ll take a look.  Come on in.”

Boner’s room was a disaster area and it was compounded by the fact that, as the most senior undergraduate member of the fraternity, he had the largest room in the house.  There were clothes, books, dirty dishes and take-out trash all over the place.  He brushed some of the trash off his couch so Brandon and I could sit while he worked.  His computer station looked like something out of a CSI studio set.  He had three widescreen monitors set up side by side with a cavalcade of electronic devices surrounding them and a monster-sized computer, which he built himself, under the desk.

“Whoa,” Boner blurted.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I’ve never seen anything like this.  Where did you say you got this?”

“We didn’t,” Brandon answered.

“Alright, no problem, none of my business.” Boner said continuing to type away at his keyboard.

“Is this gonna take a while?” I asked.

“Not if I can crack it.  The truth is, if an encryption can be cracked, it can be cracked in less than five minutes.  If I can’t do it in that time, I’m not going to be able to do it at all.”

Brandon and I sat there, silent for a few moments, eagerly watching Boner work.

“Look, I’m sorry guys, but this stuff is way beyond even my hacking abilities,” Boner finally said, popping the disc out and handing it back to me.

“What can we do?” I asked.

 “Short of breaking out the dictionary and trying to guess the password, not much.”

“Alright, thanks for trying Boner,” I said grabbing Brandon and heading out the door.

“You know,” Boner called after us, “the security on there is comparable to some of the high-up government sequences.  I don’t think you’ll able to find anyone that can crack it.” 

Without turning, I waved and continued downstairs and out the front door.  I had to bring the disc back to BEACON.  They’d have to have people that could get into it.





CHAPTER 33

The T subway was crowded during rush hour and it looked like it was going to take us over an hour to get back to the airport.  Brandon and I took two of the few seats still vacant next to a rather obese woman who appeared to be drunk.  I sat there twiddling the pinecone in my hand.  The librarian was right.  The disc was entirely safe in that encyclopedia.  Even if someone did stumble upon it, they would have never been able to read it.

“Yo,” Brandon said nudging me, “You see that guy over there?”

He motioned to a middle-aged man wearing a tan trench coat who immediately turned away from us when I glanced up at him.

“Yeah, why?”

“He keeps staring at us, at you.”

“Stop it.  We lost the tail back in L.A.”

I couldn’t help being a little paranoid myself after that and when Brandon and I got off the train at the airport, so did the man in the trench coat.  Beyond that, he followed us into the terminal, whereupon he got on his cell phone.

“Can you get the tickets?” I asked Brandon.

“Sure.”

While Brandon got the tickets back home, I traveled down to the farthest bathroom I could find on this side of the security gates.  I didn’t need to go, but I wanted to test Brandon’s suspicion.  Sure enough, when I exited the bathroom, there he was about 30 feet away leaning up against the wall.  I walked quickly back to the ticket line and saw that Brandon was ready.

“Run,” I yelled starting to do so myself towards the security gates.

As soon as I said that another man got up from his seat in one of the restaurants near the ticket counter.  He started coming after us along with the man in the trench coat.  Lucky for us, however, they tangled each other up.  It looked as if the man in the trench coat tripped and knocked into the other guy, sending them both to the floor.  I didn’t look back to see what happened after that, but Brandon and I got through security safely and made our way to the gate.  The two men were stopped by the airport security and turned away.

“I think I might know how to de-crypt the disk,” Brandon said when we sat down at the gate.

I looked at him confused and said, “No offense buddy, but you barely know how to turn your computer on.”

“Yeah, but I think my dad can hook us up with someone in his work that may be able to help.”

“How would your dad help us?  He’s an agricultural economist.”

“Uh, yeah, but I think he knows someone that can do stuff like that.”

“How?”

“I don’t know, alright,” Brandon became defensive again, “I’m just saying I think he can help.”

The way he was bringing this up came across as a bit secretive and sketchy, but I was still so preoccupied with keeping an eye out for the two guys that I dismissed it.

“Look, I just don’t want to bring anyone else into this mess if I don’t have to.  The organization will be able to crack it. I’m sure of it.  We just need to get back to Carlsbad.”





*
*
*

The flight was good.  Both Brandon and I slept for the majority of the night, but when we arrived in L.A. we were greeted by a special news brief streaming across the LCD television screens hanging from the ceiling throughout the terminal.  The headline read SERIAL KILLINGS GRIP LOS ANGELES.

“If your children are around, we urge you to send them out of the room.  Authorities from the LAPD homicide unit are calling these the most gruesome killings in the city’s history to date,” the CNN anchor began, “We have been told that California State Senator Aaron Alexander, along with his wife, was found dead in his Beverly Hills home late last night.  Sources close to the Senator say that he and his wife, Amy, have been out of contact for the past few days, but were thought to be on vacation in Mexico.  The bullet wounds in each of their heads indicate that they were murdered days ago, but the coroner on the scene says, and this is the horrific part folks, that the etchings on the couple’s bodies was done later, perhaps as late as yesterday afternoon.”

A grisly picture of the Alexander’s dominated the screen.

“Excuse me,” yelled an older woman traveling with her young kids, “will someone please shut off this smut.  My children are scared.”

I didn’t want the kids exposed to this any more than she did, but I needed to keep watching.  Thankfully someone else spoke up, “Pipe down.  You don’t want your kids watching, then cover their eyes.  I have a right to watch the news.” 

A close up of the carved up bodies clearly displayed the message.

B.A.,

YOU CAN’T

STOP US

“Your initials,” Brandon whispered, entranced by the television.

I immediately leaned over the trash can I was next to and proceeded to puke up the processed eggs I had just eaten on the plane.  About ten weak-stomached passengers followed suit.

I cleaned my self up just in time to hear the anchor continue, “The case was designated as a serial homicide early this morning when a third body, similarly defaced, was found in Hermosa Beach, just a forty-five minute drive from the Alexander home.  The third victim was local bar manager, Bill Wallace.  Police have been unable to make a connection between Mr. Wallace and the Alexanders.  No suspects have been found thusfar.

“We have to get to Carlsbad,” I said pulling Brandon away from the crowd that had gathered under the television screen.





CHAPTER 34

My worst fear for most of my life was losing my parents.  While driving up to the Invitrotech complex, my new worst fear was realized.  We were just getting off the freeway, about two miles away, when I heard the explosion and saw the dust cloud shoot up into the sky.  I slammed on the gas, but by the time we got there, the building was just a heap of rubble.  I got out of the car and ran to the dusty mess, hoping to find someone, anyone, but it was useless.  

I fell to my knees, with my head in my hands and began to cry.  Brandon came up behind me and put his hand on my shoulder.  Neither of us noticed the grey van pull up behind us until the door opened and an arm wrapped around me.  Brandon tried to pull the guy off of me, but a hard uppercut sent him to the ground hard.  All of a sudden, a second car came smashing into the rear of the van.  I was thrown free, I helped Brandon to his feet and we took off towards his car.  I could hear gunshots being fired, but they weren’t aimed at us.  We got in the car and booked it as fast as we could.

After we got about a mile from the gunfight, I stopped the car.

“What are you doing?  We got to keep going,” Brandon urged.

“I can’t.  I failed them.  I failed her,” I mumbled.

I was a mess, but luckily for me, Brandon still had his senses about him. He got out of the car, came to my side of the car, pushed me out of the driver’s seat, got in himself and started the car up again.

“They’re all dead because of me.  They’ve been able to keep themselves hidden for almost a century and I led their enemies right to them.  I destroyed them,” I kept mumbling this to myself for about twenty minutes.

Fed up with my whining, Brandon slapped me across the face and said, “Get yourself together dammit.  You still have the disc.  You can still finish this.”

“How are we going to read the disc?” I yelled, “The organization was our only shot.  It’s over.”

“Maybe not,” he said calmly.

“What do you mean maybe not? Where are we going?” I demanded to know.

“You’re going home and I’m taking the disc to my dad like I said we should have done in the first place.”

“I’m going with you. I’m not letting that disc out of my sight.”

“You can’t Ben.  You’re a mess.  You need to get yourself together.”

“I can’t go back to my house.  They’re after me now.  They’ll be waiting there.”

“Fine. But I’ve got to talk to my dad alone.”





*
*
*

Brandon dropped me off outside of Sherry’s apartment.

“You gonna be alright?” he asked as I stood on the sidewalk and stared up at the building.

“Yeah, thanks for snapping me back.  Go figure out what’s on that thing,” I hadn’t really snapped back.  I wasn’t sure if I really could snap back after the events of that morning.

Brandon nodded and drove away. I turned and walked up the staircase to the front door of the apartment building and dialed Sherry’s number on the security pad.  No answer.  I tried again, but still no answer.  The security guard came to the door and, after recognizing me, let me into the building.  I went to Sherry’s apartment, hoping she had just not heard the phone ring, but there was no answer when I knocked either.  

I didn’t want to just sit around and wait. So I walked back downstairs and headed for the door, but when I hit the courtyard, I looked into the main entrance building and saw the security guard standing at the door talking to the man in the trench coat.  I hid behind a palm tree by the pool.  He pointed out towards where I was and the man began walking towards the courtyard.

“Shit,” I whispered to myself.

I could stay hidden and probably be found or I could run.  I chose the latter and took off out the back end of the courtyard.  He followed, but by the time I made it to the parking lot he was far behind me.  I grabbed a bicycle that wasn’t chained and rode out of there.  By the time he made it back out to the street, I was nowhere in sight.

I knew I wasn’t safe out in the open so I ditched the bike and jumped on the Metro bus into downtown Hollywood.  Brandon’s apartment was still under construction, but they wouldn’t be working on it at night and I figured I’d be safe there until he came back.

When I got there, I didn’t see any sign that any construction was going on at all.  The door was unlocked, however, so I went in and made myself at home.  I guess it should have occurred to me that it was strange for an apartment under construction to be fully furnished and have all of the electricity fully functional, but things were all moving so fast at this point, that I wasn’t particularly perceptive.

I turned the television on and sat on the couch, flipping through channels to see if there was any information on the explosion.  It wasn’t hard to find.  Every news station in California was covering it.

The anchor reported, “The explosion in Carlsbad this morning was heard for miles around.  Investigation into the blast has found that it was an electrical explosion caused by a chemically reactive mercury spill at the headquarters of the biotechnology giant, Invitrotech Corp.  Sadly, there were no survivors found at the scene and the body count continues to grow.  In addition, authorities from the Carlsbad Fire Department have uncovered the existence of a secret network of underground tunnels near the Invitrotech building, which all caved in as a result of the blast.  For more information on—”

I turned off the television in frustration, shut my eyes and fell asleep, until the painful need to relieve myself tore me from my slumber.  I got up, grunted and waddled over to the bathroom when something caught my eye.  I temporarily forgot about the pangs in my bladder and stepped through Brandon’s open bedroom door.  I moved slowly over to his bed to find piles and piles of electronic surveillance equipment.

“What the hell?” I whispered to myself.

And then, there it was.  A small clear box, loaded with even smaller black disks, identical in size and shape to the tracking device Bill found on me days ago.  My body started shaking in terror.  There was no way to describe the shock I felt at that moment.  I had gone through the most horrible, tenuous things in my life over the past few days, but nothing compared to this.  My best friend had been spying on me for the people that killed my parents.  I hit my breaking point.  The terror subsided and evolved into utter rage just in time for Brandon to come home.

I heard the door open and immediately ducked behind one of the couches.  Brandon threw his keys on the counter and began dialing numbers on the phone.  Suddenly, my phone in my pocket started to ring.

“What the—” Brandon said as I rushed up behind him and tackled him to the ground.  I started punching him in the face.

“You son of bitch,” I screamed, “It was you all along.  I trusted you all along and you betrayed me.  You killed my parents.”

I continued wailing on him, all the while crying my eyes out, until I could see that he was unconscious.  I wiped my eyes and took a minute to catch my breath before jumping up and heading for the door.  Then I realized I was forgetting something.  I walked back to his unconscious body and began rifling through his pockets until I found what I was looking for.  I pulled the disc out, put it in my pocket and left.





CHAPTER 35

I was alone and lost in the world.  All I wanted to do was check myself into the closest mental hospital to live out my days in seclusion and I would have, had I not thought that they would still be able to get to me in there.  It all made sense now.  Brandon trying to get me to stop looking for my parents’ killers and then showing up again right around the time I found the tracker on me.  Why did I ever let myself trust him with the disc.  I knew it made no sense that he knew someone that could crack it, but I let it go. 

I figured the man in the trench coat was out looking for me somewhere, but I went back to Sherry’s anyway, hoping he had left by now and she was okay.  She was truly the only person in the world I could trust, but after what happened with Brandon, how could I really be sure of her either?  I didn’t have a choice.  There was no one else.

I showed up on her doorstep a broken man and she welcomed me in with open arms.  We sat down on the couch and she prodded, trying to find out what was going on, what was wrong.

“What is it, Ben? Are you okay? I thought you were back in Boston?”

I couldn’t answer her though. I was catatonic.  Every time I thought intently on the events of the previous day, I got a splitting headache coupled with a mixed feeling of anger, disgust and self-hatred that boiled inside every inch of my body.  I could feel my body steaming, ready to blow.  I just wanted those feelings to stop.

Sherry kept trying though.

“Come on Ben, I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what’s bothering you,” she said wrapping her arms around me and laying her head on my shoulder.

I nudged her head with mine.  She kissed my cheek and I turned towards her.  Licking her lips, she leaned in and kissed me again.  For a split second, the feelings of anger and hatred melted away.  I grabbed her close and pressed my body hard against hers as I continued to kiss her.  We ravaged each other that night.

I slept peacefully next to Sherry for an hour or so before a barrage of nightmares caused me to wake up panting, in a cold sweat.  She didn’t budge.  Her naked body glistened in the moonlight and the silver fox pendant adorning her necklace seemed to dance across her chest.

I knew I had no hope of falling back asleep so I snuck out of the bed, trying my best not to wake her, and threw on some clothes.  The disc was burning a hole in my pocket.  I needed to see if Brandon had been able to crack the encryption.  I began holding on to the possibility that I still had hope, that he hadn’t had a chance to decode the disc and hand it over to Gaia and Dominion.

I slipped the disc into the CD/DVD drive in Sherry’s desktop and my hopes were instantaneously dashed.  I opened the file, but instead of finding the jumbled matrix of numbers that I had grown so used to seeing, it revealed a detailed location accompanied by a map.  The agent’s grave was in Jerusalem along with the lost document.

“Dammit, it’s really over,” I whispered to myself.  And then I shouted in frustration, “Ahhhhhhhh!”

This outburst rustled Sherry out of bed.

“Ben what is it?” she asked.

“It’s over, it’s really over,” I said pacing around the room frantically, “Look, they have the document’s location and I’m sure they’ve already gotten it,” I gestured towards the computer, “Everyone’s dead because of me and, it’s over.  The bad guys won.”

Meanwhile, Brandon, who had woken up and realized that this was the only place I could go, had fashioned a shoddy rope ladder, lassoed it around the metal railing that circled Sherry’s balcony and was climbing up.

“I need to get to Israel, that’s the only thing I can do,” I continued.

“Ben, calm down,” Sherry said as she typed away at the computer.

“I can’t calm down.  They have the location.”

“No, they didn’t.”

“What?”

“But they do now,” she said clicking the send button on her email account.

“W—W—W—What’s going on? What did you do?”

“I’m sorry Ben,” Sherry said as she swiftly got up from her chair, holding a gun out at arms length directed at my chest, “I was kinda really starting to like you.  You know, the way a cat starts to enjoy batting around the mouse it will eventually make its dinner.”

Color me confused.  The pit that was growing in my chest and sinking into my stomach felt like it was about to explode.  Sherry reached for her cell phone, eyes and gun stilled trained on me.  She dialed a single number and waited for the answer.

“It’s Fox.  The package is delivered. Do you want me to bring him in?”

She got her answer, nodded and closed the flip phone.

“I’m sorry Benny boy,” she said, “Looks like the adventure is over for you.  There’s nothing you could really do now anyway.  The people I work for are everywhere.  They’ll have your precious document in minutes.  Good-bye Ben.”

She raised the gun towards my head as I closed my eyes and tensed my body as tight as I could.  Then I heard a loud noise, but it wasn’t the sound of the gun.  Brandon crashed through the glass doors that led onto the balcony and landed right on top of Sherry.  She hit the ground hard and the gun fell from her hand.

“What?” I said entirely in shock, “Is she?” I gestured towards Sherry’s motionless body on the floor.

“Who cares? Are you alright?” Brandon asked in a hurry.

“Uh, yeah.  Are you saving me?” I asked confused.

“I shouldn’t be you idiot, but yeah,” he answered angrily, “I should beat your ass.  Do you have any idea what kind of a headache and—”

All of sudden the front door burst open and three men entered, saw Sherry lying on the floor and opened fire at Brandon and me.

“Oh shit,” Brandon said pulling me towards the balcony.

“Wait, the disc.” I shouted.

“Leave it, it doesn’t matter,” Brandon overpowered me and I followed him out to the balcony and we jumped with bullets whizzing by us on all sides.

“Land on your butt,” Brandon shouted as we fell.

I had heard stories of people falling two stories and being perfectly fine, but I still would never have done it willingly.  Luckily, I was able to twist my body and land on the grass in the position Brandon instructed me to.  Other than a bruised tailbone, we were both fine and got away unharmed, barely, but without the disc.

After we were safely away, heading towards Brandon’s car he grabbed my shoulder and halted my progress.

“What is it?”

I turned around to catch a jab right to my cheek.  It threw me back, but I was still on my feet.  I knew I deserved it. I never should have jumped to conclusions.

“Is that out of your system now?” I asked.

“Maybe.”

We continued hobbling towards the car.  It’s amazing how a bruised tailbone can really affect your ability to walk.

“Wait, I saw all the spy equipment.  Your tracers looked exactly like the one Bill found on me.  What the hell were you doing with all that stuff?” I asked.

“That stuff isn’t mine,” he was back on the defensive.

“They planted it in your house,” I said like I was having an epiphany.

“No, they didn’t put it there and the house was never under construction,” Brandon explained, “My dad isn’t an agricultural economist.  That’s just his cover.  He works for the C.I.A.  Whenever he needs to go undercover in L.A. he uses my apartment as a safe-house and tells people it’s under construction.”

“C.I.A.?  I’ve known your dad practically my whole life.”

“Yeah well, I only found out less than a year ago.”

“I guess my mom wasn’t the only one with a secret identity.”

“Yeah, who would have guessed we had more in common than we already thought we did?”

We both laughed.

“I’m sorry I didn’t trust you?” I apologized.

“Don’t worry about it.  You’re going through a lot. I guess I can let it slide,” Brandon said, “Now let’s get going, we have a lot of work to do.”

“What do you mean?  It’s over.  They have the location and we don’t even have the disc.”

“Wrong and wrong.” A big smile stretched across Brandon’s face as he entered the car and started the engine.  He waited until I scrambled eagerly into the passenger side and then continued, “First of all, I made a copy of the disc because, well, I’m not an idiot.  Secondly, they don’t have the location.  Right before you beat me to a pulp, I was calling to tell you that my dad’s guy was only able to uncover the first layer of the encryption. The location of the grave that was viewable on the copy of the disc you took from me is a decoy.”





CHAPTER 36

Brandon and I got back to his apartment to find his dad there waiting for us.  Mr. Becker was an imposing man at six-foot five inches tall and a behemoth 255 pounds, all muscle.

He spoke in a burly, low voice, “Here you go boys,” he handed me the disc, “it’s all there and de-coded, but I can’t help you any further.”

“What do you mean?  They’re gonna be all over us when they realize they have the wrong grave,” Brandon protested, “You can’t just leave it to us when you have the resources that you have.”

“I’m not leaving it you.  We are leaving it to Ben.”

“What?” Brandon was livid.

“Brandon, it’s okay,” I said. “I’m going to need you here anyway.  I’m getting that document out, whether or not I get out myself.”

I understood exactly what Mr. Becker was trying to say, but couldn’t.  Amy Alexander and Bill had already told me, Gaia and Dominion infiltrated every level of government.  Mr. Becker was risking his life to help de-code the disc in the first place and he couldn’t risk his family’s well-being by going up against an enemy so close to him any further.

“Thanks for your help, both of you,” I said.

“Here, take my car to the airport. I’ll come get it later.  And my laptop’s in there also, just take it with you if you need it,” Brandon offered.

“Thanks,” I said.

“Just make sure you get back here, alright,” Brandon said on the brink of crying.

I nodded, grabbed the keys and took off running. 

“Sorry about hitting you,” he called after me, “There’s meds in the car if it hurts.”

 As soon as I got down to the car, I pulled out the laptop and slid the disc in.  The first thing that came up when I opened the file was the map that I saw at Sherry’s apartment, then a second map appeared superimposed on the first.  The grave was in Jerusalem, but it was across the city from where Gaia and Dominion thought. I jumped in the car and gunned it to LAX.

Fortunately, I keep my passport on me as a second form of ID and, thanks to the Birthright Foundation, this wouldn’t be my first trip to Israel in the last few years.  When I got to the El-Al ticket desk, the attendant couldn’t have been more helpful and after briefly examining my passport, she sold me a ticket.  Customs was just as bad as it always is, however.  Luckily, seeing as how I had no luggage, neither checked-in nor carried on, there really wasn’t anything for them to rifle through in the name of homeland security.  All in all, I got to the gate and boarded the plane with little difficulty.




*
*
*

While I was going through customs, the incredibly nice desk attendant that gave me my ticket without questioning the urgency of my trip, pulled out her cell phone and immediately dialed the office of Jensen Whales.

“Mr. Whales?” she asked.

“Yes, you did call me didn’t you?”

“Yes, I just spotted the boy.”

Whales’ voice became suddenly eager, “Where is he going?”

“To Israel, sir, Jerusalem.”

“What do you mean Jerusalem?  The document isn’t in Jerusalem. We already looked.”

“You asked where he was going, that’s where he’s going.”

“Fine, get on that plane and keep me updated.”

“Yes sir,” she hung up the cell phone.




*
*
*

I tried to act as calm and nonchalant on the plane as I possibly could, but I was fidgety and aching, both from the fall and from Brandon’s fist.  Brandon wasn’t kidding when he said there was medicine in the car for the pain.  I popped two vicodin and within minutes, I was sound asleep.  

I woke up hours later somewhere over Saudi Arabia.  I figured I better take another look at the map to get an idea of exactly where I was heading.  After examining it for a few moments, I noticed someone in the reflection off the laptop screen staring in my direction. He looked familiar, but I couldn’t tell who it was and I didn’t dare turn around.  I just shut the computer down and pretended to fall asleep again until we landed.

When I got out onto the terminal floor, I got up the courage to turn around and see who the man sitting behind me was, but he was gone.  I looked out to the right and saw a man with a tan trench coat heading in the opposite direction.  Stay cool, I thought to myself.  There’s no way he’s still after me.  The man disappeared towards the baggage claim area and I breathed a sigh of relief.

The vicodin had left me groggy and barely able to move around so I found my self a hostel in the city to spend the night.  A good night’s rest and then off to save the world, I thought.





CHAPTER 37

Coltun smashed his cell phone on the floor of Whales’ office.  He was sitting on one of the couches, while Whales lined up his putter and fired.

“That’s five to two Harry.  You owe me 200-K,” Whales gloated sinking a putt from six feet away.

But Coltun wasn’t angry about losing to Whales, at least not at the moment, “Forget the game.  That was Katinka.  She lost him in the crowd on the streets.”

“God Dammit,” Whales yelled putting a whole in the wall with his putter, “Could they be any more incompetent!”

“Maybe it’s time we thought about counter measures in case the document gets to the press.  Scapegoats, explanations—”

“No,” Whales quickly snapped, “but I think it is time we changed our manner of attack.”

“What are you talking about?”

“We’ve be spending all our resources trying to follow and scare this boy, but obviously we’re not that good at that.”

“Uh huh.”

“What is it that our two organizations do best Harry?”

Coltun, unsure of where Whales was going, thought a moment and said, “Make weapons?”

“No, I said what do our organizations do best, not our companies.”

“Oh,” Coltun responded and then realized what Whales was talking about, “Oh, you don’t mean.”

“Yes, I think it’s time we started a war.”

“Jensen, our plans for World War III aren’t even finalized, we can’t just go blowing up Jerusalem on a whim.  We have to prepare.”

“I’m prepared.  What, are you afraid Dominion isn’t in place to secure the contracts?  Afraid that you’ll fall even further by the wayside?”

“Jensen, this has nothing to do with money. The world isn’t ready for this.  The gulf that we’ve created between the Middle East and the West is keeping both of our pockets full.  The World War III scenario was only supposed to go into effect if a peace was reached.  If you start a war now, with the two sides despising each other as much as they already do, there’ll be nothing left when the smoke clears.”

“Easy, don’t get your panties in a bunch Harry. I’m not proposing we destroy Jerusalem, only that we threaten to.  Can you have all your available agents deployed there by the morning?”

“Sure.  Anything else?”

“You have men in the Mossad, yes?

“Of course.”

“Good, we’ll need multiple corroborating reports.  Get going, we need this all in motion by the morning.”

“I’m on it, you too?”

“Yes, yes, of course.

Coltun exited the room and Whales moved towards his desk, sat down and began making phone calls.






*
*
*

“Hello, this is the office of David Ben Yosef, Special Assistant to the Prime Minister,” said the chipper young Israeli secretary through Whales’ speakerphone. 

“Yes hello, could you please connect me to Special Assistant Yosef, this is an emergency.”

“I’m sorry Mr. Yosef is out of the office today.  I’ll have to take a message.”

“He’s the special assistant to the Prime Minister, you can reach him wherever he is.  Tell him Jensen Whales needs to speak with him urgently.

Jensen waits on the phone in silence for a moment.

“Mr. Whales, what’s going on?” Yosef asked.

“World War III in fifteen hours.  Do you understand?”

“Sir, I was under the impression that I would be warned far in advance if such action was going to be taken.”

“Are you saying you can’t fulfill the duties of your position?”

“No sir, it’s just—”

“Good, you have fifteen hours.  I will send instructions via fax.  Do exactly as they say.”






*
*
*

“Hello? Who is this?”

“Am I speaking to Abu al Hakim?”

“Yes, but who am I talking to?”

“Jensen Whales.”

“Oh, Mr. Whales.  To what do I owe this honor.”

“How fast can you get a video shot and out to Al-Jazeera?”

“It will take a little while to set up the equipment, but once it is set up, within an hour.”

“How long will it take to get the equipment ready?”

“Thirty or forty-five minutes.”

“Perfect.  I’ll have a transcript delivered to you by then.”





*
*
*

“Colonel Eliezar?”

“Speaking.”

“It’s Jensen Whales.”

“What can I do for you sir?”

“Sometime in the next two hours, you will be ordered by your prime minister to institute a full-scale evacuation of the city of Jerusalem.”

“Sir.”

“Just after that order is given, a team of about ninety of our agents will fly in by helicopter to your base.  I want them in uniform and spread throughout your regiments.  They will be taking special orders directly from me.  Is that understood?”

“Yes sir.”





CHAPTER 38

I was never good at getting adjusted to the time difference in a foreign country.  Hell, I was never good at getting adjusted to the time difference between L.A. and Boston.  Needless to say, I was awake and restless in my bed around 3:00AM.  After about half an hour of twisting and turning, I got up and walked down to the lobby of the building.   The lobby office was empty, so I saw no harm in slipping behind the counter and using their printer to make a hard copy of the sketchy map the disc revealed.  Rather than try to get back to sleep, I resigned myself to consciousness, made a cup of coffee and turned on the television in the corner of the room.  My Hebrew was a bit rusty, but I could understand most of what the news anchors were saying.

“This is a direct order from the Knesset,” began the newscaster, “Prime Minister Bharud has called for the full-scale evacuation of the Holy City of Jerusalem. Officials from the army will be leading the evacuation throughout the day, but all citizens requiring special assistance are urged to call their local army headquarters as soon as possible.  Take nothing, but yourselves.”

I knew my arrival in Jerusalem and the order to evacuate the city were not a coincidence.  The organizations were surely behind it.  I did not, however, expect the next piece of news to be broadcast throughout the world.

“Wait, I’m getting word that the Knesset has released a picture of the man that is behind the impending attack,” she continued, “Do we have that up.  Yes, his name is Binyamin Alhadeff, a member of the terrorist group that sent the video warning of the attack to Al-Jazeera a few hours ago.  Sources say he is still within the city limits and is considered very dangerous.”

The picture was old and fuzzy, but it was definitely me.  Luckily, no one was in the lobby.  I quickly turned off the television and ran back upstairs to my room.

“Shit, how the hell am I going to navigate through a city I barely know when everyone is looking for me?” I thought to myself.

The longer I sat on that ratty bed, the worst off I would be.  I had to get to that grave now and find a way to get the document out of here.  I put my sunglasses and hat on and put up the hood on my sweatshirt.  That was going to have to do for my disguise.

By the time I got back down into the lobby, however, the evacuation of the building had already began.  The soldiers were knocking on doors, waking people up and ushering them into the back of large trucks for transport out of the city.  I managed to get outside without confrontation, but as I started to move away from the line of people, a soldier grabbed me and placed me on the truck personally.  Thankfully, he didn’t recognize me.


The truck was packed full to the brim, with scores off people who never met one another shoved up against each other and piled on each other’s laps.  They shut the rear door and began driving.  I was stuck.


After about five minutes, we started to slow down.  I thought it must be the high traffic flow that would inevitably result from a call to evacuate, but when I looked out the hole in the canvas tarp that covered the truck it looked like we were in line at a checkpoint.


“What are the checkpoints doing up during the evacuation?” one of the other passengers shouted out.


“This is waste of time,” yelled another.


Then the back door opened and a woman surveyed the mass of people surrounding me in the truck.


“Everyone show your faces,” she said in heavily accented Hebrew.


“I sure could use that body double right about now,” I thought to myself.


She looked around a bit more and then yelled in my direction, “You, in corner, show your f—”.


She was cut-off by the radio on her belt.


“The boy has been found.  Repeat, Alhadeff has been found,” the static voice on the radio said, “All agents in the vicinity report to the corner of Lathmia and Ben Gurion Blvd.  He’s running.”


Immediately, she jumped down from the bumper and took off on foot.  I breathed a sigh of relief.  Luck was definitely on my side. I used the opportunity, jumped off the truck while it was still stopped and made my way to a less populated street.


The consequences of these events just started to hit me.  I thought to myself, “My God, I’m a fugitive all over the world. And that poor kid they took in, thinking it was me.”  And then came the self pep-talk, “Come on B, can’t think about that right now, need to focus.  They’re gonna figure out they got the wrong guy soon.  Gotta get to the cemetery.”





*
*
*


“Ahhhhhhh,” Whales groaned in frustration as he swept his hand across his coffee table and knocked all the magazines and glassware off of it.


“Oh God, what now?” Coltun asked.


“They are all inept.  Every one of them,” Whales continued, “How hard is it to find a twenty year old kid,” he gritted through his teeth.


“I thought they had him.”


Whales laughed, “So did they, the morons.  Do you have any idea how much time they wasted chasing the wrong kid,” his voice progressively getting louder and turning into a shout.


“So are you ready to start coming up with explanations for the public?”


“No, I’m ready to make good on my threat,” Whales said malevolently.


“Jensen we have agents there,” Coltun tried to reason with him.


“I don’t care.  We have every reason to do it.  It would destroy the document forever and the only person left that knows it ever existed.”


“But the agents.”


“What about them.  We can get them out, some of them.  I know I could use some house cleaning and it’s not like it’s never been done before.”


Coltun thought about it and eventually said, “Fine, put together a list of the agents in the city.  We’ll decide who to get out and who to leave.  Can you get the device in place?”


“It’s already there.”






CHAPTER 39


I ran allover the city, hiding in dumpster, behind hedges and under cars.  Anything to avoid being spotted by the soldiers, but as the day wore on, more and more people had seen my face on the news and anyone that looked at me for more than a second was going to be able to recognize me.  Fortunately, most people were in too much of a rush to get themselves out of the city and weren’t paying me much attention, but I knew my glasses and hoodie weren’t going to cut it as a disguise.  There was only one way I was going to be able to move around the city without risking exposure.


I re-traced my tracks and headed back to the marketplace.  Earlier I had seen the Israeli equivalent of an army surplus store.  People were all over the street, looting anything they could get there hands on.  I had no choice but to join them.  The store’s door was unlocked and deserted so I walked right in.  I grabbed a uniform and changed in the backroom, a grungy office space that smelled like urine.  The owner must have kept a pet back there.  I stashed my clothes under the desk and returned to the streets, snatching a tourism map on the way out.  After making sure I knew where I was, I found an empty back alley and opened the map.  


“Just six blocks from Mordecai’s graveyard,” I jubilantly whispered to myself.


I was exhausted and it was blazing hot, but I took to running anyway.  I felt like a marathon runner at the last leg of the race.  Pain and fatigue disappeared and all that mattered was getting to the finish line as quickly as possible.  The improbability of the task in front of me was slowly vanishing as well and I was starting to feel like I really had a chance to succeed.  That is, until I turned a corner and found myself about twenty feet away from an attractive brunette soldier searching evacuees.  It was Sherry.  I stopped short, but she spotted me.  We caught eyes for a moment and simultaneously began running, I in the opposite direction and she after me.  I looked back periodically to see if she was gaining.  She wasn’t, but it was probably because she was running with her radio up at her face.  All of a sudden I ran into a wall of a man.


“Professor Trager?” I asked in astonishment.


The joy that accompanied seeing a familiar face in a time of fear quickly subsided as I realized that he was in full army regalia and speaking into his own radio, probably to Sherry.  He was a large man.  I tried to wrestle myself from his grasp but it was no use.


“I’ve got him Fox,” he called into his radio.


Sherry came running up towards us within seconds, “Whew, Good work Adam.”


“You know I never pegged you for an Adam,” my sense of humor in the face of terror began to kick in again, “maybe a Judas or a Brutus perhaps.”


“Shut-up,” Trager instructed as they dragged me into an abandoned grocery store and tied me to a chair.


“So your ‘family business’ was…?” I continued.


“Not exactly the truth,” this time he answered, but followed it by punching me in the gut, “Now maybe you’ll keep quiet.  Tell us where the document is,” he ordered.


“I thought you wanted me to be quiet,” I coughed out trying to regain the breath I had lost when he punched me.


He reached back to strike me again, but Sherry grabbed his hand and held him back.


“Go bring the car around,” she commanded Adam.


After Trager left the store, Sherry sat down on my lap and brushed her hands against my face, as I shook in disgust.  How did I ever let her play me so easily?


“You really are a cutie Ben,” she began.


“Flattery won’t get you far,” I whispered.


“For your sake, I really hope that’s not true.”


“What does it matter, you were gonna kill me before.  You’re just gonna kill me now whether or not I tell you where it is.”


“See, that’s where you’re wrong. We’re not just going to kill you if you don’t tell us, Ben.  As you may have guessed, Adam is much more than your average biology teacher.”


“It’s professor,” Trager corrected, walking back through the front door.


“Sorry, professor,” Sherry said sarcastically, “Anyway, where was I? Oh yes, he’s also very good at… well, he’s good at hurting people.  He’s going to break each of your bones, one by one, starting with your fingers until you tell us and if you really piss us off, we’ll break your legs and leave you here to die when the bomb goes off.  Which means, if you’re lucky and you’re close enough to ground zero, you’ll suffer in pain for another few hours and then die instantly, but if you’re too far off, not only will you suffer from the broken bones for a considerably longer time, but you’ll die a slow painful death.  The radiation will probably melt your skin off within a few hours of the blast and then your internal organs will disintegrate from the outside, while you scream in pain.  That is, until your vocal cords are destroyed.  Who knows, maybe you’ll be dead by then,” she chuckled, “I’ll give you a minute to think about that,” she lightly slapped me on the face twice and got up.


I was thoroughly disgusted.  Sherry walked over to the front of the store, where Trager was staring out the window.


“I thought the bomb wasn’t real,” he inquired.


“He doesn’t know that,” she answered.


“Have you told Mr. Whales we have him?”


“No, there’s something wrong with my radio.  I couldn’t get connected.”


“No matter, we’ll try again once we get the location out of him.”

They both walked back towards me and Sherry asked, “You ready to talk?”

“I’ll never talk.”

“Suit yourself,” Sherry answered, “He’s all yours Adam.”

I’m not really sure exactly what I was thinking when I first refused to disclose the location of the document.  Perhaps I thought that the anger I was feeling over my parents death and the idea that Sherry had been deceiving my family for years would give me a new found pain tolerance.  Or maybe I thought that, after a week of playing spy, I could withstand anything.  Either way, I was wrong.

Without say a word to me, Trager dislocated the index and pinky fingers on my left hand as I screamed in agony.

“How you doing there Ben,” he asked, “You know what I like about dislocating bones rather than breaking them?” he paused to re-set my fingers as I screamed again, “I can just keep popping them in and out of place and each time the pain just gets worse and worse.”

The relocation was even more painful than dislocation.  My fingers immediately began to swell to twice their original size and turn purple.

“It gets really fun when we get down to the knees,” he laughed.

After the second time he popped my fingers out of place, all I could think was that there would be no end to this pain and I cracked.

“Alright,” I screamed just before he dislocated the pinky again.

“Aw,” Trager sounded disappointed, the sadistic bastard, “Ready to talk so soon?  I thought you hold out for at least five minutes.”


“So, where is it Ben?” Sherry asked.


I hesitated, so Trager quickly grabbed my swollen finger and bent it back to the point just before it snapped.


“In an old Islamic cemetery on the outskirts of the city.  It’s called The Holy Resting Place,” I cried out trying to avoid further pain.


Trager looked at Sherry who nodded.  He released my finger and cut loose the ropes that bounded me to the chair.


“Get up.  We’re going,” Sherry instructed.


We walked out side, Trager periodically shoving me to make me move faster.  He through me in the back of a dirty, beat up SUV and drove to the location that I had described.  The city was nearly empty by now.  I had no idea that an evacuation of such a magnitude could be carried out so quickly, but maybe it was just the area we were in.  It looked like an old wild west ghost town.  The wind blew up tiny dust clouds that would never be noticeable under the feet of the thousands of people that normally crowded the marketplace during the day and it was so quiet… except for the roar of the car.


“Here, let me use your radio,” Sherry insisted of Trager, who was driving, “I think there is something wrong with mine.”


“Did you check all available frequencies?” Trager asked, handing her his radio. 


“Yeah.”


Sherry took the radio and fiddled with the dials, trying to hone in on the signal.


“You’ve got nothing also,” she said.


“That’s really weird.  I’ll run a diagnostic when we get to the cemetery.


With the streets deserted, it took no time at all to get to our destination, an ancient looking family graveyard that no one had been buried in since Israel claimed it’s independence and Palestine was expelled to the occupied territories.  Dust and wind had been rough on the tombstones, which were all in different stages of disintegration.


“Who are we looking for?” Trager asked.


I remained silent.  The pain had subsided and I guess I thought I was ready for another round of torture before I was ready to cooperate again.  Trager was in no mood.  He immediately reached back and threw a haymaker to my jaw that sent me flying to the ground.  He pounced on me, holding me down by neck.


“I’ll repeat myself,” he gritted through his teeth, “Who are we looking for?”


“Mordecai Cohen,” I scratched out through my disrupted airway.


“I’ll check over here, you two look over there,” Sherry instructed.


The anticipation of finding the lost document must have distracted them because they forgot to check their malfunctioning radios.  After about ten minutes of Trager dragging me from tombstone to tombstone, he found it.  It was a simple granite stone with rough edges and no more than the slain agent’s name, birth year and death year engraved on its face.


“Sherry,” Trager yelled, “Over here,”


He threw the duffel bag he had been carrying in dirt, pulled out two spade shovels and threw one at me.


“Dig,” he ordered.


“Are you serious?” I asked holding up my beaten and battered left hand.


He grabbed the hand I held up, squeezed until I writhed in agony and hissed, “Would you rather I cut them off?”


I picked up the shovel and we began digging.  I couldn’t help thinking that I might be literally digging my own grave.  It took us nearly an hour, with Sherry supervising, before we finally hit something hard.  We cleared away the dirt from the top of the cheap wood coffin and Trager immediately jumped out of the hole and went for his bag.  It looked nothing like any coffin I had seen before.  The wood was rotting and the top wasn’t even nailed on.  I wondered if that was to be the eventual state of the plush interior, mahogany caskets my parents were buried in.  I didn’t get a chance to further examine Mordecai’s coffin as Trager jumped back in to the grave and began hacking away at the wood box with his axe.


I could feel my end approaching.  If I was going to get away, I had to figure out a plan quickly.  Trager, who was busy with the coffin, was paying no attention to me, but Sherry had her gun aimed directly at my head.  Maybe I can appeal to her, I thought.  The entire time she was working for Mom, she was acting, but I know she felt something for me over the past few weeks.  She couldn’t have faked that.  Could she really kill me?


That’s it, I thought.  It’s now or never.  I’m dead either way.  Once Trager opens the coffin and reaches for the document, I’m burying the shovel in his head.  If it doesn’t work, at least Mordecai and I won’t be sharing this grave alone.  As he hacked away, I worked up the courage and hatred to kill a man, hoping Sherry couldn’t do the same.


When Trager finally pulled away all of the wood covering Mordecai’s bones, however, my plan went out the window.  The box was empty.






CHAPTER 40


Trager spun around and pinned me with the axe against the dirt wall of the grave.


“You little liar.  Where is it?” he demanded.


“I—I—I—I don’t know.” I yelped, dropping the shovel.  Great plan, I thought.


A multitude of thoughts rushed through my mind at that moment.  I’m about to die.  How can it not be there? Did Mordecai’s wife lie to Mom? Did she forget where she buried her husband?  No, this is his grave, his tombstone.  Maybe there was another Mordecai Cohen that died in that same year and was buried somewhere else in this graveyard.  


If I didn’t prove that I was telling the truth, I was going to start losing fingers pretty soon, so I pulled the map out of my back pocket and showed it to Trager.  


Now, I was intent on finding the document, even if it meant that the bad guys would get it.  Everything I’d lost these past few weeks.  Everything I’d done.  It couldn’t have all been in vain.


Trager looked at the map with Mordecai’s name printed on it and realized I had told him everything I knew.


After one more angry shove against the wall, he released me and ordered, “Get out.”


He helped push me out of the grave and then followed.


“Come on Fox,” he said to Sherry, “look for another Mordecai Cohen in this damn graveyard.”


We searched every tombstone twice, unable to find what we were looking for.  I couldn’t believe it.  I think I was angrier at this point than I had been since this whole mess began.  Angrier than when I found out my parents died.  Angrier than when I realized they were murdered.  Even angrier than when I thought Brandon was spying on me or when I found out that Sherry really was.  The document was never there.  My parents died for nothing. Everything that happened over the past few weeks was for nothing.  I was going to die for nothing.


Maybe it was found years ago or worse, maybe the document never really existed, a mirage in the distance meant to take BEACON’s focus off more pertinent matters. If that was the case, Gaia and Dominion had been playing me from the start, using me to lead them to the BEACON’s hideouts, so they could kill off there sole enemy.  They would be unstoppable now and it’s all my fault.


“Try radioing in again,” Trager instructed Sherry, “we need to tell them the document isn’t here.”


“I just tried, it’s still not working,” she answered


“Ughh, give me back my radio.”


Trager scrolled through every frequency trying to pick up the signal, but to no avail.  He then ran the diagnostic check application available on every satellite radio, but all readings came back normal.


“It’s working fine,” he informed.


“You got through?” Sherry asked excitedly.


“No, I mean there’s nothing wrong with the radio, but no one is answering the call.”


“What? Why wouldn’t they answer us?”


Just then a Blackhawk helicopter buzzed over our heads at an altitude of about three hundred feet.  Our heads all snapped following it as it passed.  Trager and I thought nothing of it and returned to what we were doing before, he playing with his radio, I wallowing in self-pity.  Sherry continued staring at the helicopter as it disappeared in the distance.


“Oh my God.  The bomb.  It’s real,” she whispered with her hand over her mouth.


“What are you mumbling about?” Trager insisted.


“They’re really going to blow up the city,” she was louder and more animated now.


“What are you talking about.  There is no bomb,”


“There is.  They’ve been planning it for years, but this was just supposed to be a empty threat to get him out in the open,” she said motioning towards me, “They’re really doing in now.”


“How do you know?” Trager asked firmly.


“The helicopter.  It was ours.”


Trager looked off in the distance.  The helicopter was no more than a speck in the sky now.


“Are you sure?” he asked worried.


She nodded slowly, her face drawn up as if she was about to cry.
  


“There leaving us here to die?” he yelled furiously.


“Whales said it himself, ‘The document must be destroyed, whether we find it or not.’”


“But there was no document,” I thought to myself.


“What time is it?” Trager asked.


“Two o’clock.”


“We still have two hours, we need to get as far away from here as possible.”


They both started off towards the SUV, but then Sherry stopped.


“What about him?” she asked Trager.  I knew she cared.


“Forget him, he’ll just slow us down like he’s been doing all day.”


She gave me one last apologetic look and then followed behind Trager.  Oh well, I guess she didn’t care that much.


To be honest, I felt a little sorry for them even if they did deserve it.  Gaia and Dominion had played them just as they had played me.  The guilt I felt at that moment is hard to describe in words.  Not only was I about to be responsible for the deaths of countless people, but I had single-handedly helped to destroy the only opposition to the most evil and manipulative organization on earth.  All of humanity would suffer from my bad judgment. 


The only comfort I had was that I would be dead soon and I wouldn’t have to watch the destruction that would come from my failure.  All I could do at that point was turn to God and pray for forgiveness.  Fortunately, off in the distance, I could see the most legendary monument in the world at which to ask for that forgiveness.






CHAPTER 41


So, that was my month and that brings us just about up to the present with me kneeling in a deserted square at the foot of a broken wall, praying that God forgive me for being so gullible and stupid.

“I think he’s done all he can at this point,” the old rabbi had crossed the square to offer that pearl of wisdom, “Pardon me for interrupting, but I thought that maybe a man in his final minutes may want a little company. I know I could use it.”

“I’m not really in the mood for conversation rabbi,” I said, turning and walking away in the opposite direction, hoping that the stranger hadn’t recognized me from the news, “Besides, if you knew what I’ve done, you probably wouldn’t want to spend those final minutes with me.”

“I’m not a rabbi,” he corrected, “Just a man trying to leave his mark on the world, not unlike you, Mr. Alhadeff.”

I spun around and wiped the tears from my eyes.  He wasn’t as old as he looked from far off and I recognized him instantly.  It was the man in the trench coat.

“You?” I said heatedly.

“You recognize me?” he seemed a bit shocked at my perception.

“Of course I recognize the man that’s been following me all over the world.  So it was you at the airport?

“Yes, both Logan and Jerusalem.”

“And in Carlsbad?”

“That was me too.”

“I know all about you, who you are and who you work for.”

“You do?”

“What, you didn’t think I’d figure out what you were doing?” I hissed, “Believe me, I wish I hadn’t.  I would die a much happier man not knowing that I was responsible for the continued exploitation of humanity.”

“Exploitation?” he was even more shocked now, “Ben, you may very well have helped save all of humanity.”

“Is that what you call manipulating people into fighting and killing one another?”

“Ben, I’m not sure I understand you.  You did say you know who I work for, right?”

“Yes, you work for Gaia and Dominion, the organizations that killed my parents.  The same organizations that killed Bill, the Alexanders and the rest of the BEACON members and the same organizations that have led me on a wild goose chase around the world to find a document that doesn’t even exist,” I was livid at this point.  I would have reached out and strangled him if I thought I could wrap my two fat, discolored fingers around anything at this point.

“Oh, my dear boy, you have your facts all mixed up.”

“Right.” I said sarcastically,” Well, why don’t you enlighten me.”

“I have been following you, but not for whom you think.  I was driving the car that smashed into the van in Carlsbad setting you free and I tripped up the Gaia agent following you at Logan so you could get back to Los Angeles safely.”

“What are you talking about?  You chased me through Sherry’s apartment complex trying to take me in.”

“I was trying to warn you.  I work for BEACON and we had just learned of Ms. Kristensen’s involvement with the Gaia organization.”

“BEACON was destroyed. I saw it myself.”

“Our headquarters was demolished and our chiefs were killed, God rest their souls, but BEACON employs hundreds of field agents that were no where near the blast.  We are far from destroyed.”

I was almost afraid to ask this next question because over the past couple hours I was so sure that I knew the answer, “And the document?”

“It was real.  I couldn’t reveal myself to you on the plane in case they had people there that were watching, but I saw the map on your computer screen.  I went to the graveyard late last night, after we landed, dug up Mordecai Cohen’s grave and found it.”

“Where is it now?”

“I gave it to the other field agents we had deployed in the area, along with Mordecai’s remains.  One day there will be a great monument to him and all the people that lost their lives fighting against Gaia and Dominion.”

“I guess that’s about to include us, huh?  Why didn’t you get out of the city with the document?  You had plenty of time.”

“I wanted to find you.  We all did.  We lost track of you once you were taken in by the army to be evacuated this morning.  I sent everyone else out of the city.  I had just about given up myself when I came here and there you were.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.  The bravery and courage you’ve shown over the past weeks has been incomparable.  I am honored to die beside you.”

“Thank you, for everyth—” the blast drained out the last of my words.  I died that day at peace, a satisfied man.  Mordecai’s sacrifice, mom’s sacrifice, and my sacrifice would all be worth it.  The struggle I had endured since my parents’ deaths was finally over, but BEACON’s struggle was far from over.  A new stage in the fight for humanity was beginning, but the tables had turned and now they had the upper hand.     

