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Аннотация
Journey below Area 51 in a conspiratorial thriller that will mystify readers with chilling insight about fringe sciences controlled by the military-industrial complex. Author Bryan O challenges readers to discern fact from fiction in a mainstream narrative that questions the origin and use of advanced technologies. The plot offers multiple perspectives, allowing readers to identify with the book whether they are believers, non-believers or new to the conspiracy genre.
Groom Lake is not just a novel; the story is a briefing on America�s shadow programs, methods and reasoning, intertwined with fast-paced scenarios where intelligence agents guard their fringe programs from inquisitive civilians, China�s Ministry of State Security and a congressional task force investigating hidden government spending.


Bryan O
Groom Lake


DISCLAIMER

This is a work of fiction. Agencies, characters, corporations, and organizations are either a product of the author�s imagination, or, if real, used fictitiously without an intent to portray their actual conduct. However, some factual references are made to historical quotes and situations.

PART 1
AN ALERT AND
KNOWLEDGABLE CITIZENRY


AUTHOR'S QUESTION

Can a novel be an effective tool for disseminating information? There are artistic license advantages to presenting fact as fiction that would otherwise be unacceptable in a non-fiction book, but why use fiction to present facts? What if the government had decades of mounting secrets and the individuals in charge finally decided it was time to change the directives and make this information known? Certainly a press conference followed by a special-interest-backed congressional feeding frenzy for control of the new information would not serve the public�s best interest. One logical approach might be to disperse the information slowly, using various media outlets that remove the shock value and ease acceptance through a methodical heightened awareness.
The letter on the next few pages is addressed to me as ghostwriter for the character spearheading this story. The challenge presented is discerning if I fabricated the letter for the story, or if the letter, and the novel, were contrived as part of a larger purpose. Regardless of the verdict, readers will finish this book with a heightened awareness of practices and fringe sciences controlled by government factions.

A LETTER OF INTRODUCTION

8/6/2007
Dear Bryan,

The past decade has been one of great turmoil as my life executed a tailspin into the doldrums of a solitary and sometimes nomadic existence, a humiliating situation considering that I once soared to the heights of human accomplishment. I literally lost my mind in the process, finding myself incapable of accomplishing anything besides eating and sleeping, and thinking about nothing as I failed to produce the simplest of thoughts.
My story will expose you to some individuals involved deep within the military-industrial complex, which at such a level also becomes the intelligence-industrial complex, because it�s not just the military controlling the game. I guess a more apropos term, or common denominator, is the shadow government.
I feel it significant to highlight the difference between individuals deep in the government and those with only lofty positions. Controllers of the shadow government are not necessarily high on the totem pole. Figureheads come and go; some are never involved long enough to understand their jobs. They rely on briefings to subside, briefings that can sometimes be generated from deep within the government and be tailored for a specific purpose � or crafted to leave out specific purposes, as in my situation. But despite being overlooked and left out in the past, I still have a voice, and I am here with a story to tell, a briefing of sorts.
Remember how popular The X-Files television series was in the nineties? All the related press that show seemed to generate, and press in general that asked questions about Area 51, the black budget and secret government projects? I haven�t heard a story like that in a great while. But all the military spending for the Iraq crisis and you think none of it was siphoned into special programs? The media is so preoccupied with the politics of the Middle East conflicts that there is rarely time for anything except over-reported court cases and national disasters. Shock value reporting is the culture we live in as new media outlets compete for market share. The war against terrorism has proven to be a good ruse, even if unintended, for the black budget operations that started receiving great scrutiny in the nineties.
So much attention is focused on the Middle East that little is discussed about our greatest future threat, and in order to combat the inevitable conflict our country will face we must enlighten people about the situation. I am grateful we have been paired to present this aspect of the project.
I have read the briefing documents given to you, as well as your suggestions for structuring the story, and feel you will make an excellent ghostwriter. I especially like your idea to keep me anonymous until the final chapters. I also agree that there are many facets to my story and varying political points of view. Telling my story in the third person narrative will allow the reader to make an impartial assessment of the various players, then decide without my influence which individuals, and their respective ideologies, might be right or wrong. I suppose people will receive a bit of a history lesson about the shadow government in this process, and have a better understanding of who they are, why they are, and where they are.
I urge you to focus on the two phases of my story, the first taking place in the summer of 1994, when I became directly and indirectly linked to a number of individuals in what I think of as a pot of fate stew that was left out to spoil. The result of our collective relationships was mentally troubling, and many readers may regard my claims as outlandish, but hopefully you can convince them to bear with my story as you tell the second phase, summer of 2004, and the impending new threats these fringe technologies present.
I�m content having my story told in a fictional context, as it leaves an out for all involved should the contents of this book lead to congressional inquiries or sanctions. They will never let my true identity be revealed anyhow, so long as my mind still possesses coordinates and details desired by our enemies.
I agree with your suggestion to use this letter as part of the introduction, but I must say getting my thoughts on paper has been arduous, and you will certainly need to edit my prose.
An astute reader may likely surmise my role in the story as the pages progress, but they will be challenged to decipher who becomes my ally in the waning pages before I am revealed.

Sincerely,
The Wormmeister


THE DICHOTOMY OF PRESIDENTS

�In the councils of government, we must guard against the acquisition of unwarranted influence, whether sought or unsought, by the military-industrial complex. The potential for the disastrous rise of misplaced power exists and will persist.
�We must never let the weight of this combination endanger our liberties or democratic processes. We should take nothing for granted. Only an alert and knowledgeable citizenry can compel the proper meshing of the huge industrial and military machinery of defense with our peaceful methods and goals, so that security and liberty may prosper together.�
President Dwight D. Eisenhower
Farewell Address, January 17, 1961

�Information concerning activities at the operating location near Groom Lake has been properly determined to be classified, and its disclosure would be harmful to national security. Continued protection of this information is, therefore, in the paramount interest of the United States."
President George W. Bush
Letter to Congress, January 29, 2003


BACKGROUND

BASE BUILDERS
February 1955
Inside a single-engine airplane, three men, disguised in makeshift hunting outfits, held tight through bump and thump turbulence, saying little while they observed the changing desert terrain below. The plane�s propeller contrasted the verbal silence with a whirling high-pitched whine, different from the deep rumble of larger and faster planes the men typically flew. The small plane, however, was better suited for the low profile and remote landing required on this mission.
White butcher paper had been taped over the tail numbers before takeoff to hide the plane�s identity.
The light craft surfed turbulent air pockets that tossed it about while heading east over California�s Mojave Desert. The men filled the conversational void with anticipatory thoughts about their destination, each hoping the site would serve their purpose.
After crossing into Nevada airspace, the pilot navigated over a series of sparsely vegetated mountain ranges, natural barriers protecting isolated, high desert valleys. Approaching ever closer to the destination, each man studied with greater intensity the desolate terrain below, comprised of sand, desert scrub and Joshua Tree cacti; the most appealing aspect was the absence of humanity. Civilization had ignored this region, thanks to the federal government controlling much of the land.
The pilot battled moderate wind turbulence with relaxed austerity, but suddenly, as if hitting an invisible wall, an air pocket sent the plane plummeting twenty feet. Tight seatbelts prevented the men from smashing headfirst into the ceiling. They gripped the walls and dash, but none panicked. The men weren�t concerned with the turbulence because they knew it was cyclical; the desert winds could be equally tranquil. And the objects they wanted to fly above the Southern Nevada desert, if the site met their expectations, would be at altitudes greater than any known plane flew � far above mountain turbulence, storms or commercial air traffic.
Seated in the copilot�s position and masked by a pair of dark aviator sunglasses was the CIA official in charge of a top-secret program codenamed AQUATONE. The men�s names were less significant compared to their mission, an endeavor that would shape the future of America�s military-industrial complex.
Although the men were dressed to hunt, no animals remained to be hunted where they were going. The deer and sheep that once inhabited the high desert region suffered slow skin-burning deaths in radiation storms several years prior, the aftermath of nearby nuclear warhead detonations at the Atomic Energy Commission�s Proving Grounds. (The name was later changed to the Nevada Test Site and the Atomic Energy Commission was incorporated into the Department of Energy.)
The pilot descended to several hundred feet above the mountaintops, too low to see more than one valley at a time. Craning his neck so his left cheek was against the cockpit glass, he eyed the valley floor below, carpeted with acres of pristine white sand.
The plane eased to a stop at the southwestern end of a waterless lakebed listed on maps as Groom Lake. The pilot�s clean landing left a dust trail but wasn�t much shakier than putting down on a paved runway.
The men stepped from the plane onto a compact, sandy surface, unlike a beach where the grains are loose and anything of significant weight plowed downward. The dry lakebed sprawled over three miles wide at center and stretched eight miles long. Clear of natural debris, the only interruptions to the wind-generated waves in the sand were scattered shell casings and shrapnel � a correctable hindrance � from when the land had been used as a bombing range.
The CIA agent produced a fisherman�s hat from his pocket, part of his hunting garb, and pulled it low on his head so that the bill touched his sunglasses. With the added protection from the sun he had a better view into the distance. �Where�s that dirt road lead?� he asked, pointing at a shabby trail that disappeared into the mountains.
�It connects this valley with the Proving Grounds to the west,� the pilot said. �We can deal with the AEC about controlling access. Other than that, you�ve got to fly into this valley. Nearest settlement is thirty miles south: Alamo. Maybe fifty people. They don�t venture up this way though. Too afraid of the radiation.� He cast his hand in the direction of the Proving Grounds, unconcerned with radiation exposure in this valley.
�How far away is Las Vegas?�
�Straight shot, it�s about a hundred miles southwest from here.�
�Town�s growing � I guess it�s far enough away not to be of any concern.�
They began a roundabout walk, strolling past shrapnel and through wisps of dust, three men � hunters � who had captured what they were looking for. They discussed the advantages of the site: the length of the lakebed that would provide for a long runway; the proximity of the nuclear Proving Grounds that would allow them to label the valley as radioactive; the restricted air space above the Proving Grounds that could be expanded to cover Groom Lake; and how on paper they could make it look like the land was used by either the Atomic Energy Commission or the Air Force, not the CIA.
The agent turned three-sixty, surveying the lifeless valley. �When we get back, I�ll notify Dulles that we found a site.�
Allen Dulles, Director of Central Intelligence, had authority over AQUATONE, the CIA funded development of a reconnaissance aircraft capable of flying at seventy thousand feet. The technological result of AQUATONE was the U2 Spyplane. The ideological result of AQUATONE�s classified parameters, shadow operations and disguised funding was a seed, planted in the Southern Nevada desert, which spawned a new realm in American government: the black budget.
THE MEN IN CHARGE
January 1958
For over a decade the general received calls similar to one of three hours ago, and like before, he put everything else aside and boarded a plane. This time the emergency required his presence at Montauk Air Force Station located on the eastern tip of Long Island. Experience had led the general and his eleven confidants to develop procedures that prevented security leaks. As a result, he wouldn�t know specifics until he arrived.
Originally the Army controlled the Montauk installation, constructing a facility called Camp Hero before World War II. The Air Force took possession in the early fifties and constructed a radar system that helped guard against possible Cold War attacks, but that had nothing to do with the general�s mission, nor did the branch of service operating the facility have any relevance; he reigned wherever he traveled on these matters.
After landing, the general�s plane maneuvered to a guarded hangar where the mystery was being stored. With the plane still easing to a stop, the general flung the door open, revealing himself dressed in common fatigues instead of his usual high profile uniform. The questions started when his boot touched the tarmac. �How many people know?� he barked.
�A containable amount, sir,� saluted a colonel, the commanding officer at Montauk.
Not concerned with names or introductions, the general blazed past that man and three others, all following as he swooped upon the nearest MP guarding the hangar. �What are you guarding, son?�
�This hangar, sir!�
�What�s in the hangar?�
�I haven�t been advised, sir!�
�Have you heard any stories? Anybody been talking about what�s in there?�
�Sir, no, sir!�
�Good. If anybody does talk, beat them with your gun.�
Next, the general stopped in front of the hangar�s sliding doors and faced the group of four acting as his shadow. �Who found it?�
The youngest of the group, barely a man, tightened the muscles in his chest, thrusting it forward to give his most respectful stance of attention. �I was first to see it up close, SIR. A civilian phoned the base just after dawn and said one of our boats was loose in the waves off his beach. Rolled ashore just as I got there to investigate.�
Reading the nametag of the next man in the group, the general said, �Lieutenant Kendricks. What�s your involvement in this?�
�I was the first officer on the beach, sir.�
The third man, watching the general eyeball him, felt nervous, knowing it was his turn to speak. He didn�t know the general but figured he was awesomely powerful to be handling situations like this. The fact that he came alone, without an assistant, made him even more intriguing. �I�m the colonel�s assistant,� he offered.
�Have you seen it?�
�Yes, sir.�
�I want you to compile a list of everyone who has seen, heard, or might have heard about this. I want them all confined to base. Included on that list I want phone numbers, addresses, hometowns, and names and addresses of their immediate families. If word of this reaches beyond the present circle, that list will help us trace it back to the source. Understood?�
�Yes, sir!�
�You�re dismissed.� Not wanting to touch anyone or anything, the general turned to the colonel and said, �I can�t enter this hangar through closed doors.�
Inside the spacious hangar, a dozen soldiers stood guard equal distance around the perimeter. The general surveyed the situation, admiring the camouflage netting hung from the rafters and used as curtains to hide the young airman�s finding. �I commend your handling of the situation thus far colonel, but was it necessary to curtain off such a large area?�
�Thank you, sir. It�s a rather large object,� the colonel said in a respectful, Arkansas drawl � the emphasis on larrrge. The colonel was content speaking as little as possible. He had heard rumors about the general � none he dared repeat � and wanted him gone as quickly as he came, along with the object.
The general started a slow but deliberate pace toward the curtain. His boots made the only sound in the hangar, and to the onlookers, the echoing of his footsteps off the rafters and walls furthered the impression that they were in the presence of a mighty man. The others broke from their trance and followed, then stopped when the general stopped, a few paces short of the camouflage curtain.
�Colonel,� the general said, quietly enough to keep his words from reaching the men around the perimeter, �they instructed you to check for radiation?�
�Yes, sir. The readings were negative.�
Spotting a break in the curtains, the general slipped through. His body language gave no clue about thoughts the object provoked from him. All he offered was a dead stare. Fighting in World War II had hardened him. Nothing riled his emotions, not even the thought of his own death, for he had seen death before. Anything less he considered a part of life�s challenges. That was all this was to him � a challenge. For a moment, he wished it had stayed at sea � sank to the bottom of the ocean � but realized he was taking the situation for granted. Having the object wash ashore so close to military property spared him the agony of keeping civilians quiet � a simple thank you letter would suffice in this case.
The other three men had followed the general through the break in the curtain and were standing quietly behind him, staring in wonderment at the object.
The young airman�s naivet� led him to believe that since he discovered it on the beach, he had a right to ask questions about it. �Do you know what it is, sir? Russian probably � don�t you think?�
�Supposing I knew what this was, I wouldn�t tell you, son,� the general said.
�The object has a unique alloy, sir,� Lieutenant Kendricks said. �As you can see, it�s a dull silver now, but when you touch it, the surrounding area becomes vibrantly colorful.�
�I thought it was a big fat missile at first,� the airman admitted, �Not that I don�t think that now. I don�t know what to think.�
�Lieutenant Kendricks,� the general said, �you and the airman are dismissed.� He kept his distance from the cylindrical object, not concerned with climbing on top, nor in peering through the jagged side where it looked to have broken off from an even larger object. The current location wasn�t a suitable environment for studying it. Besides � the general knew an engine when he saw one.

PART 2
GOVERNMENT SPOOKS


PRIMARY CHARACTER LIST

FRINGE SCIENCE OPERATIVES
Damien Owens, Intelligence Officer
Kayla Kiehl, Intelligence Officer
Ben Skyles, Contract Employee, GRATCOR
Aaron Liebowitz, Contract Employee, GRATCOR
OPERATION PATRIOT
Grason Kendricks, Special Agent FBI
Val Vaden, Special Agent FBI
The Congressman
Professor Bertrand Eldred
Blake Hunter, Assistant to Professor Eldred
Trevor Sinclair, Blake Hunter�s Roommate
REVOLUTIONARIES
Desmond Wyatt, Ufologist
Jimmy �The Pimp� Casper
Trace Helms
Dr. Rebecca Vanover
Teneil Helms
OTHERS
Janice Yang, Chinese Ministry of State Security

CHAPTER 1

Summer 1994
Ben Skyles worked in a USAP (Unacknowledged Special Access Project). The government used USAPs to control sensitive research programs by segmenting the individuals and information involved. For Skyles, working in the USAP resembled a jail sentence: he had limited or no contact with his peers; incoming and outgoing information was controlled, monitored and regulated (as was Skyles himself); information about his surroundings was need-to-know; and the security was at times intimidating and brutal. Skyles often wondered what happened at the next stage of his USAP, how they used the materials and information he produced. But if he asked any questions, someone might ask questions about him.
Skyles glanced at a half circle of tinted glass in the ceiling. The camera inside wasn�t visible, but he knew it was there. Yet he didn�t know the camera was pointed at him.
* * *
In a nearby room � the White Room, codename for the Security Operations Center � a guard maneuvered a joystick to keep the camera trained on Skyles.
�Zoom on his face,� a man behind the guard ordered in a distinct raspy voice.
The guard obliged, bringing Ben Skyles� face into full view, but he heard no additional instructions from the man for several moments. He turned his head slowly to the right, sensing the man�s presence but wondering if he might have left. The room was dim, lit primarily by video monitors, computer screens and desktop lamps. Despite the darkness, he saw the man�s arm, covered by a black suit sleeve, and noticed something in his hand � a smooth grayish object the man caressed with his thumb.
�Eyes forward,� the man said as he studied every twitch, stretch and nuance in Skyles� facial expressions.
* * *
The checkout station was presided over by a muscular guard who always had a cup handy for discharging his tobacco-flavored saliva. On one occasion, his oral deployment spattered a worker in line, and someone had nicknamed him the Camel.
Approaching the Camel, Skyles pressed his face against an optical sensor that covered his eyes like a periscope�s viewing piece. A laser scanned his retinas, noting finite specs and lines in his eyes. Then a computer converted the results into a numerical code � Skyles� identification number � and displayed his name and vital statistics for the Camel.
�I need you to step to the side,� the Camel said, pointing to a corner.
Alarmed, Skyles spurted out, �What�s the problem?�
�I just need you to cooperate and step aside for a minute.�
Feeling like a kindergartner being sent to the corner, Skyles waited, staring through an open exit door at his fellow base workers as they boarded an unmarked white 727 that would transport them back to Las Vegas.
When the last worker passed through the checkpoint, the Camel turned to Skyles and said, �I need your dosimeter.�
�Why?�
�Because they asked for it. I don�t ask questions; maybe you shouldn�t either,� the Camel said, with little concern for anything other than effectuating the task of delaying Skyles.
Skyles unclasped a radiation dosimeter � a small vial that measured exposure to radioactive elements � from his badge and handed it over. He hurried for the jet, pissed because he would be sitting in the rear, last one off in Vegas.
The man in the dark suit appeared at the security station. He nodded his appreciation to the Camel for delaying Skyles, then followed the same procedure as the others who had passed through the checkout station by having his eyes scanned.
The Camel had never experienced anyone pass through security without stopping for validation. In each case the computer identified the individuals by displaying their names and vital statistics before the phrase: CLEARANCE AUTHORIZED. This man was a rare exception. All that appeared on the computer screen was: CLEARANCE AUTHORIZED.
As the suit left the building, the Camel studied him, wondering as he always did, who the man was; but all he could do was wonder. The system was structured so support personnel would never know the suit went by the name Damien Owens.
With suave mannerisms and dapper in appearance, Owens rarely allowed himself to be seen without a suit, always dark, mostly black, and presented himself as an intelligence officer if pressed to answer such questions. But in this region of the country and in the circles Owens traveled, intelligence officer, was a vague response.
Owens typically avoided the commuter flights, opting instead for a lower profile. However, a phone tap alerted him to Ben Skyles� scheduled rendezvous after work and he decided to make an exception. He boarded the plane last, waiting until a flight attendant closed a curtain leading to the main cabin so that no one � especially Skyles seated in the rear � would see him strap into a jump seat in the galley.
Upon landing in Vegas, Owens was first to disembark and hustled through a gated sidewalk alongside a small, private terminal at the west end of McCarran International Airport. In front, a black Suburban SUV with tinted windows idled curbside. Owens slipped in the passenger seat, determined to beat Skyles to his rendezvous.
Skyles remained in his seat for five minutes after the flight attendant opened the plane�s door. The base workers performed loading and unloading like a science; it helped that many of them had scientific backgrounds. Years back, a mathematician who frequented the base determined that taking the square of a row number, then dividing by two, told how many seconds one had to wait before being able to walk down the aisle without stopping. Skyles enjoyed testing the theory whenever he sat near the rear. But tonight he was too preoccupied with where he was going, and what he wanted to do, to bother.
Six minutes after Owens disembarked, Skyles passed through the gate to a spacious parking lot, surrounded by a chain link fence with v-shaped rows of razor wire on top. No signs indicated the parking lot and air terminal belonged to Janet Airlines � a pseudonym for Plain Jane Air Transportation, a fleet of Air Force planes bearing no service markings, which were leased as civilian aircraft and operated by a defense contractor.
Skyles left the lot driving the new BMW sedan his wife had insisted they buy � one of three in the fleet of yuppie-mobiles they owned � and followed flat Las Vegas streets to a neighborhood commercial complex east of the airport. The Oasis, a dimly lit restaurant and lounge, held the distinction of being the oldest and most profitable of the struggling proprietorships at the rundown strip mall.
When Skyles entered the establishment, Owens was already seated in a corner booth that offered him a convenient view of the seating area. Owens paid little attention to Skyles at this point, not even bothering to look up as he entered. Instead, Owens thumbed through a stack of newspaper and magazine articles his agents routinely collected and forwarded to him. Bold headlines atop the third article in the stack concerned him:
SECRECY OR DECEPTION IN THE NEVADA DESERT?
The federal government contends its secrets are for national security reasons.�At what point does secrecy threaten the nation�s security?

He decided to read the story later when he could devote his full attention to it, and continued perusing some of the other articles as he kept half an eye on Skyles seated in an adjacent booth. From his coat pocket, Owens retrieved the small gray rock that he always carried, rubbing his thumb across the surface to help relax his mind from the new and ever changing job-related challenges that he could never seem to escape.
Through a miniature laser communicator clipped around his right ear, a soft female voice spoke to Owens. �I think our suspect just pulled up. I�m running the plates now.�
In the parking lot, Owens� associate, Kayla Kiehl, worked inside the Suburban that also served as a mobile office. A retractable passenger side dash stowed a variety of computer and surveillance equipment. She had up-linked to a mainframe computer that accessed the Nevada Motor Vehicle and Public Safety Department�s database. �The car is a rental,� she informed Owens. �I�ll have details in a minute � she�s about to enter.�
The door to the restaurant opened, illuminating the room with rays of evening sunlight, followed by a gust of hot air. Owens squinted, allowing his piercing eyes to adjust to the outside light, then spied the woman, a silhouette at first, followed by her details: Asian, statuesque, hair pulled up and a snug white blouse revealing a canyon of cleavage. He watched as the woman made her way to Skyles� booth, and noticed how she tried to discreetly glance at the other patrons on her way, taking a reconnaissance of the room.
Skyles was officially employed by the military defense contractor Global Resources and Technology Corporation (GRATCOR). He never envisioned that obtaining the coveted government security clearance required for GRATCOR�s Military Fulfillment Division, and working at the enigmatical Area 51, would result in such a mundane and boring job. Security stress was overwhelming at times � and unsettling on his nerves in recent months � but still he didn�t want to change jobs. GRATCOR retained its more valuable employees by using golden handcuffs; they offered salaries and benefits twice as lucrative as any competitor.
Somewhere along the way Skyles had started drinking a little more, and then more, until it became part of his routine to unwind. It helped him deal with the stress from work, but put additional stress on his marriage. When he returned home from work, Skyles just wanted to have conversations that focused on something � anything � other than nag, nag, nag, which was all he got from his wife lately. He wanted someone who would listen. Someone who would understand his stress. An outlet.
His outlet � Janice was the name he knew her by � now sat so close to him that he could feel her body heat. The scent of Janice�s perfume, combined with his alcohol buzz, made him want to skip dinner and have her for dessert.
From his table, Owens pretended to read his magazine articles, but instead listened to every word Skyles and the woman said through a small sound amplifier disguised as a pen.
Kayla interrupted, �I�ve got a trace on her car. It was rented ten days ago � Janice Yang � California license � LA address. I�ll have a bio any second now.� The computer�s search program began a comprehensive investigation of Janice Yang by leapfrogging from one database to the next. �Yee Yang,� she read. �A-K-A Janice Yang � Chinese foreign national � age 28. She�s here on a student visa.�
�A college student shouldn�t be spending ten days in Vegas,� Owens said, speaking from the edge of his lips like a ventriloquist.
�You think she�s MSS?�
�Sounds like it.� Owens was aware that the Ministry of State Security (Chen Di Yu � China�s equivalent of the CIA) had been flooding the US with sleeper agents. They lived passively in the States until called upon for espionage-related activities. Although this woman seemed to be more than a sleeper, student visas were an easy way to slip agents into the country. �Is this the same woman?� he asked.
Comparing the woman in the bar with an image on her computer screen, Kayla said, �Almost positive. She�s wearing those oversized sunglasses in the first photo, but it�s a close match.�
A week earlier, security cameras outside the unmarked Janet terminal had captured the woman on film. An attentive security officer had noticed the woman trying to wave down cars after they left the parking lot, including Ben Skyles who stopped to help her. The officer reported the incident and it was channeled through various levels of security, sounding additional alarms along the way because of Skyles� involvement. Once the situation reached Owens, he gave it top priority and placed Skyles under constant surveillance. A taped phone conversation revealed Skyles had a drink with the woman after helping her. When Owens received word they planned to meet again, he wanted to handle the situation personally.
Owens continued to watch and listen as the woman flirted like a schoolgirl, tilting her head, batting her eyes and leaning her shoulder into his with gentle cajoling nudges as they bantered. Owens noted that a clear drink � vodka and tonic?�� which she raised to her lips never lost its volume. Several times she stirred the drink with her index finger and then slid it in her mouth to suck it clean.
High cheekbones and a detailed jawline defined the woman�s exquisite face, but Skyles had trouble keeping his eyes off her blouse, unbuttoned to expose a sinful amount of skin.
�Tell me more about your job,� she stated, eyes bright with interest like a woman on a first date.
�I didn�t know I had told you anything,� Skyles said.
He hadn�t, but she continued as if he had. �Some technological information. Fascinating, but it didn�t make much sense. You were pretty vague. Said I�d have to wait until you knew me better.�
�I must have been drunk. At least I held out.� He grinned, then gulped the rest of his second cocktail.
�Maybe I wasn�t persuasive enough,� she said with a testing smile.
Skyles enjoyed the conversation he was having with her breasts. �I imagine a woman like you can be pretty persuasive.�
�There�s no point imagining when you can see first hand. I�ve got a few secrets of my own that might interest you.� She raised her glass and dribbled a few drops of vodka and tonic over her white blouse, making the fabric transparent against the left side of her chest.
Skyles� eyes widened in ecstasy; she wasn�t wearing a bra. He paid his respect with a six-inch salute. �Speaking of secrets, I know things that would send shivers up the President�s spine,� he admitted.
The remark disturbed Owens. �He shouldn�t be making references like that,� he muttered.
�Maybe it�s a coincidence,� Kayla said. �It could be a line.�
�There�s more to it than you understand,� Owens told her. Kayla was new and not yet privy to all that Owens understood. �And I don�t think he needs to use a line at this point.� Owens now suspected that there might be more to the incident than he had anticipated. �This woman may have opened our eyes to a serious problem in our security. I don�t want this going any further.� He retrieved a laser pointer from his lapel pocket and trained it on Janice�s wet blouse, keeping it pointed there as he rose and walked toward their table.
Skyles saw the dancing red dot from the laser and turned to find its source. He made eye contact with Owens who did not stop his approach until he was staring down on Skyles, glaring with cold blue eyes made even stranger by a double set of pupils � one black circle on top of the other, almost reptilian. Owens� birth defect was rare, with no physical limitations � just aesthetic challenges that often helped him to intimidate those he exchanged scowls with.
�Ben Skyles, I thought that was you. And this must be your lovely wife Linda,� he said, shifting his stare to the Chinese beauty next to Skyles.
Dumbfounded, Skyles stammered, �Oh, no. This is Janice � she�s an old friend. Do I know you?� Skyles asked, knowing too well who the man might be. He tried to remain calm, but began sweating, realizing that the man might have overheard their conversation.
�We�ve crossed paths before. I suppose you forgot. A few too many drinks maybe?�
�Just a couple while we reminisced about old times,� Skyles managed.
Owens sneered at Janice as she blotted her shirt with a napkin. �Apparently you have a leak,� he said with a devilish grin. �I hope they�re saline and not silicone.�
Janice ignored his insinuation. �The ice cubes were stuck at the bottom of the glass and fell forward while I was taking a sip,� she said with English that barely hinted at a native tongue. She attempted to look embarrassed, appeasing.
�No they didn�t,� Owens replied. Losing his smile, he shot Skyles a sinister look. �Did you see the full moon last night, Ben?�
�What�s that got to do with anything?�
�Good answer.� Owens offered Janice a parting wink before retreating to his table. His comment about the moon was bait for her more than anything else, and she had responded with a subtle double-blink that spoke volumes to a seasoned professional like Owens.
�I always knew the Chinese would come after us,� Owens said for Kayla to hear. �They have the greatest need for the technologies.�
�What do we do next?� Kayla asked.
�Wait until they leave, then take the woman. I don�t want to do it in here. Be ready to confront her.� Owens reclaimed his seat, turning in time to see Skyles drop cash on the table and hurry for the door. �Skyles is on his way out.�
�It�s okay to let him go?�
�We can deal with him later.�
Janice got up and walked to the restroom, passing Owens along the way. Their eyes met. Neither one broke the stare until she disappeared through the bathroom door.
�Get the hunting knife from the equipment trunk and puncture two of her tires,� Owens instructed Kayla. He waived the waitress to his table and flashed a billfold with Department of Justice credentials that could be validated, but were not a true marker of his identity, �A woman just went into the bathroom,� he said to the waitress. �Is there any other way for her to exit?�
The waitress paused, trying to process the credentials and questions in her mind about what might be happening, and then thought about the bathroom, �No � there�s a window, but it�s too small for someone to fit through.�
Minutes passed as Owens waited in his booth with a malevolent calm, wondering what Janice was doing in the bathroom � maybe calling for help. �Let me know if anyone enters the parking lot,� he told Kayla.
Moments later the waitress exited the kitchen and returned to Owens� table, breathing heavy with excitement. �That woman just dropped through a ceiling panel in the kitchen and ran out the back door.�
�She�s outside,� Owens advised Kayla. He ran, bursting through a swinging kitchen door and spotted the exit. He dashed outside into a rear parking area that bordered a low-rent apartment complex and offered half a dozen flight paths that would not return Janice to the front of the restaurant. �You still at her car?�
�Affirmative.�
�She didn�t even try getting back to her car, did she?�
�No � I ducked down to surprise her if she did.�
�Don�t worry about it. She�s a crafty lamia, had her escape planned.�
�Lamia?�
�A female monster.� He returned to the restaurant to gather his articles and settle the tab. He wasn�t a cop, nor was he calling them to chase the woman and cause a scene that would only raise questions and outside interests. Instead, he reviewed the situation. Normally, he wouldn�t have confronted the woman without more backup. But her conversation with Skyles had entered what he called the majic zone � sensitive information he spared no expense in protecting. Although Janice had escaped, the information Skyles possessed had not. Owens knew with time and patience, his power and resources could not be beat. He would catch China�s lamia.

CHAPTER 2

SECRECY OR DECEPTION IN THE NEVADA DESERT?
The federal government contends its secrets are for national security reasons. At what point does secrecy threaten the nation�s security?
By William Moreau

Part I of III: GOVERNMENT ACCOUNTABILITY
No money shall be drawn from the treasury, but in consequence of appropriations made by law; and a regular statement and account of the receipts and expenditures of all public money shall be published from time to time. (United States Constitution, Article 1, Section 9.)

NEVADA, June 1994 � Government accountability, a constitutional requirement that informs and empowers the common citizen through public oversight, has steadily diminished since the beginning of the Cold War. Powers-that-be contend the secrecy is in the country�s best interest. However, a growing number of citizens believe secrecy has evolved into a subculture within the government, hiding an economic structure providing power, profits and technological superiority to those involved. Groom Lake, in the Southern Nevada desert, is a blatant example of the government�s expanding covert activities.
US Geological Survey maps show a dry lake in Groom Valley. Twenty miles east of the remote location lies the nearest paved road, an infrequently traveled two-lane highway traversing one of America�s loneliest regions.
Department of Energy maps of the adjacent Nevada Test Site once designated Groom Lake as part of a land quadrant called Area 51. Newer maps no longer identify the area.
Officials at Nellis Air Force Base acknowledge that Groom Lake is part of the Nellis Range Complex, but insist the land is a bombing range. Airspace above the valley is restricted � an extraordinary security measure for a bombing range.
No public accounting exists of appropriations for government activity at Groom Lake, although a secret airbase � a cooperative effort between the CIA and military agencies � has been in operation there since 1955. For over thirty years a select few knew about the base, often referring to the facility by one of many codenames: Dreamland, The Box, Watertown Strip. An official name never christened the site.
The base tested and developed advanced reconnaissance aircraft, from the U2 Spyplane in the fifties to the F-117 Stealth Fighter in the eighties. The current generation of test craft blew the lid off the base�s secrecy when eyewitnesses in Lincoln County Nevada reported seeing UFOs: illuminated orange colored orbs darting soundlessly across the sky. Government officials ignored the UFO reports and refused to acknowledge the existence of an airbase on the bombing range. Their denial of knowledge furthered speculation as curiosity seekers flocked to the area. UFO enthusiasts and aviation buffs invaded nearby public lands, but instead of seeing UFOs, most experienced a close encounter of the intimidating kind: guards wielding automatic weapons and thundering Black Hawk helicopters. A few brazen individuals challenged the forces and demanded to know what their government was doing at Groom Lake, and their search efforts produced a vantage point on public land that offered a view of the government�s airbase-that-did-not-exist. Some travelers to the remote location ignored signs posting federal law 18 USC 795, prohibiting photography of military installations without permission. The photos served as undeniable proof that Groom Lake was more than a bombing range, and that government factions can covertly operate outside the oversight process.


CHAPTER 3

From atop a cluster of boulders on a hillside in the high desert region of Southern Nevada, a diamondback rattlesnake woke from an afternoon of sun basking. With its blood warmed, the predator ventured off its perch, zigzagging from one rock to another like they were steps until it reached solid ground and slithered into a small crevice, passing undetected past a napping Janice Yang. Curled inside a tight hollow formed by leaning boulders and desert chaparral, Janice would await nightfall, hoping the intelligence agents from the Las Vegas bar would not think to look for her at Area 51.
Years of patient planning during the Cold War had positioned China to become a dominant superpower in the new millennium. In Cold War times, the United States intelligence community focused its efforts on the Warsaw Pact nations, leaving countries like China, with no immediate military threat against the US, room to conduct offensive espionage practices. In time China realized their efforts to acquire information from the nuclear and traditional defense industries were not enough to keep pace with the United States. The Chinese needed to expand by acquiring technology from America�s black programs: stealth engineering, the Aurora, and truths behind prevailing stories circulating in the UFO community that Area 51 was home to secret underground facilities where the Americans studied extraterrestrial technology.
Janice originally planned to extract information from Ben Skyles and other base employees, but she underestimated the control America had over its black programs. Her best hope now was to take detailed photos of the base, and if she got lucky, the technology being tested in the skies. Anything less and her mission might be deemed a failure. She had the wherewithal to assimilate into the American culture and leave China behind, but the Chen Di Yu might punish, or kill, members of her family if she disappeared. So she ventured through the desert, not for herself, but her loved ones.
After the sun dipped below the mountains and its orange hues disappeared from the western horizon, Janice woke and crept out of her hiding place. She looked down at Groom Lake and its seven-mile long runway where red landing lights defined the perimeter. At the far end of the dry lake, a small city of lights comprised the air base. Rumors about the happenings at Area 51 ranged from suggesting it was a simple facility used for fighter jet training, to tall tales that the base served as a command post for a secret relationship between the American government and a race of alien creatures. Although seemingly illogical, she couldn�t help but mull over the extraterrestrial rumors, especially the ones associated with a secret underground facility in Papoose Valley.
She turned one-eighty on her perch and studied the Papoose Mountains, which waited in silent darkness to be climbed. In a few hours she would be in Papoose Valley where she hoped to find some answers to salvage her mission.

CHAPTER 4

SECRECY OR DECPTION IN THE NEVADA DESERT?
By William Moreau
Part II of III
SECRECY AND THE BLACK BUDGET

NEVADA, June 1994 � Secrecy in the military and intelligence communities exists primarily through the black budget: appropriations not revealed to taxpayers. The method originated in 1941 when the White House, fearing opposition against the costly development of the atomic bomb, secretly paid some costs with outside funds, deceiving taxpayers by making the project appear less expensive. While political strategists might claim the ends justified the means, they cannot deny the constitutional violation that cracked the foundation supporting America�s political ideology.
Formation of the Central Intelligence Agency in 1947 furthered the rift by asserting a new standard in government affairs: SECRECY. Certain secrets are necessary to protect America�s sovereignty, but there exists a threshold and once crossed the secrets can pose a threat by creating a tyranny of power within certain government circles.
The black budget soared above $35 billion annually during the eighties. Current estimates place the annual outlay near $28 billion, translating into a 1.5 percent skimming of the federal budget for projects outside the constitutional chain of command.

WHO CONTROLS THE BLACK BUDGET?
Congress stamps its seal of approval on federal budgets. Congressional representatives serve on various committees where most considerations for funding are made. Two congressional committees sanction the funds for most of the black projects: the House Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence and the National Security Subcommittee of the House Appropriations Committee. Yet even the demigods on Capitol Hill often know little about how the money is used. Most had never heard of the Groom Lake airbase until it made its way to the mainstream press, further proof that the black programs lack proper oversight.
The lack of congressional understanding also raises questions about why the funds are approved. One motivating factor is Political Action Committee (PAC) contributions that congressional members receive from lobbyists. Campaign finance reform laws set by Congress after the Watergate scandal created a loophole, allowing government contractors to make campaign contributions directly to politicians via PACs.
Ten-term Congressman Walter �Storm� Langston (Republican-Texas) has served four terms on the House Permanent Select Intelligence Committee. During his last two-year term from 1990 to 1992, he collected $537,500 from various defense contractor PACs. Contributions of $143,000 came from a PAC controlled by Global Resources and Technologies Corporation (GRATCOR � previously known as Ground Rail Air Transportation Corporation until a 1988 modernization of the name.) GRATCOR is also the government defense contractor most associated with the Groom Lake airbase. Congressman Langston denies that the contributions are intended to persuade his views or have an impact on decisions he makes involving GRATCOR.
Langston�s conflict of interest is not unique. Some worry that PACs create a three-way handshake, transferring control from the government to its contractors. Congress gives the military and intelligence agencies money and anonymity to build their toys, they in turn pay huge sums to the contractors, and the contractors fund the politicians� campaigns so they remain in office and keep the relationships stable.
As political practices redesign the country�s foundation, ask yourself this: Will America still be beautiful with spacious, high-tech filled skies and black budget waves of greed?


CHAPTER 5

Janice hiked deliberately up the mountainside. After several slip and falls the previous night she had adapted to the footing of scattered rocks and dead cacti. In her peripheral vision, she glimpsed something tall and dark looming on her right. She halted while her pupils strained to focus through the nighttime shadows on the hillside. She flicked a power switch on her night vision binoculars and raised them to her face, realizing that she had been tricked again by a cactus; Joshua tree cacti, with their erect trunks and bifurcated limbs sometimes resembled menacing soldiers.
The dry night air lingered above eighty degrees. As Janice continued to hike, a soft wind caressed her cheeks and gave her cottonmouth, making her yearn for an ice cold drink, but because the journey was long she rationed water stowed in her backpack and several canteens. The weight made it harder to hike, but without the water the journey would be impossible. As it was, she decided dehydration and heat stroke were easier combatants than the intelligence agents.
Traveling at night and hiding during the day, Janice plotted the journey over a four-night period: two nights in, two nights out. She hoped that after four days the Americans would figure she had already left the state, and maybe the country, making her escape easier.
She routinely checked a handheld scanner clipped to a utility hook on her vest, making sure the batteries hadn�t died. The scanner monitored close-range radio transmissions. If she triggered a motion sensor, base security would be alerted via radio waves and the scanner would sense the transmission, warning her a few minutes before security forces arrived.
Janice�s biggest fear was the invisible infrared surveillance equipment used in the region. Besides contacting Ben Skyles, she had met many people in the past few months that offered her insight about the base. She had sucked a wealth of information about base security from a UFO aficionado in Los Angeles who gave her detailed insight about her present journey and the surveillance.
After two hours of hiking, Janice saw that she was nearing the mountain�s crest. Pausing for a moment, she stretched and massaged her thighs, hoping to ease the burning in her muscles. Her hands rubbing against her thick hiking pants made the only discernable noise in a quiet desert � until the sound of tumbling rocks somewhere in the darkness below disturbed her. She squatted low to the ground and again turned her night vision on, peering at the incline she had just conquered. Nothing caught her attention. The Nevada desert was populated with a myriad of creatures � bats, coyotes, scorpions, sidewinders, tarantulas, even cattle and wild horses in some areas � that could have caused the noise. She continued up the crest, still disturbed by the tumbling rocks.
From a patch of desert scrub behind Janice, a dark figure draped in a camouflage poncho emerged. The six-foot-tall man wore a black helmet with a shield that covered his face. The poncho blanketed his body and equipment, and was adapted from a Ghillie suit � frayed straps of burlap tied to clothing and typically worn by snipers seeking to match the terrain. The worn burlap bounced with his movement like Rastafarian dreadlocks as he gamboled up the hill, taking care not to make any more noise.
Standing in awe at the crest of the Papoose Mountain Range, Janice gazed wide-eyed at a lonesome valley only a handful of Americans had ever seen. Papoose Valley stretched eight miles north to south; its floor spread four miles across at the widest point. Papoose Dry Lake was a third that size, occupying the northern portion of the valley floor. She had reached Papoose Valley near the center, at a narrow mesa that extended a quarter mile into the valley like an ocean jetty.
There was no evidence of a base, no lights like there were at Groom Lake, no evidence of anything other than barren desert; but then, she didn�t expect there to be. She was looking for signs of an underground base: portals, vents, or cave-like entrances. With her night vision binoculars, she spied across the valley at the hillsides, studying two dark patches that were possibly tunnel entrances, large enough for vehicles to enter. She was too far away to discern any great detail and opted for a closer look.
After a two-hour descent into the valley, she reached the edge of the dry lake and had a better view at the far hillsides. To her disappointment, she hadn�t found the entrance to a base. The dark shadows were not even caves but natural indentations in the mountainside. She did discover something manmade, however; nearby, a portable motion sensor sat atop a tripod.
The sensor worked by relaying invisible laser beams to other units and forming a fence or perimeter. If someone walked through the laser, breaking the relay, a camera on the tripod would activate and send the signal to a command center.
I must have been walking parallel to its beam, she surmised with a sense of relief before looking for other devices in the chain. Whatever they�re guarding around here must be beyond that sensor�s path, toward the north end of the valley.
Janice scouted her surroundings for other possible entrances to an underground facility. She knew the valley had a base. She could feel it. Yet she saw no signs of life, no noises, no movement. By focusing on the indentations in the valley wall, she had paid no attention to the north end of the valley from her position above. That was her new suspicion for an entrance location. She scoured the mesa blocking her view of the north end, looking for an up-and-over route, but it was steep and could take more time to climb than she had before daybreak. Instead she considered staying in the valley and walking north around the mesa. But that too had issues: no cover and surveillance devices. So she searched for the easiest route to climb. As she panned the night vision, a blurred movement, like a giant dog dashing into a bush, caught her attention. She attempted to focus the binoculars, but the movement had ceased. All she saw was brush.
Janice considered the falling rocks she had heard earlier and suspected someone, or something was out there, tracking her. She pulled a 22-caliber pistol from her satchel and wiggled a baby bottle nipple that was duct taped to the barrel�s end, making sure it was secure. The nipple would suppress sound from the first few shots.
On the mountainside, the camouflaged man squatted next to a second motion sensor and extended his arm, purposely passing it through the invisible laser beam.
Janice�s scanner started emitting a steady chirp, warning that a motion sensor had been triggered. The consequences were enormous and immediately nauseated her, but there wasn�t time to pause. She had been motionless and knew that whatever she�d seen on the hillside had triggered the alarm. Heading that direction wasn�t an option, and she�d already ruled out heading north along the lakebed. West would take her into the dry lakebed, promising no cover and an obvious trail of footsteps.
She stuffed the gun back in her waist satchel and slipped off her backpack to leave it behind so she could travel faster as she fled south. The water in her canteen wouldn�t get her through the next day, but that was no longer a concern.
Janice ran at a furious pace, fueled by adrenaline. Her remaining gear bounced and rattled with each step. Within minutes a thundering sound growled behind her as she fled. Glancing over her shoulder toward the sound, she stumbled, then tripped. Her momentum carried her through the air for several feet before she skidded to a stop on her right shoulder.
The intensity of the sound grew louder. As she rolled to her back she saw a monster soar over the horizon: an MH-60G Pave Hawk. A special operations helicopter with four crewmembers and room for a small strike force.
Janice scampered to her feet and bolted into a dry wash that carried water from the mountains when it rained. She stopped next to the remains of several uprooted Joshua trees and decided to bury herself, trying not to think about the critters that lived in the barren hideout.
The chopper made several passes before circling back toward the triggered motion detector, giving Janice confidence that she hadn�t been spotted. She stood and hurriedly brushed herself off before darting toward an outcrop of rocks she spotted on a hillside. She neared the rocks and realized she could hide on the backside with a good view up the valley, but as she rounded the nearest bolder, the butt of an assault rifle cracked her petite nose. Her legs buckled, and she dropped to her knees, dazed, trying to regain focus, snorting blood. A boot planted in her chest, taking air from her lungs and knocking her backwards. A soldier landed on top of her, his forearm pinning her at the throat. A second soldier pressed his knee to her cheek, rolling her face to the side and squeezing her head against the ground.
More soldiers appeared, and with swift and silent actions they vigorously grabbed and pulled at her body until she was on her belly, arms and legs hogtied in the air behind her.
A hood was slipped over Janice�s head. She felt a sharp pain in her neck. Her eyes became heavy, and the sheer darkness under the hood prevented her from realizing that her vision was starting to blur. Her eyes narrowed, becoming heavier, heavier, heavier �
As the soldiers carried their captive toward a waiting helicopter, an amber-lit craft streaked silently overhead at one thousand feet, coming out of nowhere and making an unorthodox ninety-degree downward turn, descending into the north end of the valley. As they had been trained, the soldiers paid it no attention.

CHAPTER 6

Daybreak. Papoose Valley�s human inhabitants could not see the sunrise over the Groom Mountain Range to the east. Nor could they feel the severe change in desert temperature from night to day. Temperature throughout the spider web maze of tunnels and shafts linking barracks, offices, equipment areas, meeting rooms and storage chambers remained constant in the subterranean military installation.
Also hidden underground were two hangars, ten stories high, engineering marvels worthy of praise, but lacking any due to the strict security hiding their existence. The engineers who designed the hangars didn�t know they had been built. The builders had not known entirely what they were building. And construction crews were delivered in windowless cargo planes, flown in random patterns for hours at a time to disorient them.
The military�s underground installations stemmed from circa 1950s studies in conjunction with the Army Corps of Engineers. Original plans called for protective shelters in case of nuclear war. Soon officials realized the practicality and feasibility of developing underground sites for security purposes. Studies focusing on logistics developed ways of generating power, circulating air, treating sewage and building underground reservoirs that made the facilities self-sufficient. Additional emphasis on security led to concealed shaft entrances in hillsides with camouflaged portals that were undistinguishable to passing satellites � foreign and domestic.
In a stark room, strapped to a chair at the ankles, waist and wrists, Janice waited. A loose-fitting hospital smock covered her body. Blood trailed down her chin from her swollen nose, gathering in random puddles on her chest. Then the door opened and she recognized the suit-wearing man from the bar as he invaded the room, steam rising from two mugs he carried.
�I brought you some coffee,� Damien Owens said as kindly as his raspy voice allowed.
She responded in a bitter, nasal tone, �Are you supposed to be the good cop?�
�Right now I�m just a man offering you coffee, but I commend your knowledge of American colloquialisms.� Standing over her, he stared momentarily with a contrived grin, then gently poured coffee from one mug across her chest. The thin smock offered no resistance to the burning liquid and grew transparent against her skin. She let out a brief cry before closing her eyes and internalizing the pain.
�You were so comfortable at the bar with my friend Ben Skyles when you poured that drink on your shirt. I want you to be comfortable around me, too.� He pulled a chair in front of her and sat, but she turned her head away. Holding his hand near her throbbing nose, he said, �Don�t make me force you to look at me. I like studying eyes and facial gestures. They tell far more truths than words.�
Reluctantly, she faced forward with a frigid stare.
�That�s better. Now tell me why the Chen Di Yu is on my base?�
Janice only offered silence. He�d need to do a lot more than scald her before she cooperated.
Owens� demeanor remained calm and friendly � slick. He knew what he was doing; every word and action orchestrated with the intention of intimidating, influencing and testing his victim. He stood, pacing the floor in front of her. �You�re not the first pretty woman we�ve caught out here. There were a couple of Russian agents in our midst a few years back, just before the end of the Cold War; one was a woman. Something tells me she�s deceased now. I guess sending the KGB a copy of the transcript from her confession, which included details about the Russian government�s interest here, was upsetting to someone. But don�t worry; I�m going to try something new with you. So hopefully the punishment for your failures will be less severe.
�Do you want to know what the Russian agent told us?� Owens� question was rhetorical and not intended to garner a response. He continued, �In 1977, in the town of Petrozavodsk, more than one hundred and seventy witnesses reported seeing a UFO hovering in the sky for several hours. This led the Russian government to start investigating UFO sightings.� Owens interrupted himself with a smile and wink. �I wonder if they ever considered that maybe the object was American and we were playing games? In any case, they took the results of their investigations and started a back-engineering project to develop new propulsion systems and aircraft. Very ingenious, but not an original idea. We had programs like that � in the fifties. Too bad UFOs were taboo in the old Soviet Union. That narrow-minded approach to the situation forced them to focus on the space race with NASA, all the while overlooking our other celestial experiments.�
Janice was confused by the way he offered and insinuated information instead of trying to extract it from her. This wasn�t a good sign; the more he told her, the less chance she had of being freed. �Why are you telling me this?�
�I want to see what surprises you and what doesn�t. Anyone who has heard stories about an underground base in Papoose Valley has also heard about this facility�s supposed connection with recovered flying saucers and alien bodies. Maybe we�ve got the bodies floating in formaldehyde somewhere nearby. And if we have alien bodies, surely we have their spaceship.� He widened his double-pupil, reptilian eyes and cocked his head to the side. �You want to take a gander at that? After all, you came here for technology.�
�If you showed me technology, you could never let me go,� Janice said.
�Depends on how much you remember when we�re through.�
The statement concerned and silenced her.
�We know that after the Iron Curtain fell, self-serving KGB agents sold their information about this facility to China. And you are proof that it was acted upon. Do you think we have UFOs out here, Janice?�
�I thought you were going to tell me,� she mumbled.
�I wish it were that easy, but we like the fact that people don�t know the truth. On any given night, lunatics are sneaking around the outskirts of this base looking for little gray men in the sky. Ufologists are what they call themselves. Most are fools looking for attention, so they conjure up stories, give themselves a title, and act important amongst their peers. Sometimes their UFO stories serve as a buffer for our operations.� Pausing for a sip of coffee, Owens asked, �Care for more?�
His antics were upsetting enough to make her upper lip quiver slightly.
�Can you fathom the implications of the information you seek?� Owens asked. Quickly throwing in the disclaimer, �Assuming for a minute the knowledge you�re after exists.�
Janice only listened, and that was getting harder to do as her skin felt like it was blistering from the hot coffee. Her nose had stopped bleeding, but it was crusted and stuffed, forcing her to breath mostly through her mouth.
�You obviously don�t understand the global social-economic issues at stake,� Owens continued. �If the information you sought is here � and it got out � we might have to modify the Bible � at least Genesis.�
�Your mother obviously didn�t raise you to be a man of God,� Janice said, hoping to insult him.
�My mother didn�t raise me,� he answered proudly. �So tell me, as long as we�ve segued to antiquity, has China started researching the origin of the Sumerians in their UFO studies?�
She again refused to answer or acknowledge him.
�Well, it�ll intrigue your superiors eventually. Now, back to our situation here; we�ve already managed to piece together some information on you during the past few days. Using your name and credit card from the rental car you were driving, we�ve found hotel stays as well as some corresponding phone records that linked you to a man in Los Angeles � Desmond Wyatt. He happens to be one of the ufologists I mentioned. I suspect he gave you tips about the external security at the base, but given your ability to penetrate so deep across the perimeter, I have to wonder if there is something more to Desmond Wyatt, or if there�s someone else involved. Did Desmond know anything about your background? It�s one thing when these people subvert national security in an attempt to satisfy their own twisted curiosity about little gray men, but to help a foreign nation � that�s deeply disturbing.�
Janice continued her selective silence. Owens� actions and tone were so deliberate, and absent of uncontrolled emotions, that she sensed this was a game to him, an enjoyable duty.
�I take it you don�t want to answer that one? Tell me what you hoped to accomplish by talking to Ben Skyles. Did someone lead you to him, or was it merely fate that of all the workers at the airport, Skyles stopped to help you? He was a real treasure chest of information. That�s why we monitor his type. And that�s why we caught you.�
Janice stared forward, concentrating on the gray cement wall in front of her, wondering if they regularly used the room for interrogations since there seemed to be no other apparent use.
Realizing he wasn�t going to make sufficient progress through this style of questioning, Owens stood behind her and spun and scraped the metal chair on the concrete floor so Janice was facing the opposite direction.
Janice stared at a metal table stacked with a bank of electrical equipment, all exotic to her. She considered that this was indeed some type of interrogation room, but capturing spies was not the norm for this facility; she wondered who else they interrogated here.
Then Owens walked behind her and fidgeted with something in his hand. She turned her head and saw a needle, just as he eased it into her neck. He then started connecting her to the equipment, pasting electrodes to her scalp and slipping several under her smock and around her heart.
�I�m sure you�ve seen or taken a lie detector test before,� Owens said, affixing the final piece of equipment � a metallic device, resembling a bicycle helmet � to her head. �And you�re probably familiar with hypnotic exercises and psychological drugs like truth serums. I�m sure the Russians sold you their research reports on psychological intelligence � everything was for sale after the government collapsed. This equipment connected to you, it�s the fruit of America�s efforts in that field.� He paused to study Janice for the last time in her present state, staring past her beaten and expressionless face into her weary bloodshot eyes. �The mental notes you�re making about this location, my words, this equipment � they�re all a waste of time.�

CHAPTER 7

At bedtime as a child, Ben Skyles� mother often reassured him ghosts, goblins, spooks and other things that went bump in the night were make-believe. As an adult, he sometimes wanted to correct her about the spooks. They were real! They wore dark suits! And they worked for the federal government!
Awaking, Skyles found himself in a small gray room with his chest, hands and legs strapped to a hospital bed. Cords and electrodes were attached to seemingly every part of his body, stretching through the air behind him like strings on a marionette, feeding his bio-signs to racks of equipment, an indicator to him that they suspected his mind was out of synch. He tried to remember how he got to this place, wherever he was, but his thoughts swirled around and around in his head, scrunched between obscure images � the moon, the stars, Earth, spiral galaxies � that ran on and on and on like a poorly constructed sentence, and he wondered why the moon didn�t have a name like Earth had a name � after all, nobody called Earth the planet � and then he wondered why he was wondering any of this at all. Rest was what helped slow his mind when it acted like this. He closed his eyes, taking advantage of his solitude, unaware if his confinement was the help he needed, or trouble�
Skyles didn�t know the suit who had confronted him at the bar by name, but despite an ailing memory, he couldn�t forget the man�s face, those obscure glaring eyes, his large stature, and the smooth confidence in his stride. The same stride that now glided through the door of Skyles� hospital room � or observation room, or jail cell. Skyles still had not determined where he was sequestered. He shut his eyes and feigned sleep, hoping to avoid the man in the black suit a while longer. The man�s footsteps were gentle as they approached the bed, then stopped and the room became as silent as when Skyles was alone. A few awkward seconds passed. Skyles tried opening his right eye enough to see, without making it appear open.
�Quit pretending to be asleep. I saw your eyes open on a video monitor before I came in.�
Skyles opened his eyes, searching for the camera.
�It�s hidden. Don�t bother looking for it,� the man said in a monotone voice as he stared down at Skyles, offering no hint of his attitude toward him.
Skyles made eye contact for a second, but then let his gaze retreat toward the ceiling. The man�s intent stare felt like heat from the desert sun against his face. Skyles wanted to say something to break the silence but was at a loss for words, and the man�s raspy voice made him uneasy, as if the devil himself was speaking.
Realizing how uncomfortable his presence was making Skyles, Owens smiled and said, �You don�t need to be afraid of me, Ben. As long as you cooperate.�
�Can you tell me what�s going on?� Skyles asked, finally making eye contact with Owens.
�I need you to tell me about that woman you were with at the bar?� Owens said in a conversational tone.
Skyles assumed they were concerned with his marital situation. �Just some girl looking for a good time. Look, you know I�m married. It was wrong. But I�ve been having some problems lately � with my marriage,� he added quickly, not wanting to suggest more than was necessary. �I don�t know why I thought it might ease my mind. Just tell me what I�ve got to do to fix things.�
The government discouraged infidelity with workers of Ben Skyles� stature. Such trysts opened the door to blackmail and other scandalous situations that detracted from the mental focus necessary to achieve optimal performance on the job.
�I figured it was something like that,� Owens said. �Pretty lady. I wish I could have let you be, but I had a job to do.�
�I understand,� Skyles said with a smile, hoping that soon it would all be over.
Owens began unbuckling the leather straps around Skyles� wrists. �I�m sorry we had to haul you in here and put you through this. Standard procedure. Once we checked out the woman and confirmed she wasn�t a spy or something of that nature, we cleared you of any wrongdoing. You�ll be going home soon. You have a two-week administrative leave � paid. Stay close to home and relax, concentrate on your marriage. If you aren�t happy at home, it�s tough to be happy on the job.�
Skyles thought two weeks of rest might help him lick the problems that had been plaguing his mind. He was grateful that through all this he managed to keep them to himself.
Owens continued to study Skyles� facial expressions, especially noting the relief evident through his smile. That was the reaction Owens wanted. The tests on Skyles showed a disturbance. All they could determine was that the problems had an external source, something in Skyles� life apart from work. Owens figured that two weeks would be long enough to find the problem.

CHAPTER 8

SECRECY OR DECEPTION IN THE NEVADA DESERT?
By William Moreau
Part III of III
CONSPIRACY THEORIES AND THE FUTURE
NEVADA, June 1994 � Congress may dodge questions about black budgets, but the trails are evident. Billions are spent developing secret technologies at facilities like the Groom Lake airbase. Besides reducing oversight, the secrecy also leads to speculation about what kind of technology requires such anonymity.
When word broke that the Groom Lake airbase was a vault for black projects, the UFO sightings in the vicinity were dismissed as the military�s next generation of stealth aircraft. The noticeable jump in technology from the stealth to the lights in the sky above Groom Lake was extreme, however. Witnesses reported the objects flying vertically, making ninety-degree turns at lightning fast speeds, stopping instantly in midair, and hovering soundlessly. Such aeronautical feats left UFO proponents wondering where the technology originated. Their suspicions were strengthened when former base workers brought forth testimonies about an underground facility near Groom Lake where the government back-engineered recovered extraterrestrial technology.
Officials vehemently denied the allegations, and the continued veil of secrecy surrounding the base spawned a UFO renaissance movement. A topic scoffed at for decades was revisited � first at a grassroots level, then through print, television, film and even by some in Washington. The resulting debates opened a Pandora�s box of questions about accountability, technology, cover-ups, government knowledge, and hidden spending � standard conspiracy theorist arguments. The truth is: the only conspiracy is one of silence, aimed at limiting public understanding of government-controlled technology.

WHAT LIES AHEAD?
The Groom Lake airbase is a sign of the times. Fingers can be pointed and accusations made and denied about who is to blame, but the dilemma facing America remains: extreme secrecy has led to a lack of accountability, oversight, and understanding.
America�s doctrines have simple ideals � freedom, democracy, power of the people � that shaped the country into a role model for the free world. While change is inevitable, altering America�s founding principles will jeopardize the country�s sovereignty. America was designed to be a country of the people, for the people and by the people. As the climate continues to veer deeper into the black world, the American people must ask themselves: Is this in our best interest?
Questioning political ideology is not unique, but America is. Maybe the country should reflect more on the thoughts of their founders, and follow them, lest they forget this part of their independence declaration:

Prudence, indeed, will dictate that Governments long established should not be changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly all experience hath shown, that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same Object, evinces a design to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such Government, and to provide new Guards for their future security.

[The William Moreau series was redacted and incorporated courtesy of www.blackbudgetinsider.com.]


PART 3
OPERATION PATRIOT


CHAPTER 9

The vanilla milkshake Ren Miller consumed at lunch had passed through his lactose intolerant digestive system and began a flatulent attack on the tight confines of his office. Ren didn�t care. Coworkers might, but they rarely ventured below ground. Ren enjoyed the solitude accompanying his office, tucked at the end of a dim corridor in the basement of the National Archives Annex in College Park, Maryland.
Must, dust and milkshake farts � not the proper atmospheric conditions for America�s largest filing cabinet. Few people, however, worried about the millions of government documents in storage, as long as they stayed there.
Before 1974, the public never saw the documents Ren handled, but the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) set standards for classification and allowed the public access to federal documents. The National Archives and other storage facilities became inundated with requests that had to be fulfilled.
Ren reviewed documents pulled from storage and determined their level of classification. With a large marker, he blacked out names, sentences and paragraphs from certain documents or sometimes returned the entire document to the issuing agency without declassifying it. He searched for key words and phrases depending on the topic. Words and phrases that someone, somewhere, deemed unsuitable for public dissemination.
Not anyone could be assigned Ren�s job. They selected him. He fit the profile: passive, quiet, few friends, small family and a career employee not willing to jeopardize his pension by concerning himself with what he saw on the documents. Ren�s supervisor, however, fit a different profile, a Clinton/Gore school of government profile: Do more with less; Serve the people. That innovative style took Ren�s work to a level below toleration. He had planned on leaving, but waited, hoping to announce his retirement at a time when he could stick it to his supervisor.
The phone on Ren�s desk chimed a faint ring. �Hello,� Ren said.
�That�s not how I told you to answer the phone!� his supervisor replied.
Clearing his throat, Ren amended grudgingly, �Freedom of Information Act Processing Department, Ren Miller speaking, how may I help you?�
�I don�t appreciate the sarcasm. Tell me you�re done.�
Ren looked over his shoulder. Two boxes of documents still waited his attention. �I�m almost finished.�
�Almost. What�s that mean? Five docs? Ten? One box? You�d better not have more than a box left.�
Ren continued to stare at the remaining boxes. With an exhausted monotone voice, he lied, �I�m on the last box.�
�Hurry up. I�ve got another request just approved.�
Ren laughed. �There are hundreds of approved requests waiting attention. Someone will get to the latest one in a year or two.�
�What have I told you, Ren? Whether you like it or not, there is an increase of FOIA requests, and that�s not going to change. I want to keep pace with the requests, not get buried in a backlog.�
�You keep talking like that and soon you�ll meet the people who really run this process,� Ren said, hanging up the phone. His supervisor didn�t understand; fast service complicated matters. Nothing could be gained by distributing information.
Today is a good day to retire, Ren thought. Returning the documents on his desk to their box, he phoned the copy center and arranged a pickup. He checked �completed� on the work order, then signed his name, skewing his signature. If anyone ever asked Ren why he fulfilled the request without declassifying all the documents, he would deny it and accuse his punk supervisor of forging the signature on the work order. And with that, Ren freed his final bit of information for Uncle Sam.

CHAPTER 10

Professor Bertrand Eldred had lived the first seventy-years of his life the way they wanted. As a young aspiring engineer in the 1950s, they had forced him to alter his career by blacklisting him, denying the security clearances he needed to work for the government or its military contractors.
Beware of the military-industrial complex � a statement President Eisenhower once made, and a statement that Professor Eldred would never forget. His own ordeal taught him about the power accompanying military technology and the manipulation used to control it. They made him an outcast to limit the researchers in his field. They brought in fresh minds. Minds they compartmentalized. Minds that didn�t know the origins of the theories and formulas being analyzed in the government�s anti-gravity research program. A program that removed a new realm of possibilities from public domain. A program that tapped the clean and abundant natural resource of gravity, and remained classified for nearly fifty years.
In 1956, the professor had met his wife-to-be, who helped him forget his early, short-lived first career and tamed his animosity against the government. In time, he accepted his fate and made a success of his altered career path by finishing his Ph.D. and devoting his life to teaching. Realizing he couldn�t beat Big Brother, he did his best to avoid the government and keep his life and family secure.
Professor Eldred and his wife worked hard. They raised two bright children and saved money every month for forty years. Their retirement looked bright. A nice house in Malibu. Nice cars. Nice clothes. And time. Time to travel. Time to enjoy each other�s company. They planned for everything � everything except death. Life again robbed the professor�s future by taking his wife a year into their retirement. He felt bitter, the same bitterness he felt when they robbed him of his career many years earlier. Having lost the spark in his life, he had no desire to continue, no reason � until the idea came to him: he would revive his early career. What could they do now if he began working with anti-gravity again?
In the past they controlled him using a stranglehold on his future, but age placed that trump card in his hand now. The one possible roadblock in his path: death. That didn�t deter him, however. His kids were grown and living stable lives. They stood to gain a healthy inheritance. Plus, he knew that Constance, his wife and soulmate, waited for him in heaven. Professor Eldred had nothing to lose, and the world had everything to gain.
The professor suspected his renewed interest wouldn�t go unnoticed. Especially after he submitted a Freedom of Information Act request for anti-gravity related government documents.
The promptness by which the government provided the FOIA documents surprised the professor; some requests took many years, but his was fulfilled in shortly over a year. What didn�t surprise the professor was a phone call that followed soon after his documents arrived, before he�d even opened the boxes. They wanted to meet with him.
A video monitor showed the professor a sedan at his front gate, something American, something a fed would drive. Pushing the intercom button the professor instructed, �Pull through and wait for me in the carport.� He wasn�t letting this spook in his house.
Having parked in the carport as instructed, Special Agent Grason Kendricks paced in front of his car, studying his surroundings and admiring the opulence of the professor�s Malibu hilltop estate: a four car garage, sprawling courtyard and expansive house with a distant view of the Pacific Ocean. The man had done quite well for himself, he thought, but wondered when a gardener had last visited the yard. Continuing to fidget, Grason tried to remember what the professor looked like; he wore a tweed sports coat in a university yearbook photo that Grason had seen. The vision dissipated, however, once the front door swung open and a sour-faced little man with an unkempt white hairdo stepped outside. Instead of a tweed sport coat, the professor wore a colorful sweatsuit, except the red, white and black jacket was mismatched with blue, green and yellow pants from another outfit. The jacket was zipped midway, revealing a boney chest with a splattering of gray hairs. Grason figured the professor didn�t get out much.
The professor�s stern facial expression advertised his agitation. �Forgive me if I don�t ask you in. I prefer you speak your mind out here, then be on your way.�
�Professor, I think you�re misinterpreting my purpose,� Grason said.
�No, Agent Kendricks. I�ve seen your kind before. It�s been decades, but I know what you�re about.�
�Your past is clogging your mind, professor. The government has changed a lot since the fifties. Since you last dealt with it. We�re bigger now. Segmented. Some might say we�re lost in a sea of segmented secrets.� Grason�s voice was sincere, calming. �That�s where you and I have something in common. We don�t like the secrets. Nor do we have complete faith in the individuals controlling them.�
Professor Eldred remained silent. Skeptical.
�I didn�t come here to meddle. I�m here to help.� As sincere as Grason came across, there was also a seasoned, to-the-point demeanor. He was a busy FBI veteran, with the arrogance that accompanied such an elite position. If the professor didn�t show interest, Grason had better things to do; at least, that was the impression he gave.
�Help me? And how would you do that?�
�We�d actually be helping each other. Excuse me a moment.� Grason leaned inside his car and grabbed a file folder from the front seat. After retrieving an eight-by-ten glossy from the folder, he showed it to the professor. Grason knew he had piqued the professor�s interest when the older man�s eyes widened and he made an elongated oooooh sound. �Any idea what that is?� Grason asked.
The professor stared at a faint, oblong-shaped, amber light against a blue sky, blurred, but an apparent piece of flying technology. �No wings,� he commented. �From the angle and lack of definition I�d say it was flying at a high altitude � and moving fast � very fast.� He continued to study the craft, shocked by a bolt of reality. He had never seen a photo like this before, but he had seen sketches. About fifty years ago. Preliminary drawings. Theories about an anti-gravity craft.
�I had some hunches when I saw it, but nothing scientific,� Grason told him. �That�s why I need someone like you. Someone who can look at it from an engineering standpoint and help decipher the technology. But if I had to make a guess after looking into your past � I�d say someone built your spaceship.�
�Do you have more than this?� the professor managed, amidst flashbacks to his life in the fifties.
�A little, with more coming in.�
The professor never took his eyes off the photo. To him, it was a picture of his past. �Where�d you get this?�
�It�s a still from a video, taken by a rancher in Nevada.�
�Oh, oh, oh! You have a video?� Any remaining skepticism was overtaken by childlike giddiness. It was typical for the professor to show excitement with ohs. His students often laughed when he interrupted his lectures with a subconscious but verbal oh, oh, oh because a new and enticing thought had entered his mind. As in his classes, his excitement had overwhelmed him in an absentminded style that made him forget he was trying to be stern with Grason. �Why is the FBI interested in the topic?� he asked, more abruptly.
�I�m not working for the Bureau,� Grason said. �This is a special assignment. A task force with congressional sanction, but you�ll find very few in Congress who know anything about it. You�ll never have any contact beyond me.�
After a few seconds of further intense concentration on the photo, the professor mumbled, �I�d prefer to have a better idea of whom I�m working with.�
�Sorry, professor. I don�t trust many people. I�ll tell you only what I feel is relevant.�
The professor snickered at the irony of wanting a government agent to trust him. �Then you can elaborate more on your purpose.�
Grason had rehearsed his pitch: �Control over covert operations has reached a level beyond constitutional oversight. Any scholar of military history can tell you what happens when a military becomes too powerful. And with so many technological secrets, the military is extremely powerful these days. I won�t say that anyone has evil intentions, but to protect national security, we have to be sure.�
�Noble thoughts, but you�re going to piss someone off.�
�Exactly the reason for the secrecy. If you decide to cooperate, we�ll enter a formal contract for your services that includes a confidentiality clause, punishable by law.�
�I don�t like the way that sounds.�
�I didn�t expect you to. But I can�t chance seeing you and that photo on Larry King telling the world that Congress is investigating UFOs.� Grason shrugged, as if his hands were tied. �I�ve got to cover myself.�
�Why are you making a UFO connection?�
�I�m not. But the press sure would if they saw that photo.�
�Yes, they would, Agent Kendricks��
�Call me Grason.�
The professor smiled for the first time. �Okay, Grason. If everything you say about this task force is true, my exposing it would only help the factions of government I despise.�
�That�s why I came to you. I can also offer you financial assistance with your research,� Grason said, hoping that would be additional incentive to engage the professor.
�I don�t need your money. I work on principle now.�
They spent a few minutes discussing the professor�s past and his ostracization from the military-industrial complex. The professor became so enthralled with the conversation that he never bothered to invite Grason inside. Soon, the conversation segued into a discussion about the FOIA documents the professor had in his possession. It would require a lot of the professor�s time, besides what he was already putting in, to study the documents. Plus he now had to budget time for Grason�s materials. An idea crossed his mind: �I have a former student. He just received his graduate degree in aeronautical engineering. I�ve been toying with the idea of asking him to incorporate my work into a Ph.D. dissertation. Maybe instead of paying me, we could use your money to sponsor his research, and make him my assistant.�
Grason cringed. �I have a tight reign on this operation. It�s crucial that I keep it that way. Besides, you know the consequences. Why involve a kid? They could do the same thing to him that they did to you.�
�There�s a lot of work to do,� the professor said. �More importantly, I�m getting old. My fear is if something were to happen to me, all my work would be lost. I have to share it with someone who understands it and can do something with it after I�m gone. I�ll tell him the risks. Blake is a tough kid.�
�I don�t like it.�
�And I don�t like the thought of signing your contract, but I�m willing to make that concession.�
The sudden twist disturbed Grason. �Let me run a check on the kid � Blake. I�ll have to get back to you in a few days. If we proceed, you don�t tell him anything about me. I�ll pay you, and you pay Blake out of your pocket. He�s not part of this operation, and will NEVER handle the materials I give you.�
�I think I can agree to those terms.�
Grason collected the photo from the professor. �You can have this once we make everything official. I�ll give you more info besides the pictures and lay out the ground rules for communicating. As we begin to build a trusting relationship, the information will become more pertinent, and you�ll have a better idea what this is all about.� Grason returned to his car and left, happy that he started a relationship with the professor, but agitated that there was a catch.

CHAPTER 11

Los Angeles boasted one of the larger FBI field offices in the US, stationed in the Federal building near Westwood Village, and was the home base for Grason Kendricks, Special Agent in Charge of Operation Patriot.
A sofa in Grason�s office � an avocado green thing that was someone�s idea of modernizing the furniture in the seventies � served as a second bed. He kept the aging thing around for sentimental reasons. Twenty-nine years with the FBI had taught him intelligence work couldn�t be confined to an eight-hour day. He spent many nights on the sofa and had a feeling that Operation Patriot would ensure that he spent many more.
The Bureau had turned Grason into a pit bull: aggressive and fearless. His toughness was in his mind more than his body; he flexed intellect instead of muscle. Hours of planning and preparation, traits he learned in the Boy Scouts and Air Force and used repeatedly through life, went into everything he did.
For most of his FBI career Grason worked on mob and drug cartel investigations. The RICO (Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations) statute was his best weapon against crime. He never envisioned his involvement in Operation Patriot would be anything like his days pursuing criminals under RICO. But soon after the investigation started, he saw similarities between the government and the Mafia: corrupt organizations involved in bribery, coercion and money laundering. He realized a simple tag allowed the government�s actions to go unpunished: National Security. Through his work with Operation Patriot, Grason learned disobedience alone didn�t make one a criminal: status in society played an integral part. While gangsters, ruffians and thugs received prison terms for their illicit actions, certain politicians, government employees and civilian contractors drew paychecks for their abuses.
Correctly anticipating freeway conditions in Los Angeles was as likely as seeing a UFO. Grason arrived at Denny�s Restaurant in San Clemente � halfway between Los Angeles and San Diego � at seven fifteen a.m., thirty minutes early for his meeting with the congressman spearheading Operation Patriot. He backed into a parking spot with a clear view of the lot and nodded off.
A few minutes later, the distant whomp, whomp, whomp of helicopter blades roused Grason from his nap. A force of eight battleship gray helicopters flew south over the pacific coast shoreline, less than a half mile from his location. Camp Pendleton Marine Corps Base bordered the freeway for eighteen miles north of San Diego County, and witnessing training activities in the area wasn�t uncommon. The base prevented Southern California from becoming a giant megalopolis of construction beginning at the Tijuana border and stretching to the northern reaches of Los Angeles County. Seeing the helicopters and thinking about Camp Pendleton amused Grason, who was typically humorless; he smirked at the irony that the expansive military base was responsible for stopping industrial growth and urban sprawl. San Diego�s modern economy, like so many other military towns, spawned from defense spending. The Navy was a key ingredient in the original growth of San Diego. In some sense Grason also attributed that growth to his relationship with the congressman.
In the sixties, Grason had been an officer with the Air Force�s Project Blue Book � a long defunct division that specialized in UFO investigations. On several occasions, Grason investigated UFO sightings reported by Navy personnel stationed in San Diego, and dealt with the congressman, who worked in Naval Intelligence at the time. They developed a friendship, even shared a bachelor pad for several months while Grason made his transition from the Air Force to the FBI.
Grason was saddened by the thought that so many years had passed. His friendship with the congressman was still strong, but not what it once was. Destiny had divided their lifestyles. The congressman became a wealthy man before capturing his seat, while Grason kept busy with the FBI.
The congressman�s Mercedes sped across the lot and pulled into an adjacent spot. Grason gave a small wave to his old friend, who was masked by a pair of designer sunglasses and looking debonair in his expensive clothes. The two were of similar age, but the congressman looked years younger thanks to pricey cosmetic work.
The congressman had retired from Navy Intelligence in 1985, after a quarter century of service. Realizing the growing need for computers and related products in the military, he went into sales and called on his former military brethren as customers, aspiring to a fat income. Anticipating the proliferation of laptop computers gave him a vision for the future of military technology. Using proceeds from his sales career, he bankrolled a software company that developed wartime applications for use by troops in the field. His financial coup d��tat came in 1990, when he sold his company to a conglomerate in an eight-figure deal. After months of jet setting and enjoying his financial independence, he had a new vision for his future: he wanted knowledge. And not just any knowledge; he wanted specific information. Information he could smell but never see during his stint in the intelligence arena. Information he believed he could touch only via a political road map.
Pouring all his energy � and a considerable amount of his personal resources � into politics, he bought his way into the California Republican Party and claimed a congressional seat in the heart of San Diego.
The congressman�s Mercedes was still in drive when Grason whipped open the door and plopped in the passenger seat. �A lot has happened since we last met,� Grason said.
�Enlighten me.�
�First off, Professor Eldred said yes, but he threw a kink in the deal. He wants to involve his assistant. He agreed not to tell the kid about the operation, but that�s not good enough for me. I won�t give him a full briefing.�
�That�s fine for now, but when he starts combining the results of his research with the information we�ll be providing him, he�ll be asking questions.�
�We�ll deal with that when the time comes. For now, I�m running a check on the kid.�
�Do whatever�s necessary to bring Eldred on board. He�s a perfect choice for that position.�
Grason nodded, then proceeded to the next issue. �Val saw a craft in the Papoose Valley. Vertical landing. No runway. He thinks it landed in the mountain range between Groom and Papoose.�
Chills ran up the congressman�s spine. Until now everything they knew about Papoose Lake was based on rumors, secondhand testimonies and theories derived from studying manipulated budget allocations. �How could you wait to tell me good news like that?�
�It�s bittersweet. There were some security problems. Val wasn�t close enough to analyze the craft in detail.�
�Security problems? Didn�t the Bio Suit work?�
�The suit worked, but it�s untested. The security in Papoose was greater than Val had anticipated. He had to move slowly, test the suit and learn the land as he went. To make matters worse, a trespasser was in the area jeopardizing his position. Val tripped a motion sensor, which led to her capture, but in the commotion he was unable to film the craft.�
�Her? Who was the trespasser?� the congressman asked.
�There�s no trace of an apprehension. He has some photos, but not detailed. She�s Asian, maybe Chinese. Maybe a spy. Don�t know.�
�If they can keep an entire base secret, hiding the apprehension of a trespasser is nothing,� the congressman said. �I don�t imagine she�s the first person caught out there. For now we shouldn�t be concerned unless it�s our man.� He had hoped just one undercover mission would be necessary. Even with the sophisticated life support and surveillance equipment they provided for their agent, forcing a man to trek around the Nevada desert for two weeks at a time was perilous. �You�ve got to send him back,� he continued. �Especially now that we know there�s something to film.�
�I know. We�re going to Joshua Tree this Friday to run more tests on the equipment. I want him to rest another week after that before returning.�
�You ever hear of gravity anomalies?� the congressman asked.
�No.�
�They�re changes in density below the surface that affect the gravitational pull above ground. Oil companies measure them to find new drilling sites.�
Grason understood the congressman�s angle. �Sounds like they could pinpoint an underground base.�
�That�s what I�m thinking. There are a variety of ways to measure. Our best option is through one of several European companies that run satellite observation programs; check it out.�
�I was thinking the other day,� Grason said, �an outsider might not view Operation Patriot any differently than the other black programs.�
�Are you having second thoughts about our intentions?�
�No, but they may be ambiguous in certain circles.�
�That�s why I use my own money. I�m not in bed with any outside interests. But that�s enough talk about getting caught. Let�s get what we need and move on before they know who we are.�
�I�m working at it,� Grason told him.
�Do you need me to do anything?�
�Try doing nothing for a while � let me handle things.� Grason admired his friend�s passion and his ability to muster the same passion in others, but he feared the ramifications if those passions were not contained. The people they investigated had remained invisible for decades. How they handled probing outsiders was unknown, and he didn�t care to find out.
�I read the other day about another Mars probe,� the congressman said. �We had the means to send probes twenty years ago. I�ve got a suspicion that whatever is hidden below the desert will show that our space program didn�t stop with the shuttle.�

CHAPTER 12

Damien Owens lived a reclusive life as an elite intelligence agent. He preferred thinking to talking, so the fact he had no friends outside work was not a problem, but a preference. His psychological traits helped qualify him for his unique position in the intelligence community.
In 1966, Owens became a member of the Navy�s Seal Team One based in Coronado, California, where he underwent extensive training that prepared him for the war in Vietnam. Dehumanization of the enemy was a technique instilled in the soldiers, and it taught Owens to think less of a person by not concerning himself with feelings.
Owens� first kill came one week after stepping off the rear ramp of a C-130 Hercules transport plane into the Rung Sat Special Zone. A Viet Cong courier paddling his sampan through a swampy region, forty miles southeast of Saigon, never knew what hit him. From the dense mangrove saplings and vines at the water�s edge, Owens ambushed him with automatic gunfire. Four days later, he dropped grenades into a narrow tunnel entrance after seeing two Viet Cong soldiers enter. The tunnel led to a small underground cavern where his unit searched for intelligence documents. Besides the soldiers, they discovered two young women in the demolished remains, �casualties of war,� Owens told his troops without remorse.
Shadow killings left Owens with no stories of chivalry to brag about, but his low-key approach achieved the desired results and kept him alive. His technique and mental tolerance for situations that could drive many men to insanity made him stand out.
After a successful first tour of duty, Owens was placed on TAD (Temporary Additional Duty) and the Navy loaned his services to the Phoenix Program, a clandestine CIA operation intended to undermine the political forces controlling the North Vietnamese Army and Viet Cong by conducting search and destroy missions behind enemy lines. Political constraints ultimately limited the Phoenix Program�s actions, and Owens learned first hand that involving politics in military operations inhibited the results.
Owens never returned to the Navy after the Phoenix Program. The Central Intelligence Agency wanted him, and had the power to make such a move happen. Anonymity, power and clandestine operations � he couldn�t have imagined a better job.
The CIA first assigned him to Information Management. Boring, he thought, but soon learned, in the black world, names were deceiving. Summer of 1968, Owens returned to Vietnam disguised as a NILO (Naval Intelligence Liaison Officer) stationed at the Binh Thuy Air Base. The CIA wanted him to investigate reports made by American troops throughout Vietnam of unidentifiable lights in the sky. He anticipated spending most of his time looking for more work to do. However, reports of strange flying lights began pouring in nightly from demilitarized zone outposts along the Ben Hai River. Soldiers in remote radar outposts first reported the sightings, but additional incidents and subsequent rumors and paranoia started spreading across the region.
The situation reminded Owens of World War II stories he had studied about Foo Fighters: mysterious balls of red and green light that American pilots sometimes claimed had chased them. Since the Foo Fighters never attacked, the assumption was made that they were some type of enemy reconnaissance drone. After the war, military intelligence learned Japanese and German pilots had reported the same sightings and attributed them to advanced technology used by American and allied forces. The phenomenon was never officially explained.
Owens knew from the Foo Fighter reports that offering an explanation, any explanation, helped the troops deal with the situation. He reported that communist helicopters were shining the strange lights as a scare tactic. Although the North Vietnamese Army didn�t possess helicopters, the propaganda offered the troops a logical explanation and led them to believe they could conquer the strange lights in hostile situations.
Owens� ability to control a situation � and people � using perceptive manipulation scored more points for him with his superiors. He had proven his physical and psychological abilities in the jungle, and now had exposed his intuitive mental aptitude.
For fourteen months after Vietnam, he worked various assignments with the CIA. Unbeknownst to Owens, each was a further test of his abilities. In 1970, Owens met the family he never had: the team members of Aquarius.
Aquarius existed under the auspices of the CIA, but the organization was its own entity, and operated as such. Unlike other branches in the intelligence community, Aquarius was not regulated by typical bureaucratic checks and balances; an elite committee of twelve individuals had been overseeing the organization since its inception in the fifties.
Owens had devoted his life to Aquarius, as was expected. After sixteen years, he became commander of the aristocratic intelligence agents responsible for protecting sensitive technological information possessed by the United States government � information that had garnered the catchphrase Above Top Secret.
Owens studied his latest disciple, Kayla, sitting in the passenger seat of their Suburban as he filled the vehicle with gasoline. They had a critical task to attend to, which would require a long drive before it was over, and he wanted to fill up before they had any passengers. The situation confronting them would expose Kayla to new facets of their operations, and he had decided it was time to elevate her understanding, and not just of her job duties, but what those duties protected.
Owens spent over two years following Kayla�s progress after he had the Central Intelligence Agency make her an analyst along with five other possible candidates for her Aquarius position.
Intelligence, patience, reclusiveness, few friends, mental stability, physical toughness, no immediate family contacts, intense loyalty to the United States of America: those were a small sampling of the mandatory traits Owens looked for in his team members. The mix wasn�t common, but in a country larger than two hundred and fifty million, there were enough candidates to fill the positions. He never started the search process from scratch. Military and intelligence databases categorized individuals through a variety of means: military service, internship programs, present employees, psychological testing, background checks, even high school and college scholarship contests.
Kayla�s birth name was Trisha Lawrence. Just over three years ago, Trisha Lawrence was a junior partner with a small New York City law firm. She had entered the intelligence community databases early in her career when the firm represented an East Coast defense contractor in a wrongful death case. The government required that all fifteen employees at the firm pass a background check before they could take the case.
Unbeknownst to Trisha, her profile had intrigued several upper level operators over the years, but it wasn�t until Owens had the CIA offer her a lucrative package analyzing and overseeing contract negotiations between defense contractors and international clients that she took the bait.
The CIA served as a microscope for Owens, allowing him to further analyze the candidates for his apprentice position. Kayla had never been in the military, and thus Owens considered her a soldier of different fortune. Kayla had lived her life as the legal professions� version of a Navy Seal: a litigator. He saw her as a white-collar weapon, a valuable addition to his operation. Her beauty furthered her potency, and her beauty was the most dangerous kind: natural. Kayla didn�t own make-up because she didn�t need it; her skin was clear and her lips were full. She often brushed her long brown hair using her hand, and let it hang straight instead of primping with irons or other devices she viewed as a vain waste of time.
As Owens� apprentice, Trisha Lawrence was taught to live with a past consisting only of her most recent footstep. The name Kayla Kiehl, just like the name Damien Owens, was assigned like a piece of equipment. No paper trails linked them to the government of the United States, nor the Central Intelligence Agency.
As Owens turned the Suburban onto Desert Inn Road, he fell behind a slow-moving truck and had to hit the breaks, sending Kayla�s mobile phone sliding from her lap onto the floor. She reached down to retrieve it and Owens found himself captivated by her hair as a lock fell across her cheek.
�Have you ever worn your hair in a bun?� he asked.
�A bun?� she chuckled. �I think old ladies wear buns.�
�Well then � what do women wear to keep their hair up? Tight to their scalp, like when they�re in the military.�
�Clips, or bobby pins. I haven�t seen a woman with a bun since my seventh-grade English teacher.�
�Whatever it requires, keep some spares in the car. I�d prefer your hair high and tight.� The sexuality a woman brought to his work environment gave him an unfamiliar feeling � a new challenge he didn�t know how to process, as most of his adult life had been spent around men. He needed to be direct and consistent with her, the way he handled everything else.
The Suburban�s onboard computer chimed, alerting receipt of an electronic mail message. Logging onto the computer under the roll-top dash, Kayla checked the message. �It�s from the DC team: �In recent actions the National Archives Annex in College Park, Maryland, has accelerated its fulfillment of FOIA requests. Declassification continues to be handled in-house; however many documents are being released to the requestor before we have an opportunity to review. A recent request for anti-gravity related documents was fulfilled without our usual perusal. By the time we received notice through the standard channels, the documents had already been shipped. Please advise.��
�Why do problems always come in clusters?� Owens asked.
�Is this serious?�
�I doubt it. A lot of classified documents are in storage, most outdated and harmless. But we double-check certain topics. Sometimes the slightest comment or word can be a clue for someone looking to expose our programs. Apparently procedural changes have cut the DC team out of the loop. Send a reply. I want copies of those documents and a background report on the requestor.�
Owens turned left into a gated residential entrance at the Las Vegas Country Club. The homes surrounded a golf course in the shadow of the famed Las Vegas Strip. He gave a name listed on the Skyles� visitor list and was granted access.
�How does Skyles afford this?� Kayla asked, studying the exclusive homes on the street.
�Barely. He�s cash poor. In 1992 he cashed out his GRATCOR stock options and put all the money, plus everything in his 401(k), into a stock account. Then margined the money so he had twice as much buying power and sunk it all into Starbucks� IPO. It was the most financially reckless thing I had ever seen, but before I could intervene and protect him, the stock took off. So instead of telling him to stop, I bought into Starbucks too. This past April he cashed out with more than a three hundred percent gain on his original investment in two years time. He paid his capital gains and then put everything down on a house.�
�Then how can he be strapped financially?�
�He still has a mortgage, car payments, country club fees, and a wife who likes to spend.�
�Nice of you to blame it on the woman.�
�Skyles travels too much to participate in all the shopping that gets charged to their credit cards.�
�He can�t spend money when he�s traveling?� she asked.
Owens found her comment amusing. �His government trips are all-inclusive,� he answered, not offering to elaborate because it would only lead to more questions he didn�t have time for.
Turning the car off in front of Skyles� house, Owens hesitated before exiting, and faced Kayla. �Typically, when a person becomes a full-fledged agent of Aquarius, there is a ceremony with the other agents, at which point the books are opened to you, and you�ll eventually come to learn and understand all that we manage and why. I don�t know exactly what will go down inside that house, and need to prep you for some sensitive technological issues. So I�m sorry the official notification has to come in the front seat of a car, but consider yourself graduated to the United States� highest security level.� Clearing his throat, he proceeded, �I�ll still hold some topics back so you aren�t overwhelmed, and until you learn to handle them properly, which only comes from on-the-job experience. But from this time forward, believe all that you see. When you ask yourself how something is possible, or how we can keep something so bizarre a secret, think about all the time, energy and resources that went into qualifying you. Then think about the security, the classifications, the segmentation, the surveillance, the monitoring, everything you have been exposed to thus far. When something surprises you, don�t think of it as new, but well-guarded. It�s only new to you.� He offered her a congratulatory handshake. �Are you ready?�
With her hand holding his, she looked at the house and wondered what waited inside. Facing Owens, she studied his unique eyes, the same evil-looking eyes that had once intimidated her, the eyes she now trusted, and the eyes that now trusted her. She answered his readiness question by tightening her grip on his hand. Words seemed trivial to her at this point. The man had spent two years studying every facet of her life. He knew the answer before he had posed the question.
Linda Skyles stood under a portico that marked the entrance to her golf course villa, glaring hatefully at the two strangers in dark clothes marching up her driveway.
�Hello, Mrs. Skyles,� Owens said.
Linda nodded. She had never seen the man before and unless he offered to introduce himself she wouldn�t ask his name. Linda knew little about her husband�s work other than its rigorous security. Ben had taught her to keep a low profile and structure her life around his demanding job. The compensation for her sacrifices was a discriminative lifestyle, but those rewards were losing their advantage, making her life less tolerable. Her husband�s work sometimes kept him away for days and weeks at a time. She had begun viewing their golf course community as a type of prison; they couldn�t travel more than fifty miles from home without filing a report. Excursions out of state required permission, and trips outside the country were not worth the bureaucratic hassles.
�How�s he doing?� Owens asked.
She started to cry. �He�s not making any sense.� Her swollen eyes suggested it wasn�t the first time that evening she gave into her frustration.
Owens placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. �You did the right thing by calling the hotline. We�re going to take care of your husband. Is anyone else in the house?�
�No,� she wept.
�I can�t have you around while we talk to your husband. Why don�t you go to the country club and relax with a glass of wine?�
Her house was the one place Linda didn�t feel the shadow of Big Brother, and now they were kicking her out. �Are you sure having a drink is not against your stupid rules?� she blurted out through tears and a runny nose.
�You won�t be breaking any rules, but if you were, I think I could make an exception under the circumstances.�
Linda looked disgusted. She led them through the front door and retrieved her purse from a nearby table. �You�d better make him better,� she ordered. �Or I�ll go public. I�ll show what the government has done to my husband.�
�Linnn-da,� Owens replied in a condescending tone while narrowing his penetrating eyes. �Don�t make idle threats. I came here as a friend. You don�t want to know me any other way.�
�Lock up when you leave, asshole,� were her parting words.
Kayla stayed a step behind Owens as they eased through a southwestern interior accented with knick-knacks from mail order catalog binges. Kayla thought the decor clashed with the Mediterranean exterior, but chalked it up to nouveau riche naivet�.
They stopped outside double doors leading to the master bedroom. Not a peep came from the other side. The silence blanketed the situation with an eeriness that made Kayla question what she was doing there. Three years ago she practiced law, then she handled legal documents for the CIA, and now she was tiptoeing through a house with an agent the likes of which she thought only existed in the movies. His words in the car gave her the impression that she barely understood what this job entailed. Thinking about what was through the bedroom doors made her dizzy with trepidation.
�You look a little scared,� Owens whispered before placing his hand on a brass doorknob. �Don�t be afraid of anything you see. It�s not supernatural; I can explain it later.� He twisted the knob and gave the door a push.
Skyles glanced up from the edge of a king size bed where he had been sitting for two hours staring at the floor. He looked confused, lost. Perspiration around his armpits and chest had darkened his light blue shirt.
�Hello, Ben.�
Skyles stared back, a blank stare, catatonic.
�Do you remember me, Ben?�
�Not at the moment,� he mumbled.
�What�s that mean, Ben? Not at the moment?�
�It means what it means.� His speech was clear, but slow. �Sometimes I know things. Lots of things. Other times, I don�t know crap. Right now, for instance � I don�t know nothing.� Skyles dropped his head to a slumped position, his body physically and emotionally drained.
�That�s why we�re here. We�re going to help you.�
Skyles writhed his head back in a painful contortion. Dropping his mouth he bellowed a stifled, �Ahhhhh-�
�Get the silver attach� from the back of the Suburban,� Owens instructed Kayla. Pulling a bench over from a makeup table, he sat facing Skyles. �Relax, Ben. I�m here to help.�
Moments later, Kayla returned with the attach�. Owens retrieved a Dixie cup from the bathroom, then opened the case. Its bottom half housed an instrument panel with buttons, knobs and digital displays. From a compartment in the upper half, he pulled a vial of liquid and poured the contents into the cup. �Drink this,� he said.
In the forties, the military and CIA began conducting mind control experiments that studied and tested every facet of the brain. For thirty years the CIA oversaw MKULTRA, a classified study that experimented with psychotropic drugs (mental stimulants). Other experiments tested hypnosis, sleep states, the subconscious mind, and psychic or remote viewing. By the late eighties, an effective procedure had been developed that allowed control of information within one�s mind. Certain information could be segmented from the normal memory, much like computer files could be saved to a floppy disk instead of the hard disk. The technology allowed for an unprecedented level of control over individuals, information and programs.
Skyles worked in an advanced hypnotic state that made him oblivious to the information he handled when he was away from work. Several factors combined to make the process work, including large gamma wave transceivers that emitted intense 425-megahertz radio signals throughout the underground compound below Papoose Valley, where Skyles typically worked, and enhanced subconscious waves in his brain. Portable transceivers allowed the process to be enacted in remote locations.
Owens turned on a small transceiver housed in the attach�. The 425-megahertz signal combined with the drugs to push Skyles into a limbo state between his conscious and subconscious. A state with no memory.
Next, Owens strapped a band around Skyles� head and pasted electrodes to his scalp. A cord ran from the band to the case and allowed the equipment to send extreme low frequency (ELFs) signals to his brain. The ELFs mimicked the low frequencies found in brainwaves, causing them to be mistaken as the brain�s own signals in a process Owens knew to be called bioelectric entrainment. The ELFs served as instructions that guided Skyles to a controlled subconscious state.
Kayla was no longer afraid of what might happen to her in this house, but she was afraid of what was happening in the house. Is this mind control? she wondered. There�s no way I took a job controlling people�s minds � I�ll end up in jail.
Owens sat on the makeup bench and slipped the small gray rock from his pocket. His thumb was lightly callused from rubbing it regularly, a meditative habit he started several years ago after the rock was given to him. His actions during the process with Skyles were so routine � including rubbing the rock while he waited the ten minutes it took for him to absorb and respond the ELFs � that he almost forgot Kayla was in the room. Owens turned to see a bewildered look on her face as she stood near the wall, staring at Skyles and the attach�.
�Quite a profound situation we�re dealing with,� Owens said softly. He tried to offer Kayla a reassuring smile. �I was a little overwhelmed when I first learned about the technology and plans to use it. What�s really gut churning are the secrets we protect with this technology. That�s why I�ve eased you into this operation.�
Owens returned his focus to Skyles. Kayla would have to wait. He had hoped that time at home would reveal the source of Skyles� problems, but now there was no choice but to bring him in for treatment. To do that, Owens had to stabilize Skyles� mental state.
Each subject in the mind control program had a unique hypnotic suggestion, or password, that served as the final security measure before reaching the controlled state. The hypnotic suggestion had no effect in a conscious state, but when combined with the other elements, it acted like a deadbolt on the door to their operational state. �Listen to me, Ben,� Owens said, �Sidereus Nuncius.�
Slowly, Skyles opened his eyes and straightened his posture. He seemed dazed momentarily, then snapped to life in a new and happier state of consciousness. �Copernicus,� he said to Owens, as if addressing a buddy by a codename.
Skyles panned his head around the room, becoming cognizant of his surroundings. �Are we at my house?�
�Is that a problem?�
�Who�s the lady?�
�My new partner.� Owens never took his eyes off Skyles, studying his every move and reaction. �What worries you about being at home?�
�Does she have a name?�
�Not a real one.�
For a few seconds, Skyles tried to avoid Owens� stare, knowing his problems were no longer a secret. �Well, if you�re here, I guess you know.�
�Know what?�
�That your little mind control machine has some glitches.�
�You�re aware of the problems?�
�Damn right I�m aware. It�s my noggin you�re messing with.�
�You should�ve come to me. Do you realize the jeopardy you put the program in?�
�I�m not stupid. And I�m also not your guinea pig. You assured me this psychological equipment worked. �Fully operational,�� he added trying to mimic Owens� raspy voice. �But it�s not. And rather than become a lab rat at spook central, I wanted to try and fix it myself. So I risked my clearances. If my mind is tossed, you�d pull them anyway.�
Owens focused hard into Skyles� eyes.
�I get the willies when you look at me that way,� Skyles said.
�I doubt the problem is with the equipment,� Owens informed him. �You�re the only one having adverse reactions.�
�I�m the only one you know of.� Skyles tried pleading his innocence. �About a month back, memory flashes started popping up in my dreams. Then the middle of the day. A few weeks ago I started blacking out.�
Owens continued to listen and observe without saying much.
�Two nights ago I woke up at three thirty in the morning � ass naked on the tenth green at the country club,� Skyles continued. �My biggest worry at the time was my wife�s reaction to having our membership revoked. That�s messed up.�
Owens theorized that something, or someone, outside the operation had interfered with Skyles� mind. �Do you know a man by the name of Desmond Wyatt?�
�No. Should I?�
�He lives in Los Angeles, but is a frequent visitor to the outskirts of our base.�
�Why would I know a kook like him?�
�He has an extensive knowledge about the facility. In fact, he gave someone hiking directions into Papoose Valley, including inside information about the perimeter security technology.�
Throwing his hands in the air, Skyles distanced himself from Owens� words. �Hey, I don�t have that kind of info.�
�I know you don�t. But you�re connected to him. The woman you were with at the bar, she�s Chinese Intelligence. And she is the one we caught in Papoose, following Desmond�s directions. It could just be a coincidence that she knew both of you; she was making a lot of contacts. My concern is that whoever leaked the security info to Desmond Wyatt might have something to do with your mental condition.�
�Hey, I apologize for not coming forward when I knew there was a problem. I know I violated procedure, but I can�t afford my life outside the program.�
�You need to trust me,� Owens said.
�I�ll try, but you�ll put the program first.�
�It�s costly and time consuming to replace you. We�re going to take you someplace safe until we�ve worked the kinks out of your mind.�
�Can I say goodbye to my wife?�
�Not in this state. I�ll check in on her later and make sure she�s doing okay,� Owens reassured. He closed the attach�, but left the equipment on and the wires connected as they proceeded outside to the Suburban.
Two minutes after they left the bedroom, a voice-activated FM transmitter, hidden in an electrical outlet, shut itself off. Eight such devices were hidden throughout the house. Cheap mail order listening devices that anyone could purchase and install with a screwdriver. The results, however, were effective and transmitted every word spoken in the house to a recorder hidden outside.

CHAPTER 13

Professor Eldred had two grown kids and five grandchildren. His offspring were ideal kids: intelligent, sensible, hardworking, successful. All the qualities that made parents proud, and it was thanks, in part, to their upbringing. Yet the professor had learned late in life that the time he devoted to his children when they were kids was an investment; as adults, the time his son and daughter obligated to their father was commensurate to how they were raised.
Professor Eldred was a kind father, but he never devoted quality time to his children. A few hours a week would have made the difference between the strong family he had and the close family he didn�t. The professor had never questioned his child-rearing techniques until his wife passed and he realized that his kids were now strangers he saw at holidays. He knew less about his son than he did his star pupil, Blake Hunter. He would have liked for his kids to share his interests, but his passion for engineering had been stolen by the government before his children were born. His children learned his dedicated study and work habits, but developed tastes and careers in other areas. By the time the professor met Blake, his kids had already graduated college and were working in business and law. With them out of the house, he began to take a keener interest in his students, and developed a close bond with Blake through guidance in and out of the classroom.
Blake�s words were succinct when he first visited Professor Eldred�s office: �I came to school with the intentions of becoming a doctor, a choice I now realize was motivated by income potential and not personal tastes. I�ve considered business, but can�t muster any passion for the lifestyle. What I really want to do, the one thing that has intrigued me since childhood, is become an astronaut � and I thought you could probably help.�
The professor was never one to hide his passion for space. He always wondered what could have been. As he and Blake became acquainted, his wife often joked that her husband was more excited about Blake�s dream of becoming an astronaut than Blake himself. Together, the professor and Blake solidified Blake�s educational career to pursue an undergraduate degree in engineering, tailoring his studies to emphasize aeronautics and space travel. Traditionally, astronauts evolved from military backgrounds, but the expanding duties of mission and payload specialists on shuttle flights broadened the field of prospective recruits, and encouraged Blake�s dreams.
Even after the professor retired from teaching, he continued to advise and assist Blake, helping him earn a privileged chancellor�s scholarship to pay for his Master�s degree in System Control. However, after his wife died, the professor rejected the love offered him by friends and family, shunning Blake from his life as he did everyone else, seemingly resigned to waiting out his final days alone � so Blake thought.
Blake pulled into a parking lot at a seaside restaurant on the Malibu coast. The lot bustled with Los Angelinos and tourists anxious to valet their cars and hurry to a packed outdoor bar with vast ocean views.
�Blake,� the professor hollered from amidst the crowd.
Turning, Blake was shocked by the professor�s mussed hair and splotches of gray stubble that didn�t mask a face thinned by weight loss.
�I look like crap, I know.�
�Are you feeling okay?�
�Physically I feel fine. But you can�t imagine the pain of being alone this late in life. It�s like a punishment.�
�I wish I could say something to make it better.�
�Nothing needs to be said. Besides, I�m not one to spite God�s will. In fact, I think for the first time in my life I can appreciate his actions; God left me behind to finish a task I started decades ago. That�s why I asked you to meet me.�
�I�m honored. But you don�t need to wait for special occasions or moments of need to call me.�
�Yes, I know. Maybe things would be easier if I didn�t shut everybody out. I guess it was my way of not being an unwanted burden on my kids.�
�You could never be a burden on me, Professor Eldred.�
The aging professor placed an arm around his favorite student. �I appreciate that, Blake. You give me encouragement that calling you was the right thing to do.�
After being seated at a table overlooking a quiet stretch of beach, the professor confessed to eating at the restaurant several times a week, alone. Blake struggled to understand why the professor insisted on perpetuating his loneliness.
�So how�s your summer going?� the professor asked.
�I heard from NASA,� Blake said, no excitement in his voice.
The comment struck an inner cord with the professor. He had been an active participant in Blake�s pursuit of a career with NASA, then disappeared from his life for the culmination. He knew from Blake�s tone that the news was bad, but before he could respond, a waitress interrupted.
�Can I get you gentlemen some drinks?�
�More than ever,� the professor told her. �Beer, Blake?�
�Corona please.�
�Make that two, and two shots of tequila. A little hooch never did any harm,� he told Blake, showing his first unforced smile. �Especially after bad news.�
�It�s that obvious NASA said no?� Blake grimaced.
�I�m afraid so.�
�Four thousand applicants for twenty spots. I didn�t even get a second thought.�
�I�m sorry, Blake. You can reapply when you have more experience. For now, there are other options to consider. As I understand it, you have department approval to pursue your Ph.D.�
�I don�t know if the Ph.D. is in the cards any longer. I need money. At least I want to start earning some.�
�One rejection letter and you�re giving up on your dream? You knew that you were a long shot at this point.�
�I know, but the thought of staying in school doesn�t sound appealing anymore. This dream about working in the space program, I don�t know what I was thinking. I�ve got to put in almost as many years as I would have with medical school, except there�s no guarantee that I�ll be doing what I want when I�m done.�
�You never had a desire to practice medicine. You just wanted the salary. If money is all you�re concerned about, go into business.�
�That�s never been an interest either.�
�Exactly my point. You need to do what you love; eventually the money will follow.�
The professor was again acting as the mentor Blake knew and admired, confident and optimistic with time-tested advice. Now it was Blake feeling sorry for himself. �I�m just worried that if I get my doctorate and don�t make the space program, my career will be focused around research and teaching. I�ll be in school my entire life.�
�And that�s not a good way to make a living?�
The waitress returned with the drinks.
Silently berating himself for insulting the professor�s livelihood, Blake tossed the tequila into his mouth and threw back his head to swallow. �That comment didn�t come out the way I intended,� he strained to say through a burning aftertaste.
�Actually teaching was a concession for me.� Not wanting a young drinker to show him up, the old man downed his tequila without the slightest cringe of his sunken cheeks.
�I always thought you were passionate about teaching,� Blake said thoughtfully.
�I became passionate after the fact,� the professor said. �There are a few things about my past that I never shared with you, or anyone for that matter, besides Constance. Ghosts you can call them. Being a humble professor and subservient member of society kept them from haunting me. The advantage I have now is that ghosts can�t haunt a dead man, or a man who is ready to die.�
�Talking about them seems to invigorate you.�
�That�s God�s doing. As I told you, he left me alone in the world for a reason. I also believe he kept you out of NASA for a reason. Instead of getting down on yourself, you need to find out what that reason is.�
�Something tells me you already know.�
�I have an option for you to consider. That�s all.�
�I�m wasting my days working out and lying in the sun,� Blake admitted. �I could use some options at this point.�
�There�s a project I�ve been working on since Constance passed. The timing is ripe for you to get involved. I think we can convince the department chairs to allow you to conduct an ad hoc field of study for your Ph.D. based on our research. I�ll see that your tuition is covered and you have money to live on, and maybe have some left over for a change.�
�This is a surprise.�
�The experience will also be crucial to your future plans. There�s no doubt that space exploration will become more privatized in your lifetime. The foreign space agencies are also working with American firms, planning shuttle programs far more advanced than NASA�s. This research will enable you to mold your future with these private companies. To hell with NASA and any regrets you might have about not becoming a doctor. I�m going to put you in control of your destiny.�
�Sounds like you have it all planned.�
�Just some ideas � with tremendous potential.�
�What�s the topic?�
�Gravitational-based propulsion systems. I�m going to teach you to build your own spaceship.�
�Where�d all this come from?�
�My very distant past.�
Blake took a moment to comprehend everything the professor had just dropped on him. �On the surface you make it sound too simple to pass up.�
�The topic has a few drawbacks,� the professor admitted.
�Like what?�
�Don�t worry about that now. Take a few days to mull over continuing your education. If it sits well with you, I�ll tell you more.� The professor was still waiting to hear from Special Agent Kendricks on the specifics of their deal, and that determined the extent he would include Blake in his work for Operation Patriot.

CHAPTER 14

To fully understand the government�s darkest secrets, Operation Patriot needed unadulterated reports about the happenings at Area 51. But spying on the Central Intelligence Agency and Air Force at their most guarded facility proved challenging, and Special Agent Grason Kendricks devoted six months to researching, following leads and considering various contingencies before developing a game plan: sneak a man in through their back door.
Grason needed a field operative in exceptional physical condition who could withstand harrowing walkabout journeys across the desert. The candidate also needed to be self-sufficient � a survivalist � capable of spending weeks on his own, outdoors, with minimal amounts of food, water and shelter. And most importantly, Grason needed someone he could trust, a loyal confidant from within the FBI. From inception, Grason had a particular agent in mind. Val Vaden was a third-generation agent whose father worked on cases with Grason in years past, and Grason had known Val since he was as a boy.
In addition to the personal connection, Val�s age � twenty-seven � meant he didn�t have the rigid mindset of a veteran agent. Grason viewed the vigor of youth as an asset when investigating the gray area of legal interpretation with which Operation Patriot dealt. Val would have fewer biases than a veteran, and a strong desire to prove his commitment to the FBI�s motto: Fidelity, Bravery, Integrity.
Due to the advanced security protecting Area 51, Grason knew Val could not simply sneak onto the base. A tout ensemble of high-tech surveillance, counter-surveillance and life support equipment called the Bio Suit allowed Val to sneak through Grason�s idea of a back door.
Like many technological advances in recent decades, the Bio Suit originated in the space program, replicating principles of the Extravehicular Mobility Unit worn by astronauts on space walks. The military began developing land-based units after the Gulf War to reduce challenges soldiers faced while fighting in the heat.
Properly using the Bio Suit and living for days at a time in the remote desert required training. Grason had selected a practice site where they could test Val�s equipment and develop effective methods for his mission.
Two hours east of Los Angeles, and thirty minutes outside Palm Springs, on an expansive elevated plateau, was a region known as the high desert. Prevalent across the plateau was the Joshua Tree, a cactus species that thrived in the higher desert elevations, often growing upwards of ten feet. In some areas, the succulents dotted the reddish brown sand in a motionless landscape, like skinny leafless trees in a windless forest. A forty square-mile region of the high desert was named Joshua Tree National Park. This remote camping area typified the altitude and terrain of Area 51. Grason and Val spent weeks testing the Bio Suit in the southeast section of the park, which was accessed via a four-wheel-drive trail. It was here they traveled again, this time with a more thorough understanding of the surveillance equipment in use around Papoose Dry Lake because Val had seen it during his first excursion.
Through a contact at the Pentagon, the congressman had arranged for the Drug Enforcement Agency to field test two suits in San Diego County�s remote border regions. One suit found its way to the DEA office in San Diego. But the second went to Grason, at which point he had some modifications made. Currently, the various components of the second Bio Suit were stowed in the back of a truck Val was driving. After this latest bout of testing, Val would again put the Bio Suit to use in Southern Nevada, investigating the establishment that had created it.

CHAPTER 15

Faith in America�s two-party political system had faded from the congressman�s mind long before he bought his way into the Republican Party. He felt that somewhere between republican and democratic ideology existed the American people, and their true needs suffered while politicians bickered over party lines. And the bickering served as a distraction, keeping the politicians and mainstream America from giving necessary attention to other facets of the government.
The congressman knew the federal government held too many secrets. A subculture existed � a subculture of control and power, hidden behind classified designations. He didn�t aim to destroy or expose every classified program, only observe them. Make the leaders accountable for their actions. The same way his constituents were accountable for their taxes. Taxes that paid for the classified programs.
While working in naval intelligence, the congressman realized the murky depths that the vast sea of classified information reached. Who controlled it was another story. Officials compartmentalized information. He rarely knew the bearing his work had on anything, why he was doing it or who called the shots. The anonymous individuals in charge were labeled by some as The Secret Government because of their ability to operate outside the normal parameters set by the federal government�s system of checks and balances.
Over the years the congressman tried paying close attention to these elusive forces, spending many nights studying the laws and various presidential orders passed to govern the intelligence community. He discovered how this unique polity was assigned new tasks and given greater responsibilities out-of-view from the public eye.
Illuminati. The Bilderbergers. Secret Government. MJ-12. The congressman stumbled across a variety of names and speculative scenarios used to describe the secrecy pipeline, but labels were not a concern. He wanted to unlock the doors closed by these omnipotent individuals and assure his constituents, and himself, the government�s secrets were being kept with the best interests of the people in mind.
Joining the House Oversight Committee � a group of nine congressional representatives � was the congressman�s first step in implementing his agenda. It was through this committee he transformed Operation Patriot from an idea to a congressionally sanctioned cloak-and-dagger task force. Rather than attempting to join the prestigious House Select Committee on Intelligence or the Appropriations Committee � both known for their black budget involvement and typically reserved for those with tenure � he wanted to investigate these committees, their actions and the money they approved.
The congressman formed what he called �an elite group of patriots,� whose priority was to ensure the power and security of the United States remained in the hands of the people as the Constitution guaranteed. He cast doubt over the National Security Council and other oversight committees, and showed how Operation Patriot would take the watchdog process a step further by conducting undercover operations. Only then could the congressman be satisfied that the label TOP SECRET FOR REASONS OF NATIONAL SECURITY was not being misused.
Operation Patriot also had a secondary objective � an objective too outlandish to be approved by politicians whose opinions on the subject were manipulated by Air Force press releases and chuckling news anchors. The congressman and Grason Kendricks selectively spoke about the secondary objective: uncover current intelligence opinion on extraterrestrial life, and determine if there was any truth behind stories the government possessed information proving the existence of an alien race. They used knowledge from their experiences in Naval Intelligence and Project Blue Book to theorize the investigation did not lack merit �
Tilting back in his executive chair, the congressman stared out a window at the Coronado Bay Bridge that served as a picturesque portal between the vast Pacific Ocean and the refuge of San Diego�s calming harbor. At its highest point the arching sky-blue bridge offered clearance for the Navy�s largest battleships. A variety of sails decorated the inviting water under and around the bridge, adding beauty and serenity that contrasted with the stark impression of international dominance left by gray Navy ships and submarines docked in the harbor.
�What�s the latest?� the congressman asked, picking up the phone after his secretary told him Grason Kendricks was on the line.
�I finalized our deal with the professor. His assistant checked out. But more importantly, I can get those overhead images we discussed.�
The congressman didn�t anticipate the gravity anomaly images being available so fast, but figured Grason had dropped the FBI�s name to push the process along. �How much?�
�More than I can pull from the budget. I know you said you�d cover the difference, but it�s steep.�
�Do it!� the congressman said without hesitation. His decisions on matters like this were determined long before the operation started. He subscribed to the theory that he couldn�t take his millions with him, so he might as well maximize the benefits of his money. Then he asked, �Did you test the Bio Suit over the weekend?�
�We played hide and seek in the desert. I never found him.�
�So he�ll feel more comfortable this time out?�
�He�s ready.�
�Let�s hope he has better luck this trip,� the congressman said, bidding his old friend goodbye.

CHAPTER 16

Although Damien Owens granted Kayla full clearance as an Aquarius agent, they were still a government body, and certain bureaucratic procedures had to be completed before it was official. As such, he insisted on tying a blindfold over Kayla�s eyes so she couldn�t see where he was taking her. This was her first trip to the subterranean base at Groom Lake, or Dreamland as he commonly referred to it.
The blindfold felt tight around Kayla�s face and prevented her eyelids from opening. With a gentle touch, Owens led her by the wrist. She wondered who might be watching, what they thought, and if seeing a person blindfolded was common.
They boarded an elevator that seemed to descend. We�re traveling deep, very deep, below ground, she thought. Kayla knew the extraterrestrial myths about the base and visions of gray aliens with oblong black eyes and their exotic spaceships harassed her thoughts.
When they began walking again, she concentrated on identifying noises. The most prevalent sound was a deep hum, like the motors to heavy machinery, maybe turbine power generators, or A/C units. Another backdrop noise sounded like a faint, but constant, howl � airshaft currents she deducted. The loudest sound was the clamor from their shoes clapping against a smooth concrete floor.
Next Owens helped her into a transport of sorts, no doors. By a gentle hum from the engine, she knew it was electric. She felt him sitting next to her, so someone else drove. Although it could have been on a track and automated the way they gently bumped side to side like on a train.
�Not many people are privileged enough to go where you�re going,� Owens told her. �Fewer go home remembering this ride.�
She thought of Ben Skyles and the equipment Owens had connected to him, and the way his personality changed under the equipment�s influence.
The ride seemed never-ending. So long that she again questioned being below ground.
When they stopped, Owens took her by the wrist once more. For the first time she heard the shuffling of feet besides their own, but no voices. Doors seemed to be opening and closing as well, automatically.
Eventually they reached their destination. �I want you to sit,� Owens said. With both hands on her upper arms he guided her into a soft desk chair. �Now, let�s get this blindfold off you.�
Kayla�s eyes didn�t struggle readjusting to the light because the confining space she was in rendered a surreal dimness, illuminated by a halogen desk lamp and glows from medical equipment monitors and a video screen.
�You remember our friend, Ben Skyles,� Owens said, pointing to the video monitor where Skyles could be seen strapped to a hospital bed.
Kayla had not seen Skyles since they took him from his house. Acting as chauffeur, she had driven them in the Suburban to Nellis Air Force Base, the main entrance at the north end of Las Vegas. At that point, Owens and Skyles boarded a helicopter, leaving her in Vegas, baffled by the bizarre equipment that manipulated Skyles� mind. Owens claimed the experience was a big step forward for her, but he did very little to explain the situation. Instead he teased her with bits and pieces of information � clues to the gamut as he called it.
�What�ll happen to him?� she asked of Skyles.
�I�m not sure. Experts are working with him.�
�So he has to stay strapped to that bed until you find out?�
�Do you have a problem with that?�
�No. I�m just trying to understand the situation.�
�So are we.� Owens could see the pity on her face as she focused on the monitor, focused on Skyles, quarantined in a bed not much larger than his body. �I�m quite fond of Ben Skyles,� he admitted. �But I can�t let my compassion for his situation obscure my perception of the big picture. Once you understand the full gamut of this operation, you�ll appreciate my methods, and my reasons for bringing you along gradually.�
Owens studied her response and sensed a bit of impatience with the unresolved answer. �Let me put it another way: human nature dictates that we need closure on issues � answers. But that shouldn�t be the case, and it leads to dogma. People will accept a ludicrous answer over no answer because it puts their simple minds to rest. I�ll introduce you to situations, and give you explanations, but the explanations lead to greater questions, puzzles that will boggle your mind, and in our lifetime we may never know the answers. It requires a unique mindset to operate under those parameters. I have to be positive that you have such a mindset.�
�What if I don�t? What if tomorrow you show me something and I don�t like it, or can�t handle it?�
�Then I let you walk. And my worries about you leaking information would be minimal. As for Skyles-� His portable phone interrupted, which wasn�t uncommon.
Kayla could only hear his end of the conversation, and tried following along: �Good. I assume you acted like a gentleman with the Chinese woman?� Kayla knew the captured spy was being transferred, and the call must have been to confirm the completion. �What about Wyatt? Anything yet? � I want a full report when I�m in LA.� She also knew someone was investigating Desmond Wyatt, the man who supposedly helped the spies sneak onto the base.
Owens noticed how intently Kayla was paying attention to the conversation. He understood her eagerness to understand, and felt he could trust her with anything at this point, but needed to follow procedures � time-tested procedures he trusted more than anything, or anyone. After hanging up he said, �I know this isn�t easy, but it�s necessary. Don�t search for answers. Your guessing will complicate matters. Just accept the facts as I present them. Don�t ask questions, and don�t make assumptions. Simply observe, and know that everything I do, every situation I put you through, has a purpose.�
�Actually, I was just wondering how your phone gets a signal down here? Or is it technology that is addressed in a later lesson plan?�
�To answer your first question, signal relays and amplifiers � military quality.� Owens then offered a rare chuckle, and said, �As far as future lesson plans, we�ll eventually address the origins of semiconductor technology.�

CHAPTER 17

This was Blake�s first visit to the professor�s Malibu home since his wife had passed. The security gate surprised him. He couldn�t believe the way the professor had imprisoned himself by having ten-foot fences installed around the property. The house appeared to have deteriorated step for step with the professor: the flowers and colorful plants were dead; bushes needed trimming; the lawn begged for a mow; and a good spray from the hose would rejuvenate the slate courtyard.
The professor answered the front door in a withered T-shirt and boxers that struggled to stay above his waist. Blake suspected the pair had fit well a few months ago, before the professor started losing weight.
�I�m not ready for you,� the professor admitted. �I was jotting down some notes this morning, and one thing led to another, and now you�re here.� Looking at his underclothes, �And if I don�t get some clothes on, you�ll see a few more objects than you bargained for.�
�I�ve got an idea,� Blake said. �Take your time getting ready. I�ll mow the lawn. Looks like you can use a gardener around here.�
�Ooo! That�s not a bad idea. I�ll pay you. Fifty bucks is what that crook gardener used to steal from me. When he insisted on knowing the code to my gate, I told him to go to hell.� Paying attention to his yard for the first time in a long time, he noted, �Looks like he took my yard to hell with him, but I don�t care. I�ve got too much on my mind to worry about trivial things.� Trivial things, as the professor put it, included anything not concerning his research. He had concluded that professors like himself who lost track of time, made socially unacceptable mistakes by dressing funny or not combing their hair, were not nutty or absentminded, but mentally preoccupied. If he were an athlete, some might say he was in a zone. Being in a zone with his research meant everything else was a distraction � dressing, eating, haircuts, housework, the yard � only his research mattered.
After struggling under the high-noon sun to cut the shin-high grass, Blake pushed the lawnmower back to the garage before returning to the front door, which he found locked. For a few minutes he knocked, pounded and waited.
�Oo! Ooo! Good timing,� the professor said when he finally answered.
Blake was glad to see signs of the professor�s childlike giddiness return to his voice.
�Look at those muscles,� the professor gawked, staring at Blake�s shirtless, tan and sweaty body. �Come in, we�ll get you cleaned up and hydrated.�
�I told you I�ve had too much time on my hands,� Blake replied, following him to the kitchen. �Working out helps me pass the days.� He noticed along the way that the house�s interior was as neglected as the exterior. The living and dining rooms were filled with dust-gathering furniture, and dismal rays of sunshine fought to sneak past closed curtains.
The south end of the house was where the professor spent most of his time, in a sprawling area shared by the kitchen and family room that featured an arched ceiling and expansive picturesque windows that offered inspiring views down the mountainside with the vast ocean in the distance, when the curtains weren�t closed. Large warehouse club packages of plastic cups, flatware and plates cluttered the kitchen counter. Their used counterparts filled the trashcan; the professor had phased out dishwashing.
�Are you still jogging?� the professor asked, offering Blake a cold can of iced tea from the fridge.
�At least 20-miles a week. I�ve never seen a plump astronaut.�
�I like the optimism. Soon NASA won�t be the only group sending people into space.�
�You mentioned that at dinner the other night.�
�Do you believe in flying saucers, Blake?�
�Extraterrestrials?�
�People associate the two, but I plan on building a saucer of my own � terrestrial, no extras on board. The other day I mentioned the science of controlling gravity. I was involved in the field decades ago.�
�I�ve heard of anti-gravity, but never from your mouth.�
�My silence related to those ghosts from my past that I told you about. For a while anti-gravity looked as though it would become as promising a field as computer technology is today. From 1947 until about 1952, UFO�s were a hot topic � thousands of reported sightings. The scientific community began analyzing eyewitness reports and theorizing about the technical aspects of such craft. Anti-gravity was believed to be the basis behind their propulsion systems.
�I was about your age at the time,� he continued. �Just finished graduate school, and instead of looking for a job I built a model flying saucer. The local paper snapped my picture with it and ran a story on my anti-gravity research. Two weeks later I was working for the government at Los Alamos.
�One scientist in our group had immigrated from Germany after World War II, which wasn�t uncommon. We took many of their top scientists. Fritz something. I forget his last name. Maybe I never knew it. We called him Fritzy. One day we arrived at the lab and everything was missing. All our notes, test results, models � gone. Fritzy too.�
�What happened?�
�Russia ended up with some of Germany�s scientists as well. The government claimed Fritzy had close friends in the Soviet Union and sold us out. It seemed logical at the time, but reflecting back, I wouldn�t be surprised if our own government took everything and blamed it on Fritz and the Russians. Primarily because I see signs and hear rumors about anti-gravity type designs in our high tech programs, not Russia�s.�
�What happened to your research program?�
�Anti-gravity research became top secret.� The professor answered Blake�s questions about a part of his life on which he rarely spoke. He told him how the government had black-listed him. His bitterness. His fears. How he put everything behind him and moved on. Until now.
�What caused the change of heart?� Blake asked.
�A need to do something with my life � unresolved questions � and anger that something with so much potential and positive implications is kept secret.�
�So how do I fit in?�
�Obviously I�ve started my research again. I have a few old friends sponsoring me. Corporate people. They want to make commercial uses for the technology.� The professor did not like having to fabricate a story, but gave his word he would not divulge the FBI�s involvement in his research.
�Aren�t you being paranoid by keeping it such a secret?�
�Think about it, Blake. If the government has anti-gravity powered craft, it means they never stopped the research. Someone went through great lengths to keep me out of a loop that�s been around fifty years, with very few knowing about it.� The professor knew he had sparked Blake�s interest. �There�s a lot more to the research, Blake. But you have to be committed to the project before I open up. I already explained how it would be good for you in the short run. The long-term possibilities will be what you make of them. But you must be aware that sending ripples through the wrong puddle could tarnish your future.�
�If I understand you, I don�t need the government. We can build our own ship.�
�It�s easier said than done, but you�ve got the right idea. Now come on,� he motioned Blake into the family room. �You�re going to get a kick out of this.� Lifting a small crocheted sampler hanging on a wall, he revealed a keypad and pecked in a code. Several feet away, two ceiling-high bookshelves made a subtle click noise. Next the professor slid the shelves apart, exposing a small hallway. He smiled and swooped his hand toward the opening. �You have the grand distinction of being the first to see my new lab.�
Blake marveled at the stark mood change between the professor�s lab and his neglected house. The sterile laboratory with its white walls, hard linoleum floors and absence of decor also contrasted the adjacent domicile by lacking a scrap of paper or speck of dust. Any evidence that the professor�s life and mind were diminishing didn�t exist in the microcosm environment of his lab.
�You�ve got to admire the way I let the yard grow to hide this place from the courtyard,� the professor said, proud his remodeling addition was hardly evident from outside, and in.
�I just thought you didn�t care about the yard anymore.�
�That�s true too.� After hyping Blake�s entrance into the lab, he did little to point out the finer details and expert craftsmanship, like the hidden storage cabinets in the walls and floor for his cherished research. Instead he offered Blake a stool at a long worktable.
Anxious to begin, and absent the smile that had accompanied his jovial attitude about his yard, the professor asked, �How familiar are you with wormholes, Blake?�
�Wormholes?� he mused, recalling past astronomy and physics classes, and realizing the dynamic of the professor�s work if it involved wormholes. �I think that sometime in the eighties physicists began theorizing that tunnels linking black holes existed in the spacetime continuum. Kind of like shortcuts through space, and they called them wormholes.�
�Decent answer,� the professor complimented. �Their popularity caught on in the eighties, but the term was coined decades ago. I knew the details about wormholes in 1951! But we called them gravity tunnels back then.�
�That�s what the government had you working on?�
�Our program evolved from theories about traveling through deep space. We knew finding a way to travel at the speed of light was still too slow for mankind to explore the vast reaches of space in a lifetime, so we searched for alternatives. After Einstein�s early relativity equations were introduced in 1915, physicists began working with the concept that a black hole has two portals, each representing a different point in spacetime and linked by a tunnel, or wormhole. The government collected over three decades of research on the theory and provided it to us. Upon studying the mathematics we discovered you don�t need a black hole to create a wormhole. The calculations show we can take any two points in the spacetime continuum and link them with a wormhole.�
�So why did it take so long for wormholes to become a mainstream topic?�
�Because when we started crunching the numbers in the fifties, the government didn�t want the results lending credence to the UFO talk they were attempting to suppress. But more importantly, the government didn�t want someone else developing the technology, so they classified it.�
�If I remember correctly, a wormhole will collapse if foreign matter, such as a spaceship, disrupts the gravitational balance.�
�That we realized in the fifties too, and someone proposed an answer.�
�Anti-gravity,� Blake realized.
�Precisely. So in totality, a functional anti-gravity craft can generate wormholes and then sustain them as it traverses the shortcut.�
�Are you going to tell me that UFOs use wormholes to warp between two points in space and that�s how they visit earth?�
�All this talk about UFOs, don�t get caught up with that. Whether extraterrestrials exist or not, considering they did allowed us to open our minds to the possibility that man can travel through deep space, and the medium to transport us was within our understanding. Even 50-years later, wormholes and anti-gravity propulsion are still the most advanced idea presented thus far. It doesn�t matter if the resulting technology is back-engineered from captured UFOs, inspired by actual UFO sightings, or inspired by imaginary sightings if UFOs don�t exist. The undeniable truth is that 50-years ago we had the mathematical and theoretical foundation to pursue developing the technology, and the government has been perfecting it ever since.�
Blake�s mind raced to process all the professor had discussed � UFO sightings, relativity theories, wormholes, space travel, anti-gravity � topics he was familiar with or had heard of independently, but not in synchronicity. �What I find most unbelievable is that you�ve never said anything to me about this.�
�I never said anything to anyone for reasons I�ve already explained. And I thought long and hard about saying anything to you now because I was concerned for your wellbeing. But I�ve been careful, and I just want you to help me with some collateral research, nothing dangerous.�
Danger intrigued Blake the greatest.
�What you must realize is that I�m not trying to convince you of the possibilities, but what has been done. Anti-gravity already exists. The technology is out there.�
Any underlying skepticism Blake had was being replaced by keen interests, fascination and a desire to get involved. The project was like a hot stock to him, and if he didn�t jump on the opportunity, he thought he might miss out. �It almost sounds too good to be true,� he said. �You�re going to pay me to work on this?�
�And get your Ph.D. Is that a problem?�
�I know at least a half dozen qualified students who would volunteer to work with you on this,� he answered, still unsure why he should receive such a windfall.
�So do I, but none are as trustworthy as you are. As far as it being too good to be true, I�m going to show you how true it is.� With that, the professor shooed Blake off the stool and out of the lab, telling him to brew a pot of coffee in the kitchen while he readied the lab.
Blake had always considered the professor�s style unique, which was a polite way of calling him goofy. He didn�t question the validity of what the professor had told him about the past. It was the drastic change in his cognitive state that worried Blake most. Was the professor still able to think rationally? Was he becoming senile? Or, as the professor claimed, did God leave him on Earth to work on this project? Blake at least owed him the benefit of the doubt in return for his past support.
When Blake returned to the lab with coffee he found the professor at the long table where he had left him, except a stack of documents was now arranged in front of him.
�Earlier I mentioned a German scientist named Fritzy.�
�The one who vanished with the documents.�
�Well not all of them,� he answered with a wink. �Fritzy always wanted my opinion, but never offered his. Once he gave me a document to study. I was busy and set it aside, and somehow took it home with me by mistake. Fritzy went berserk and showed up at my apartment in a tirade looking for it � screaming at me in German. I thought his reaction was so strange that I quickly traced the figures onto another sheet while he waited outside, and ultimately hid it in a box where it sat for decades.� He turned over the top sheet in his stack to reveal an aged piece of paper with fading pencil markings, and slid it in front of Blake.
�These look like crop circles,� Blake said, looking at a series of geometric images, lines and curves, arranged in an unnatural, uniformed fashion on the paper.
�We didn�t have crop circles back then.�
�Are they hieroglyphics?� Blake wondered allowed, trying to ascertain if they were an ancient form of written language.
�Fritzy insisted they were not Egyptian, and wouldn�t say much beyond that.�
�What�s their correlation to anti-gravity technology?�
�I never knew if they were related at all, until recently. A while back I filed a Freedom of Information Act request for anti-gravity related materials. They recently sent me four boxes of assorted documents, the origins of which stem from various sources: Army, Navy, CIA, Air Force, congressional testimony. Unfortunately, most declassified documents are like dead men which tell no tales.� He presented Blake a three-page document with everything blacked out except the page numbers. A second example offered a little more to read:
[image: ]
After reading just the first sentence, Blake wondered where the information was in the Freedom of Information Act.
The professor continued, �I started thinking that my only hope with finding information in these documents would be through divine intervention. Soon afterward I discovered several boxes have documents in an unabridged state � no black marks.�
�Why would that be?� Blake asked.
�Somebody made a big mistake because I should never have received this. Not that I don�t think I have a right to it as any American should. And I�m certainly not telling them about the mistake.� The professor produced another document, two stapled pages, a memo as the first page:
[image: ]
�It�s vague,� Blake said, studying the memo, �and the names are in code.�
�Look at the second page.�
He did, and then grabbed the professor�s images, comparing the two documents. �This is the document you traced. What�s it mean?�
�Electromagnetics is another name for anti-gravity,� he told him. �Someone thought these images were related to anti-gravity. Fritzy was asked to decipher them. We were in the electromagnetic subgroup.�
�So if you were already in a classified environment, then maybe they figured out what these images said and took the program further underground.�
�I think if we can decipher these images, maybe figure out who this memo came from, we�ll be one step closer to understanding the government�s anti-gravity program.�
�You know,� Blake said, �I�ve heard rumors about the government testing anti-gravity craft in the Nevada desert.�
�Area 51. I know it well. In my FOIA docs there are copies of at least a half dozen magazine articles addressing those rumors. One cluster of papers combined a series of photocopied news articles. Apparently some agency was interested in monitoring media accounts of Area 51. Aside from that, for the last five years I�ve heard rumors about what the government has in that desert.� The professor paused, considering testimonies he�d read in the press about aerial sightings at Area 51. �Have you ever heard UFO reports where the witnesses described the object accelerating so fast it seemed to vanish from sight?�
�Something like that.�
�People have reported seeing similar feats in the sky over Area 51. Do you think the lights are vanishing into the distance, or maybe, perhaps, a wormhole?�
�That�s pretty intense,� Blake said, and then an idea struck him. �Professor, what if I take a trip to Nevada? Maybe I�ll get lucky and snap some pictures of whatever they�re testing.�
�That�s the last thing I want you doing! You go out there and you�ll end up on a list. We all live in Big Brother�s shadow, kid, but there�s no reason to capitulate yourself and bow to him.�
�Isn�t that what you did by requesting these documents?�
�Yes, but Big Brother already knows who I am. That�s not true in your case. Stick to the paper trail for now.�
Blake didn�t know what to make of the situation, but he sure was intrigued. �Why don�t I focus on this doc? See if I can figure out who might have sent or received it.�
�I assume this means you�ve accepted my employment offer.�

CHAPTER 18

The nighttime sky, with its speckling of white dwarf stars and red giants on the black canvas called space, enthralled Special Agent Grason Kendricks whenever he let himself appreciate Earth�s eternal backdrop. Even with mankind�s advances in astronomy and physics that provided an ever-increasing understanding of the universe, Grason could do little but wonder about the intricate details of life in the distant solar systems that he saw as twinkling lights in the sky.
Is someone on this planet hiding secrets that could further my understanding of life out there? he again asked himself, knowing too well the probable answer. And if so, by what right? The thoughts were perplexing for Grason at best. As long as factions of the American government developed backroom technologies he would search for answers. He�d first seen man�s predisposition to control power through secrets as a young officer in the Air Force � before his days working with Project Blue Book � when doors guarding America�s greatest secrets were closed in his face. Operation Patriot was the first opportunity in a life devoted to servicing his beloved country that might allow him to understand the gamut of America�s knowledge.
* * *
The nighttime sky, with its speckling of white dwarf stars and red giants on the black canvas called space, enthralled Damien Owens whenever he let himself appreciate Earth�s eternal backdrop. Even with mankind�s advances in astronomy and physics that provided an ever-increasing understanding of the universe, Owens still had a far greater understanding of the spacetime continuum than most.
�Put your thumb in the air,� Owens told Kayla as she stood at his side on a placid desert highland. �Hold it so your thumbnail is north of the Big Dipper�s handle.�
Kayla did as instructed, positioning her thumb above the Big Dipper, which was easy to overlook among all the stars, made visible by such a clear night.
�Focus on the dark patch of sky just above the joint in your thumb,� he told her. �If you could look through the world�s most powerful telescope, you would see a faint speck of light in that region. No astronomy books nor star catalogs can tell you much about it. They couldn�t tell you it�s a spiral galaxy like our own Milky Way. They couldn�t tell you the little speck of light is actually hundreds of thousands of stars. Some with planets, moons�� his words stopped.
�And?� she asked raising her eyebrows, expecting more.
Owens studied her reactions, the eagerness and excitement in her eyes. �Many humans will go to their graves wishing they knew a fraction of what I know about the stars,� he continued. �I�ve given you clearance because I trust you, and want to teach you what I know, but you�re not ready mentally. You need to hide your feelings better. Don�t listen to my revelations like a drooling puppy waiting for a treat. Despite what you feel inside, you always want to give a stoic expression. You can�t keep secrets without lying, acting and manipulating. Once you�ve mastered your body language, you�ll know what I know.�

CHAPTER 19

As perfect as Blake Hunter strived to be, he had one vice � Trevor Sinclair � his best friend since childhood. Trevor often professed after drinking several beers that his primary purpose in life was to keep Blake from being a nerd. While Blake�s athleticism and ability to attract the opposite sex precluded him from joining the likes of stereotypical bookworms, Trevor did provide a stable influence of social activities and occasional mischief.
In high school, during one of Blake�s few self-imposed moments of indiscretion, he had wired the door handles on his car so they gave off a slight electrical charge. His hope was to deter theft of his car stereo, a common dilemma facing his peer group. One morning a girl parked too close to his car and while inching out of her vehicle, wedged her butt against Blake�s door handle. Like a cow prod, the handle shot her with a bolt of electricity that sent her screaming to the vice principal�s office after squeezing free.
Blake arrived at the VP�s office to find Trevor already there protesting his innocence, �I didn�t have anything to do with it this time.� But his words were ignored by a vice principal who figured that for every ounce of trouble linked to Trevor, a pound went unpunished.
After Blake assumed full responsibility, and argued he had a right to defend his property, he and Trevor were sentenced to a day of detention where they had to write 500-word essays on the error of their ways. Trevor copied and submitted an essay from a previous offense while Blake wrote over 2,500 words, including 1,000 on the decline of western civilization because leaders like their esteemed vice principal violated citizens� rights. He concluded the essay with a quote from the Declaration of Independence:
�when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same Object, evinces a design to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such Government, and to provide new Guards for their future security.

When Blake moved from Santa Cruz, California to campus in Los Angeles to begin his college career, Trevor packed a duffle bag, grabbed his surfboard and tagged along, establishing residence in a hammock he had slung from Blake�s dormitory bunk. Blake�s assigned roommate enjoyed the livelihood of Trevor�s company and didn�t mind the hammock dangling above his bottom bunk, except the time Trevor was so drunk he peed in his sleep.
Besides taking credit for Blake�s social wellbeing, Trevor also avowed himself responsible for having introduced Blake to Professor Eldred. Trevor had devised a water balloon launcher from surgical tubing that could hurdle projectiles upwards of several hundred yards from their dorm�s sixth floor window. Tactical balloon warfare became a daily social event for the floor�s male residents. The game lasted several weeks before someone � Trevor � scored the first direct hit on a person. Blake wasn�t present for the launch, but the student newspaper later gave him details and a front-page photo of Professor Bertrand Eldred picking balloon shrapnel from his coat. An accompanying bio that mentioned his interests in space exploration compelled Blake to visit the professor.
Blake and Trevor shared a variety of domiciles while living in Los Angeles. The latest was an aging two-bedroom apartment in West Los Angeles. Even with their low personal overheads, it amazed Blake that they, primarily Trevor, made ends meet. Yet, no matter how broke they may have been at times, Trevor always managed to pay the cable bill, keep beer in the fridge and finance frequent trips to Las Vegas.
* * *
Blake was so intrigued by his afternoon with the professor that he stayed up late working on the computer. Using various Internet search engines, he looked up key words: ANTI-GRAVITY, AREA 51, AIR FORCE, BLACK BUDGET, CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGENCY. Those searches steered him to web sites that hyperlinked to other topics: GRATCOR, ROSWELL, S-4, BACK-ENGINEERING, DEPARTMENT OF ENERGY, NEVADA TEST SITE and a host of UFO web sites. The UFO web sites offered significant amounts of information about Area 51, including directions, base photographs, maps and pictures of the surrounding land, even a Russian satellite picture.
The problem with researching on the Internet was credibility. There was no shortage of information for Blake to read, but he hesitated to believe many testimonials, especially when people claimed to have smoked a cigarette with aliens at Area 51, or others who said aliens abducted them while they hiked the hills surrounding the base. He focused on testimonials with multiple facts: dates, locations, names, technical references. A few sites offered possibilities. Blake hoped to find something or someone who might know what the drawings were, and maybe who might have used the codenames MJ-1 and MJ-10.
With all theories, a researcher made assumptions � educated guesses. Blake figured someone with knowledge about Area 51 and anti-gravity either received the information first hand or through a friend. Maybe even a friend of a friend. He went fishing on the Internet by sending E-mail letters to several individuals hosting informative web sites, hoping for a bite.
Glancing at the time on his computer he realized it was 3:30 am, and decided to turn in for the night, then try his luck at the library later in the day.
* * *
Blake visited the university library hoping to find more credible information than some of the facts posted on UFO websites. Science magazines offered an abundance of information about Area 51 and the related topics he sought. One article traced black budget money trails and showed how the Air Force had funded surveillance equipment at Area 51 in 1989, a time when the Air Force denied any existence of the base. Blake realized the information he sought was not common knowledge, but was out there.
His most striking discovery as he scoured through history books was that both the Air Force and Central Intelligence Agency were founded as part of the National Security Act of 1947. The same year as the purported UFO crash near Roswell, New Mexico. Both agencies became involved in the growing UFO phenomenon. Although these stories were new to Blake, everything the professor had told him about UFOs being a hot topic in the years following 1947 was supported in the history books.
Blake thought it amazing that the government once took UFOs seriously, wondering if there was more to the theory than his generation had been raised to believe. The underlying UFO stigma attached to Professor Eldred�s project still made Blake skeptical, but the more he read, the more he questioned if his skeptical response was conditioned. A reaction based on society�s programmed misunderstanding of the topic. His gut instinct said to follow the professor. As he continued to read, the information reinforced his instinct.
* * *
In spring 1952, the Air Force formed a new organization � Project Blue Book � that became the primary agency responsible for UFO reports and inquiries. Blue Book�s existence was publicized and made the Air Force appear interested in solving the UFO phenomenon, when in reality it was a public relations campaign. The overall purpose, not evident until post project evaluations, focused on controlling the public�s attitude toward UFOs.
Blue Book worked under the premise that sightings were terrestrial in nature. Investigators attempted to explain sightings as aircraft, hoaxes or astronomical conditions. When sightings didn�t fit the three categories, they were labeled unknown. Information about hoaxes and explained sightings was made available to the public, but unknown sightings were classified.
* * *
As his research stretched into the late afternoon, Blake wanted to check one more fact before heading home. The year 1947 had been on his mind all afternoon, and he wondered which happened first, the Roswell incident, or the passing of the National Security Act. He thumbed through a book on the UFO crash at Roswell and found a date, July 2, 1947, then referred to his notes. After years of opposition, Congress finally passed The National Security Act on July 26, 1947, several weeks after the Roswell crash, officially forming the Air Force and CIA. Surely an ironic coincidence, he thought.
Packing his notes, he lugged a stack of books to the counter. Every bit of information left Blake wanting more. Instead of helping him reach conclusions, the facts created more questions.
* * *
Blake plopped his stack of library books on one of two matching metal desks in his bedroom. He had purchased the desks at a city auction and lined them along one wall, using the second as a workbench for tinkering with computers and electronic devices. A futon was the only other furniture in the room. During the day he retracted the frame so the futon was in its sofa position, making the room less cramped. Often he paced about the center of the room, collecting his thoughts during studies. To help with his thinking, he kept the room neat. Shelves over the desks held perfectly aligned rows of books. The other walls were empty, except a tiny five-by-eight plaque centered eye-level above the futon with an inscription:
POP WARNER FOOTBALL
JUNIOR PEE WEE DIVISION
COUNTY CHAMPIONS

The plaque had no team name, nor individual recognition. Someone even forgot to include the year. It was a simple generic award handed to the winning team members after the championship game that cost maybe a few dollars when purchased, but remained priceless to Blake. A symbol of a time in his life when his greatest worry was making it to football practice on time so he would not have to do fifty slams for being late. Slams � running in place, then flopping to the ground stomach first and springing back up � now seemed a lot less worrisome than bills, school, jobs and all the other challenges of being a young adult.
Checking his E-mail, one message roused his attention: DWyatt@ETStudies.org. A bite, Blake thought. Someone responding to his late night queries on the Internet. The message was brief: Call me, and a phone number.
Blake picked up the phone and dialed.
�Desmond Wyatt,� a man�s voice answered, speaking fast, but clear, authoritative.
�Desmond, my name is Blake Hunter. I-�
�Yes,� he cut Blake off, �Why did you contact me?�
�I sent a half dozen E-mails to people who seemed like they could help me. I didn�t expect it to be such a big deal.�
�Every time a stranger contacts me I make a big deal of it. If you don�t like it, leave me alone.�
Blake sensed that Desmond�s bravado was more for show than discouragement. If Desmond didn�t want strangers contacting him, he would not post his E-mail address on his web site. �So what do I need to tell you to make me less of a stranger?� Blake asked.
�You can start by telling me what you read on my web site that makes you think I can help you?�
�I�m conducting research on anti-gravity.�
�What kind of research?�
�I�m writing a dissertation on advanced propulsion systems.�
�So what do you want that you couldn�t get off my web site?�
Blake hesitated.
�Look, kid, either you want something from me, or you�ve got something for me; otherwise, hang up the phone.�
�It�s a little bit of both.�
�So you want me to analyze something?�
�You know your stuff.�
Desmond ignored the compliment. �Is it a document?�
�Yes.�
�Where�d you get it?�
�I�d rather not say.�
�Then it�s classified.�
�No, it�s not classified.�
�Then it�s filtered. It won�t be a lot of help.�
�This document is unique.�
�E-mail it to me.�
Blake paused, wondering if giving him a copy was wise.
�I�m hanging up now,� Desmond said. �Either send me the doc or leave me alone.� He hung up.
Blake had made a copy of the document before leaving the professor�s house and retrieved it from his notebook. After scanning the memo into his computer, he E-mailed a copy to Desmond, deciding that was enough to tempt him without revealing the images on the second page.
Another few minutes passed and the phone rang.
Desmond demanded to know, �What makes you think this is anti-gravity related?�
�Two things: the attached document that I didn�t send you, and the manner in which I received it.�
�Which is?�
�Something I�m not comfortable disclosing to a stranger.�
�People fabricate information like this all the time.�
�If I made it up, I wouldn�t be asking strangers what it is; I�d be telling them.�
Intrigued, Desmond asked, �Have you ever heard of MJ-12?�
�It doesn�t sound familiar.�
�What about Majic-12, or Majestic-12?�
�No. But I gather from your asking that they�re related to the codenames in this memo.�
�They could be,� Desmond theorized. �I�d like to know where you got this.�
�I�m not comfortable divulging that. At least not now.�
�If this is a legitimate document, handling it the wrong way could get you in trouble.�
�I appreciate your concern,� Blake told him. �Maybe you can teach me how to stay out of trouble with this?�
�Why don�t we meet? I�m holding a meeting Saturday evening. I think you�ll find it informative. We�ll talk more after. In the meantime, give me your address. I�ve got some info you might like. Stuff I don�t put on the net. I�ll FedEx it.�
Blake gave Desmond his address and jotted down the meeting location, excited with his quick progress. �See you Saturday.�
�What�s up Saturday?� Trevor asked from Blake�s doorway.
The intrusion startled him, �I didn�t know you were home. It�s just something for this new research project.� Blake had not given much thought to what he would tell people about the research; talking about UFOs might not garner the same support as his astronaut aspirations. �Hey, why don�t you call those twins you met last week and see what they�re up to tonight,� Blake said, changing the topic. Understanding gravity tunnels was still a little vague to Blake, but he had no problem worm-holing Trevor into a new topic.

CHAPTER 20

Private UFO organizations originated in 1968 after the Air Force canceled Project Blue Book. Blue Book had served as the medium for reporting unidentifiable flying objects. Although the government denounced the UFO phenomena, they could not stop sightings. Without government intervention, the public took control and a plethora of information surfaced.
UFO groups evolved over several decades to assume multiple purposes. Some pushed the edge on an already hard-to-grasp topic by making claims about abductions or secret government organizations in contact with extraterrestrials. More notable UFO organizations took a down-to-earth approach, scrutinizing testimonies and applying logic when discerning information. Unfortunately the zealots tarnished the ardent researchers and damaged most potential for mainstream support.
In 1989, Desmond Wyatt founded the Extraterrestrial Studies Network. Contrary to the word Network in the title, he ran the group alone. Desmond stayed abreast of all UFO related events and posted them on his website no matter how harebrained they made him appear. Foolishness was a facade he strived for. His shtick at the Extraterrestrial Studies Network had more noble purposes than spreading alien abduction and crop circle rumors. Noble to some � espionage to others. If someone asked, Desmond would admit to being a ufologist. He dressed for the part: shaggy hair � longer than the collar length trim he maintained for 20-years at Air Force base barber shops � a sunned face he shaved periodically, and a rugged body he clothed in denim and hiking boots, always ready for an adventure. But Desmond secretly thought many ufologists to be questionable at best. The vast information he had in his head about the military and black budget was about as good as it got outside direct circles of knowledge.
Because Desmond challenged America�s seedier bureaucratic elements, he lived his life with one eye looking forward and the other looking back. He suspected every shadow, corner and tree could be hiding someone who was following him. Yesterday, however, was the first time ever that Desmond thought he saw someone in the shadows.
A high-pitched horn squeaked somewhere in front of Desmond�s modest three-bedroom home, and office. Neep-neep-neeeeeep! The horn sounded closer, outside his front door, and he heard an engine rev, a rumbling motorcycle engine. Opening his front door, Desmond found himself confronted by a black street bike on his porch. The driver wore black riding gear to match.
�What the hell are you doing?� Desmond shouted over the obnoxious purr from the engine.
�Let�s go,� a muffled voice hollered through the helmet.
Desmond noted a second helmet behind the driver, Jimmy, whom he had first met years earlier at the Air Force Academy. Jimmy the Pimp they called him. It seemed he was always juggling a handful of ladies, even at school in Colorado Springs, a masculine military town starving for women.
With Desmond on the back of the bike, Jimmy throttled through flat, grid-patterned streets, zig-zagging across the San Fernando Valley to Coldwater Canyon where he gunned the bike up the winding road into the hills. He turned west onto Mulholland Drive and followed the snaking mountaintop road until the houses were fewer and farther between. Ignoring a no trespassing sign, he turned onto a dirt road and followed it up a storm-damaged driveway to a vacant lot. They could see for miles � nothing but coastal sage, remote canyons and distant hilltop houses.
Desmond hopped off the bike and removed his helmet. Jimmy kept his on, lifting the face shield enough so he could be heard without exposing his face. Noticing Jimmy had removed the bike�s license plates, Desmond sensed trouble.
�That woman you were dealing with last month,� Jimmy said. �Did you tell her how to sneak on the base?�
�The sexy one?� Desmond knew who Jimmy meant. He would never forget the drunken sexual escapade he had with the salacious Asian beauty, but downplayed his memory of her.
�Yeah. The one who gave you a bogus name, and we told you to stay away from.� Jimmy raised his voice and repeated his question, �Did you tell her how to sneak on the base?�
�I didn�t tell her anything specific. We were joking around, having a few drinks, talking hypothetically.� Desmond shrugged it off like it meant nothing.
�You know better than to think with your dick.�
�That means a lot coming from you, Jimmy the Pimp.�
�I�m married now. And when I did sleep with a lot of women, I didn�t talk to them.� Frustrated, Jimmy hopped off the bike, his temper nearing a boil, and stood in Desmond�s face. �Rumor has it she is Chinese Intelligence. They caught her in Papoose Valley.�
�Ah, crap.� Desmond�s encounter with the woman changed from a sexual conquest to a dilemma.
�If she talked, you can bet that microscope up your ass is going to get shoved deeper. I�m surprised the spooks haven�t talked to you already. Or maybe they have.�
�I wouldn�t jeopardize you guys like that.�
�You already did. And we�re afraid to keep you involved.�
�I�ve invested too much time to stop now. Don�t let them cut me out. I�ve got a new lead. Just give me a little time.�
�It�s not my decision.�
�At least tell them to work on this next lead with me. I�ve got a good feeling about it.�
�What�ve you got?�
Desmond had never intended to deplete his shoestring budget by sending Blake a FedEx letter as he had promised on the phone. He needed an excuse to get his address so he would have an easier time obtaining preliminary information about him. He handed Jimmy the results.
�This is just some dope in college.�
�He�s no dope, and he came to me with the attached document.�
Jimmy glanced at the memo. �I�ve seen fakes like this before. Where�s the second page?�
�He�s not ready to show it. He might be young, but that�s why I believe him. He doesn�t seem to know what it is. He was researching anti-gravity and somehow came across it.�
Jimmy remained critical. �This could be a spook setup.�
�I don�t think so, Jimmy. I got a good feeling talking to him. I�ll tell you what � I�ll check this out myself. If I discover anything, I�ll let you know.�
�You do that,� Jimmy ordered. �Stay away from us for a while.�

CHAPTER 21

Damien Owens waited patiently near a ticket counter at Vegas� McCarren Airport. Pedestrian traffic was light since it was Wednesday and hoards of weekend tourists had already left or hadn�t arrived. Kayla entered the terminal in a crisp black business suit with a carry-on bag in hand and quickly spied Owens standing stout in similar attire. He glanced at his watch as she neared.
�I know, I know,� she said, acknowledging her tardiness. �I was finishing the bank reconciliations. Ten accounts is quite a bit to reconcile,� she said trying to distract him from reprimanding her.
�We have over fifty financial accounts at our disposal worldwide, all linked to independent corporate structures. Reconciling ten accounts will be trivial come tax season. So you better streamline your routine because you�ll only get busier as you learn more about what we do.� He handed her a plane ticket to Los Angeles, �Make sure you brought the proper ID to match the name on the ticket.�
Kayla�s late arrival at the airport became a moot point as the flight was delayed an hour and they found themselves with a small group of travelers sharing their predicament on the less-than-full flight. Owens still chose to sit one gate over as they waited because it was not being used and they could talk in private.
�All those bank accounts and corporate structures we use,� Kayla commented, �at what point do our actions become subversive?�
�Hopefully from the beginning. Subversion is our modus operandi. Right, wrong, good or bad, the ends always justify the means in our duties.� Owens retrieved his small gray rock from a coat pocket and handed it to Kayla. �Do you know what this is?�
�You�ve told me � your good luck charm.�
�Yes, but do you know what it is?�
�A rock?�
�It�s a moon rock.�
Kayla studied the small rock in her hand, feeling the edges in an attempt to discern a noticeable difference from any other rock she had touched. �I don�t imagine a moon rock is easy to come by.�
�How I acquired it is a complicated story in itself. Why it was acquired is even more critical. It wouldn�t necessarily be a bad thing if American citizens knew the hows and whys behind that rock, but any disclosure would ultimately enlighten other countries � we can�t have that right now. Being subversive is the best way we know to keep the secrets.�

CHAPTER 22

Tired from crunching the new facts, figures and possibilities that Professor Eldred had introduced to his life, Blake flopped on his sofa � he and Trevor had two long sofas crammed into their living room to prevent arguments over who got to stretch out in front of the television � and gave his mind a rest. Closing his eyes for a catnap, however, did little to slow the traffic flow of information in his head. He began considering what kind of government officials might fret over the professor�s research. Did a subversive government truly exist? If so, might they question his involvement? Who the hell has such a right? he wondered. The thought heated his blood. Government officials weren�t Holy. They were no better than Blake; he was the better person. He worked hard, obeyed the laws and respected others� rights. Never had he thought of himself as the rebellious type, but he would fight any government official who unjustly challenged him.
His thoughts were interrupted when Trevor came through the front door. �You�re home early,� Blake said.
�There wasn�t anything for me to do.�
�Maybe you should get a real job.�
�The minute I get a real job, the dream is over.� Trevor held two jobs. In his first he was Assistant Producer at a small production company. A wonderful sounding title, part of the �Biz�, but six months living in LA and people began to realize that Assistant Producer, Producer and Executive Producer ranged from someone who edited home-shot videos on their VCR and called the finished product a short film, to millionaires with household names who bankrolled blockbuster movies and spent Christmas in Aspen. Trevor�s position was an unpaid internship, but nonetheless, the job he carried business cards for and talked up at social functions. He earned a living waiting tables. He woke each day inspired by the same hope that drove people to buy lottery tickets, knowing the odds were stacked, but without an effort there wasn�t a payoff.
�Hey, did you see a FedEx package out front?� Blake asked.
�No. Expecting something?�
�I thought so.�
�Porn video?�
�No, research materials.�
�Speaking of porn,� Trevor said, �some guy in my acting class told me about this party Saturday. It�s a kickoff for some new x-rated video series.�
�I�m not going to something like that. Besides I�ve got plans.�
�Date?�
Blake figured he�d tell Trevor sooner or later about what he was up to, so there was no point making up stories. �I�m going to a UFO meeting.�
�That must be what all those books are for in your room. What the hell is going on?�
�Something for Professor Eldred. Let�s not get into it now.�
�Well let�s get into it before the meeting,� Trevor insisted. �I don�t want to go in there clueless.�
�You don�t want to go.�
�Heck yeah I do. I�ve been thinking about writing a movie script. Maybe I�ll find some good material there.�
�You can�t write. Besides, I don�t want you coming along and acting like an idiot.�
�I�ll behave. This is business. And I don�t need to know how to write, just talk. Scripts are conversations on paper.�
�I think they�re a little more than that, but you can go as long as you drive. I hate driving to the valley.�
Blake assumed everyone other than the professor would find his new research odd. But giving it further consideration, he realized that of all his studies, this was rather intriguing to the layman, and afforded him a chance to involve Trevor in his studies for the first time since high school.

CHAPTER 23

A few blocks shy of the Santa Monica city limits, a four-story uninspiring office building occupied land on a side street between Pico and Olympic Boulevards. Although zoned commercial, the structure�s top two floors contained spacious three bedroom apartments. At street level, a steel door barricaded access to a parking garage, and a small elevator lobby served as the only pedestrian entry point. The building had no address or signage posted.
Meyers, Ingram & Barnes, a small, nondescript import and export corporation, held title to the property. The company posted enough profits to cover expenses and paid all required taxes on time with few deductions; the kind of company the Internal Revenue Service ignored. If someone did probe the company�s corporate records, they would find one name on the stock ledger: Stephan Erickson Trading International, a foreign company incorporated in the Caribbean nation of Antigua. Due to privacy laws, any further investigation would hit a dead end in Antigua unless requested through the United States Attorney General�s Office. Although an Assistant US Attorney might still have trouble investigating the corporate records because Antiguan law required substantial proof of illicit activity before releasing any information about the country�s incorporated businesses.
If someone did obtain corporate documentation for Stephan Erickson Trading International, they would not have a list of stockholders, but one name, an agent for the corporation who managed the stock ledger. No registered documentation of the stockholders existed, another perk that made offshore corporations attractive to those seeking privacy.
The listed agent for Stephan Erickson Trading International: Eric Tell. Eric Tell existed only as a name on paper, with an address that looped any investigation back to where it started: Meyers, Ingram & Barnes at the side-street office building between Pico and Olympic Boulevards in West Los Angeles. At worst, a probing federal agency could seize the office building, a local bank account and offshore assets that rarely totaled more than $50,000 in ready cash. Other office buildings with similar ownership facades were located in key locals across the United States.
* * *
Owens drove Kayla in a rented Town Car to the unassuming building that his LA agents called home. Before pulling into the gated garage, he retrieved a black silk hood he had stowed in the glove box and dropped it in Kayla�s lap, �Put this on. I don�t want anyone seeing your face.�
Months back, Kayla might have found it odd that he often dressed her in hoods and blindfolds, perhaps even sadistic. However, the long hours she spent with Owens, learning his unique style and procedures, made her admire his commitment and dedication. Any thoughts of oddness in his actions were replaced with enticement about what he would expose her to next.
After parking in the garage, Owens escorted the hooded Kayla to a passenger elevator. Inside, he placed his palm on a metal pad protruding from the control panel. After verifying his identity, the elevator began its lift. Nearing the second floor, Owens took hold of Kayla�s shoulder and eased her into the corner so she could not be seen when the doors opened. As he expected, Bogota was waiting near the elevator. Of all the Aquarius agents, Bogota was second to Owens in tenure. He also qualified as the smallest in the bunch, a rawboned 5� 9�, but was viciously fast, and a conniving opponent who targeted the testicles, larynx and eyes when he fought.
�Wait in the conference room,� Owens told him.
Through notches in her hood, Kayla watched Owens as he led her down the hall to a guest room, methodically advancing her to the next stage in her new career � her new life.
* * *
Like the esoteric ownership structure of their office buildings, every aspect of the Aquarius agents� actions had a cover. On the off chance they failed to remain secret, no trails linked their operation to the military, the Central Intelligence Agency, or more importantly, the individuals they served.
Congress approved formation of the Central Intelligence Agency in 1947 to conduct foreign intelligence and keep America�s leaders abreast of national security issues. Critics long feared the power and anonymity held by the CIA could be used to conduct unethical practices or investigations against Americans. As a preventive measure the intelligence community was divided into branches, distributing the power. The FBI, not the CIA, had jurisdiction over domestic intelligence matters. Since its inception, however, the CIA�s parameters slowly and quietly broadened, legally allowing the agency to participate in covert activities, foreign and domestic. The agency soon realized the power and control in secrecy. Those in charge also realized the desire by forces, foreign and domestic, to tap the power and embezzle information. Secrecy became a game of hide-and-seek, a battle between government factions. Segmentation and manipulation were key elements in controlling the game.
Compartmentalization evolved to protect information from ever-changing ideologies brought on by new presidents and their cabinet members, including the CIA Director, a presidential appointee. Offshoot, covert departments started that were sanctioned and funded through the CIA, but not under direct control, breaking the link with the agency�s Director, the National Security Council and the President.
Decision makers controlling the covert operations acted by committee � no dictators. The first of these secrecy think tanks evolved in the late forties. At the time they worked under the auspices of President Truman, using the codename Majestic 12. Fearing ideological conflicts, future presidents were briefed about the intelligence factions on a need-to-know basis. Majestic 12 included private citizens and individuals from the intelligence and military communities, but not always directors and joint chiefs. Often, assistant directors, generals and admirals were appointed to the control group: dedicated career individuals, unsung heroes not in the public spotlight, with vast resources, finances and contacts at their fingertips. Their purpose? Classified to the utmost degree.
The sensitive operations controlled by Majestic 12 required a unique police force to protect their operations from potential adversaries within the government and abroad. The police force required a trusted leader, a patriot who would devote every waking hour to protecting America�s most coveted secrets.
* * *
Damien Owens sat at the head of a conference table overseeing his Aquarius agents. Laptops, notepads and sharply dressed agents had invaded the shimmering black table.
Owens started the meeting as he always did: cigars for everyone. Within minutes a cloud of tobacco byproducts hovered over the table. None in the group smoked cigarettes. Each stayed in top shape, but treated their meetings like a good basement game of poker; the smokier the room, the better the time.
Owens always orated sermons while his men puffed their cigars, but first he had Kayla to contend with. �As you all are aware, I�ve been training a new agent for some time now. Today you shall be introduced.� He dialed Kayla�s room. �It�s time.�
They stood with anticipation, ready to welcome their newest family member. Following a longstanding tradition used to welcome each agent into the lair, they began clapping in unison for their new brethren: CLAP � CLAP � CLAP � CLAP � CLAP. When the conference room door kicked inward, the drumbeat from their palms faltered � CLAP � Clap � Clap � clap � until stunned silence strangled the room. Kayla stood straight-faced in the doorway, stoic, robust, dressed to perfection in black, captivating the mythical agents as she did lusting commoners in public.
�Gentlemen,� Owens said, �we never show our emotions.� He nodded to Kayla, who slowly, but confidently entered. �I would like to introduce you to Ms. Kayla Kiehl, our newest weapon.�
Walking across the room, she stared into the captive eyes of the various agents, giving each a discriminating look as if they had to meet her standards and expectations.
Kayla sat first, then Owens, followed by the others. �Here�s Kayla�s bio,� he said, passing copies. Noticing a prolonged and unacceptable stare from Rico, the DC team leader, Owens asked him, �Is there something unique about her breasts?�
�No, sir.�
�Then you need not stare at them.� Studying the group, he said, �You men have so many muscles in your bodies, strengthened further by strong minds, yet a woman half your size has compromised some of you in seconds. Learn from this and appreciate the benefit of having a woman in our arsenal.�
The introductions lasted an hour. Although they came from different backgrounds, the agents� stories were similar. Every person in the room had a psychological continuity that bound them together, made them think and act alike, anticipate the others� needs. And they all had uncommon names, or nicknames: Apollo, Bogota, Ezekiel, Hun, Luther, Rico. One agent even preferred to be called Bastard, proud of his broken home origins. They all fit that profile though, even Kayla. None had immediate or extended family they cared to see.
�Give them time,� Owens told Kayla, �they�ll welcome you into the family with a degrading nickname of your own.�
The teams would be together for several days. Besides meetings, they would practice weaponry and field operations, giving Kayla an opportunity to bond with the group. Now it was time to address more pressing matters.
Owens� sermon for this meeting was designed to further orient Kayla to their ideologies: �To think that America is the ultimate bastion of righteousness and superiority, is egotistical stupidity. For eons, civilizations have believed they were at the pinnacle of world dominance, and their society would rule forever: the Sumerians, Babylonians and Egyptians reigned for millenniums; the Israelites, Persians and Romans dominated for centuries; and the sun never set on the British empire � until the United States declared its independence. Yet our country is still in its infancy compared to the time these other civilizations reigned. Our moral fiber, however, has changed faster and been spread thinner than any of our predecessors. Someday our political infrastructure will be challenged, and either break or be redefined, like all the civilizations before us. We�re no different, and no better than our worldly ancestors. But I will do everything within my power to see that it doesn�t happen on my watch. Because I do love this country. And I go to sleep at night with the satisfaction that we help to keep it a safer place.
�We�re the brutes who look at the grand scheme and do the dirty work that benefits the greater good of the country. As a result, some people will fall in our wake. That�s why in the past I have stressed the importance of not concerning yourself with an individual�s plight. A few casualties are unavoidable and acceptable, and necessary.�
�Oorah!� Bogota added.
Like amen praises from a congregation, others echoed his sentiment, �Oorah! Oorah!�
Kayla tried to imagine the depths of the cabal�s actions. She knew better than to ask, especially in front of the others, figuring questions about Owens� integrity might generate questions about her own.
Owens recapitulated his sermon with, �You have to look at it like this: If they are threatening our democracy, then they don�t deserve to be protected by it.� Segueing to a related topic, he turned to Bogota. �What�s the word on this Professor Eldred individual and the anti-gravity documents?�
�No word. I went through the DARPA database. The university isn�t posting any research on anti-gravity. It seems he�s on his own.�
The Defense Advanced Research Project Agency (a division of the Department of Defense) administered a database that tracked proposed and ongoing research projects. Universities and private researchers often shared project overviews with DARPA because it could lead to grant money. The database served a twofold purpose for the government, as it was always intended, by allowing the military to find practical new applications, and monitor America�s researchers.
�Did you finish a profile on this guy?�
�That�s where it gets interesting.� Bogota passed Owens a bio he had prepared on the professor. �He�s worked with anti-gravity before. Los Alamos in the fifties. He worked with an original team, before anyone knew the potential. When they took it underground, he was denied clearance. �
Bogota�s partner, Hun, was a steroid-enhanced agent and the freshman before Kayla. Making eye contact, Owens said, �Hun, tell me why they denied the professor clearance when anti-gravity was made top secret.�
�That�s about the time they began using USAPs. They must have realized anti-gravity�s potential, compartmentalized the information in an Unacknowledged Special Access Project, then brought in a new team that didn�t understand the larger picture.�
�Exactly,� Owens agreed, nodding for Kayla to make note.
�He never worked for the government again,� Bogota continued. �He started teaching, consulting, made good money and retired a few years ago. Then his wife died and next thing you know, he�s working on anti-gravity.�
�What�s he got to lose at this point?� Rico said.
�Nothing,� Owens replied. �I obtained copies of the docs the National Archives sent him. A serious mistake was made there. Bogota, I want you to get them back. Several could be a PR nightmare in the wrong hands. Especially if the UFO folks get their hands on them. Break in and take them � let�s send the old man a message.�
Owens� most pressing issue had yet to be discussed so he proceeded according to his agenda. �Ben Skyles, a USAP worker at The Dark Side of the Moon, has a deteriorating mental condition that forced us to remove him from his program. At this point we don�t know the cause. I�m going to station several of you in Nevada to assist me on this. Hun, have you discovered anything new regarding Desmond Wyatt and his involvement with the Chinese agent who confronted Skyles.�
�He�s a ufologist � extreme,� Hun answered. �What surprised me is that he was a career Air Force man, worked at the Pentagon. If he knows anything specific, he�s not talking about it on his web page.�
�He does know specifics because he told the Chinese agent how to sneak on the base,� Owens said.
�Maybe we could cross check the base personnel files with Desmond�s Air Force service record and see who he might have been stationed with,� Bogota suggested.
�I�ve considered that,� Owens said. �The list could be quite long and require more hours to follow up on than I�m willing to commit at this point � wasted hours if he�s using an intermediary. We�ve got a lot to contend with currently. I think maybe we�ll scare Desmond Wyatt into laying low for a while to buy us some time.�
Owens continued by outlining his plans for each of the three pressing situations � the professor, Desmond Wyatt and Ben Skyles � before listening to each team give their status reports. They worked into the evening, ordering in food and teaching Kayla how to puff cigars.

CHAPTER 24

Desmond Wyatt�s Extraterrestrial Studies Network held its meetings at a rundown motel. The lobby adjoined a circa 1950�s coffee shop which had a meeting room in back with rickety chairs and a wall-mounted air conditioner that generated more noise than cool air.
Upon entering the stuffy room, Blake and Trevor approached a cluster of people mingling in front. �Excuse me,� Blake said, �I�m looking for Desmond Wyatt.�
�That would be me,� a groggy Desmond replied.
�I�m Blake Hunter.�
�Glad you could make it. Go ahead and grab a seat,� Desmond said, sounding far less enthusiastic than when they last talked.
Blake thought it odd that Desmond wasn�t friendlier. As Blake directed Trevor toward a pair of open seats he noticed a mid-forty�s man greeting half the audience by their first names. The man�s shirt said Aliens Are Coming and depicted two extraterrestrials coupling like dogs. On his head he wore a pyramid-shaped hat molded from metal. A few other quirky individuals seated about the room made Blake wonder if this meeting was going to be a waste of time.
�I�m getting one of those shirts,� Trevor said.
Desmond stayed to the side for a few minutes, studying the crowd and considering his approach for the evening in light of newly revealed pressures in his already trying life. He chose to live as a martyr, fighting what he believed was a noble crusade against a cunning bureaucratic government with few allies on his side. Yet, his small rebel force had persevered, determined to share with others the truths they believed to be out there. They felt their efforts were gaining ground on Big Brother, exposing the dark side of the United States Government. However, as Newton�s Third Law of physics dictated, for every action there was an equal and opposite reaction. And Desmond�s actions had finally created reactions.
When his friend Jimmy the Pimp chastised him for passing info to a Chinese agent, that was a reaction. The reoccurring feeling that he was being followed at times was another reaction. Yesterday, however, brought the most unsettling reaction. The reaction that made him pour a little more liquor in his glass than normal and sleep even less. The reaction had manifested itself as a steroid-enhanced spook who approached Desmond in a supermarket parking lot. �It�s not wise to teach the Chinese how to trespass on government property. Espionage can carry a death penalty.� The man barely slowed his pace when making the statement, and continued by without waiting for a response from Desmond, but the message was clear: Someone wanted Desmond Wyatt to be quiet.
As a room full of aspiring ufologists and other seekers of knowledge awaited Desmond�s insight, he still hadn�t decided how to handle the situation. His gut told him there would be trouble, but his gut also told him there was new hope with this kid Blake. And Desmond, more than most, knew the potential in Blake�s lead. To hell with these spooks, was his ultimate decision, and he called their bluff.
�Good evening,� Desmond said from a podium in front of the group. �I�m Desmond Wyatt, founder of The Extraterrestrial Studies Network.� Free-willed cheers of endorsement sprang from around the room. �We�ve got some first-timers in the audience, so all you regulars bear with me while I start with my introductory spiel.� Many people attended Desmond�s meetings so they too could speak, pontificating themselves for various reasons, some hoping to develop their own following, hoping to be admired leaders, like Desmond, in their offbeat world.
�I spent forty-two years of my life in a military environment: eighteen as a military brat, four at The Air Force Academy and another twenty as a pilot. My father had a lot of connections and I spent a few years working at the Pentagon.
�In November 1988, I flew some Pentagon big shots to Nellis Air Force Base. But after takeoff they changed the flight plan. Between my old man and the Pentagon job, I thought I knew everything about the military. Was I ever wrong.� Desmond uncovered a large map of Southern Nevada on an easel behind him. �I was told to land here,� he said, referring to the map, �at a place called Groom Lake.� He enjoyed speaking, and the moment made him forget his worries. He used dynamic tones and emphasized key words with volume, captivating the audience like a televangelist. �Do you know what I saw when I flew across the Groom Mountain range?�
�His Omnipotent Highness Krill,� someone blurted from the audience, sending half the room into laughter. Desmond�s regulars often made inside jokes about UFO folklore. Krill was a rumored name of the first Gray alien ambassador to the US government, circa 1954.
�We cleared the Groom Mountains and I found myself staring at a series of red lights marking the longest runway I�d ever seen � seven miles long � and a massive military airbase, all in the middle of nowhere.
�After landing we taxied into a hangar so large it could dwarf a jumbo jet. The expansive interior was empty except a large American flag hanging above. Next the floor started descending, lowering the plane in an elevator. We went down about twenty stories into an underground hangar that dwarfed the monster topside. The roof arched like a dome stadium. Two B-2 Stealth Bombers � the giant boomerang shaped models � were parked in a nearby corner, looking like a pair of shoes someone tossed aside in a master bedroom.
�I was glued to the cockpit window while we taxied off the elevator. The planes down there had me in awe; I saw stealth fighters, an SR-71 and several varieties of exotic triangular shaped planes. My eyes must have been bugged out of my skull because someone tapped me on the shoulder and said, �This is kid�s stuff,� as if to say I shouldn�t be impressed. My passengers left, leaving me aboard with a guard outside until it was time to go.
�To make a long story short about my Pentagon job and any hope I had of returning to the base, the 1992 presidential election came along. After twelve years of republican rule, the powers-that-be had to revamp their structure for Clinton. I slipped through the cracks.
�I had trouble working after that. Area 51 is like crack cocaine: experience it once and you�re hooked. I retired from the Air Force and started doing my own research. In the early nineties numerous UFO sightings were reported near Area 51. At first I figured these sightings were the exotic planes I saw below ground, what the public calls the Aurora program.
�The Aurora planes use a pulse detonation wave engine. When these planes fly, the heat generated by the engine embodies the entire vessel, giving it an amber glow. At first glance that explains the UFO claims, but as I read the eyewitness testimonies I became mesmerized by descriptions of vertical takeoffs, hovering, and ninety-degree turns: anti-gravity aircraft. A pulse wave engine is an advanced fuel-based engine, but anti-gravity propulsion is an extreme science that makes the Aurora primitive � kid�s stuff. The results of my research became more bizarre. I discovered stories about recovered flying saucers, back-engineered alien technology and a covert space program.
�I realize this is where some of you would like to draw the line between reality and science fiction, but hear me out. Most ufologists agree that an alien craft crashed near Roswell, New Mexico in 1947, and was recovered by our government. As individuals like myself continue to ask questions, we find more facts to support our claims. The trail now takes us to Area 51.�
Desmond paused for a sip of water. �Two separate bases exist at Area 51. The Groom Lake base that I described, and a second base twelve miles south at Papoose Lake. Some call this second facility S-4 and believe it is where they keep the recovered alien spacecraft and conduct research and development on the technology. They fly two types of craft from S-4: H-PACs � Human Piloted Alien Craft � and ARVs � Alien Reproduction Vehicles. Those two craft are the anti-gravity powered flying machines our government denies exist. Those clever sons of bitches in the military use the Aurora planes to mask the anti-gravity craft. Both facilities share the same airspace, so Groom Lake has diverted the attention away from S-4.
�Have you ever wondered why the space program hasn�t made any significant advances in the past two decades? It�s not a lack of funds stopping them. The eighties were the most prolific government-spending period in history. The reason why NASA is still dinking around the atmosphere in the space shuttle and talking about an international space station is because all significant research has become above top secret. America�s opponents in the space race no longer reside overseas, they live among the stars!�
Desmond noticed surprised looks from some audience members. �I thought the stories were crazy the first time I heard them. We�ve been conditioned to think like that when it comes to UFOs. No matter how bizarre, crazy or baffling you may view my beliefs, there�s nothing you can do to prove them wrong. It�s possible I�ve fallen prey to a widespread fantasy tale about alien contact, but something astounding is happening in the Nevada skies. I�m not asking you to jump on my bandwagon, nor am I trying to undermine the government. I want them to be honest with me � with you. So be aware of the stories, and keep your minds open. Because if you don�t, and I�m correct, then you�re being naive fools like the government wants.�
Desmond�s mind was too tired to continue so he brought up audience members to speak. For an hour they shared their experiences, ranging from flying lights they had seen above Area 51 to alien abduction stories. Desmond concluded the lecture by encouraging people to buy books or videotapes from him.
Blake tried to keep an open mind, but had trouble comprehending the alien stories, especially from Desmond�s cronies in the audience, and wondered if the meeting was a medium to sell his materials.
While the regulars showed their approval with a melodramatic standing ovation, Desmond approached Blake, �Grab a booth in the coffee shop. I�ll be there in a few minutes.�
After the meeting, the adjacent coffee shop became the bar scene from Star Wars. UFO enthusiasts invaded the booths, continuing to share their stories over coffee and greasy food with people of like mind.
Like a celebrity strolling past a line of fans, Desmond moseyed through the crowd, shaking hands and saying hello. Acting friendlier than before the meeting, he sat next to Trevor and with a subtle, but confident tone, introduced himself: �Desmond Wyatt.�
�I never received the FedEx package,� Blake informed him.
�I gave your address to my assistant. Sometimes he forgets. I�ll give you some materials before you leave tonight.� Easing to another topic, �I�m sorry for being rude on the phone the other day; I have to screen people.�
�Screen them for what?� Trevor asked.
�I get a lot of unique souls calling me.�
�Looks like they come to your meetings, too.�
Desmond chuckled in agreement. �I know when I call someone unique it�s like the pot calling the kettle black, but in reality I have very little in common with most of the people here.�
�That�s reassuring,� Blake said.
�I want people to think I�m as crazy as some of my audience members. If the government believes I�m a nut, they�re apt to leave me alone. I think some of these people wish they were being followed by government spooks. They tell a tale about being abducted or seeing a UFO and it brings them attention. The tales become taller to beat the previous ones � modern day mythology. Unfortunately that makes the UFO community counterproductive. One bogus story spoils the whole lot. Some brilliant, educated people are true ufologists. That�s who the government watches. I try and keep myself one notch below them.�
�Speaking of credibility,� Blake said, �your testimony about the Pentagon was a little vague. I don�t mean any disrespect, but as a researcher I focus on specifics, and you didn�t give many.�
�Talking about my Pentagon job could jeopardize my pension, so I keep it to a minimum at lectures.� Leaning further over the table and lowering his voice he said, �I rarely flew once I started working at the Pentagon. My real position involved SPACECOM. That�s short for US Space Command. I made sure funding and other requests didn�t get held up by red tape. I processed a lot of funding. You look at the fiscal budget for SPACECOM and it�s nothing compared to the funds I saw.�
�Black budget work,� Blake commented, taking a keener interest in Desmond.
�Officially SPACECOM uses a network of radar and optical sensors to track satellites and monitor space activities such as ballistic missile attacks. Unofficially they can track everything in and around the atmosphere. They chart blind spots in foreign or domestic surveillance of the sky. Blind spots are needed to test top secret spacecraft undetected.�
While the waitress interrupted to take drink orders, Blake and Desmond sized each other up. Blake could tell Desmond spoke from the heart, but didn�t offer much technical knowledge, unless he was holding that back too.
Desmond had met hundreds of people searching for information. He could tell the difference between someone who had passive interests or a specific reason for seeking information. Blake apparently had specific interests. He hoped those interests could be aligned with his.
�That document you have, if it�s real, it�s significant.�
�I know,� Blake said. �I found a book on MJ-12.�
�Information about MJ-12 surfaces periodically, but most documents are hoaxes.�
�That�s why it�s good that I found it. I don�t want any notoriety from your groupies.�
�Are you going to share your source with me?�
Blake had considered that question in advance. �Let�s just say I received it by mistake from a credible government agency.� Blake felt a sense of power bestowed on him from the document, and liked the way he had captivated Desmond�s interest, as well as Trevor�s, who was hearing this admission for the first time. �All I�m trying to do is understand it for my own purposes, not take it public. I don�t think I need to prove its credibility for that.�
�I see your angle, but if you want my help, you�ll have to show me the second page.�
�Yes.� Blake�s indecisiveness was evident from his hesitation to say anymore.
Being doubted furthered Desmond�s interest in the document, and Blake. �I think we can help each other, Blake. If you�re interested, you should come to Area 51 with me. It�ll give us time to talk and get to know each other.�
Blake thought of the professor�s warning to stay away from Area 51. �I don�t know about that.�
�Both of you can come, have some fun in Vegas.�
�I�m in,� Trevor proclaimed.
Blake�s enthusiast-type personality found the offer to be expertly guided to Area 51 tempting. His psychological make-up predisposed him to thrills and adventures. Now the more he heard about the base, the greater was his need to see it. �There must be people who would get upset knowing I have this document. I wouldn�t want to draw attention to myself.�
�There�s nothing to worry about,� Desmond said. �We�ll be on public land. The worst thing that can happen is we don�t see anything. I�ve been there countless times, and I�m still here.�
�Let�s do it, Blake,� Trevor said. He had a movie script brewing in his head and everything rolling off Desmond�s tongue was prime material. �Think about it: you can conduct research, AND be in Vegas. No way in hell we�re not making this trip.�

CHAPTER 25

A wrinkly faced old man � a desert rat some called him � who owned two aging roadside gas pumps in front of his house/service station, left his air conditioned confines to service an infrequent patron. �This is a full service station, partner,� the codger insisted. �Let me pump the gas for you.�
Val Vaden thought the establishment fell short of full service; the window-washing bucket was dry and the air hose had no nozzle. �I�ll be done in a second,� he said, afraid that squeezing the pump might be enough exertion to do the old man in on such a sweltering day.
�You heading to the Test Site again?�
�What makes you think I�ve been there before?�
�You stopped here a ways back. My grandson was working, but I saw you and your truck, and that trailer, from the window.�
�That doesn�t mean I�ve been to the Test Site.�
Laughing, �Where else would you go on this Godforsaken road?� The man felt obligated to let Val know he wasn�t some dumb desert hermit. �Been pumping gas here since 1951. Opened after the government exploded the first nuke at the Test Site. Called it Able. A one kiloton mother the Air Force dropped over Frenchman Flat.�
�That�s a long time to be living out here. It�s good to see the radiation hasn�t hurt you.�
�They say it�s safe around these parts.� The thought of death triggered distant memories. The tattered senior stared at a lonesome highway in front of his property. �They used to call Highway 95 the Widow Maker. Sheriff would shut down southbound traffic in the morning so workers could drive from Vegas using both lanes � speed up the commute. After work it�d be the same thing the other way. Except lots of them stopped here first. That boarded up building next to my house used to be a bar I owned. People filled their cars with gas and their bellies with booze,� he paused, recalling specific faces. �Then they raced back to Vegas. That�s how the road got the name Widow Maker. Government didn�t like their nuclear specialists getting in car accidents. They built more lanes and started driving people here on buses.�
�Sad story.�
�There�s plenty of those around here.� The old man walked to Val�s pickup and tried peering through tinted windows on its shell. �So what kind of work you doing?�
�That�s classified.�
�Never stopped people from talking in the past. Especially after a few drinks.�
Val suddenly grew interested in this man�s life experiences. �Ever hear anything about Area 51?�
�You mean that place where they keep the aliens?� The old man grinned from one elephant-sized ear to the other.
�That�s the place.�
The man lost his grin, �I hear it�s not good to ask questions about that place,� and walked to the truck�s rear. The attached trailer towed a four wheel All Terrain Vehicle with knobby tires that could plow through sand. He stared, perplexed, �Where�s the gas cap on this son of a bitch?�
�It�s electric.�
�Electric? How you going to charge it out in the desert?�
�The sun.�
�Damn if we don�t have plenty of that.� But the man still didn�t understand. �Take a gander on my roof up there. See them solar panels? On the brightest of days they don�t do squat.�
�The technology is more advanced than what you�ve got.�
The man agreed, feeling no desire to ask more questions since he didn�t understand his aging solar equipment. He continued looking at the ATV. �That�s some fancy paint job you�ve got on there,� he said, referring to black circles with an internal sparkle, like a hologram, on the fenders. �I hope my tax money didn�t pay extra for that.�
Val figured at most, this man�s tax dollars might have paid for the seat. The black circles were photovoltaic cells that absorbed enough solar energy in 10-minutes to power the ATV�s flywheel battery for over an hour at full thrust.
Paying the old man, Val said goodbye.
�You didn�t give me a chance to tell you about Area 51.�
�I thought you didn�t have anything to say.�
�I�ll tell you this: if you�re outside late at night, keep your eyes on the sky. You might not hear anything, but sometimes you�ll see things.�
* * *
Val turned his truck and trailer off Highway 95 onto a two lane road � Mercury Highway � the only public access point to the Nevada Test Site, a desert region that served as the Department of Energy�s (DOE) 1,350-square-mile outdoor laboratory. America�s nuclear proving grounds. Unpopulated regions removed from public domain surrounded the region, creating a total blanket of 5,400-square-miles under government control that included the Test Site�s eastern neighbor, Area 51.
As part of his training for Operation Patriot, Val had taken a public tour of the Test Site. The DOE offered a 300-mile round trip bus tour from its Las Vegas office. The tour included a stop at the Test Site�s main command center where Val had seen a large wall map of the region. They did not allow note taking, so he memorized the location of a remote guard shack and access road leading to Groom Lake. The wall map also indicated a small research camp near Groom Lake, outside the Test Site boundaries. When Val asked the purpose, the DOE tour guide emphatically stated that the area belonged to the Air Force and he knew nothing about it. Funny, Val thought at the time, whenever the Air Force was asked about the land, they said it belonged to the DOE.
The Test Site entrance looked like a border crossing. A large carport covered a road that widened to multiple lanes in both directions. Each lane had a booth manned by armed guards in desert fatigues who inspected every vehicle. Val eased to a stop at one of the booths and produced a license from his wallet. �My name is Charles Eckert. I�m a researcher from San Diego. I�m conducting water table experiments at Area 3.�
Unlike a heedless convenience store clerk fearful of insulting customers by scrutinizing their identification, the guard held the license next to Val�s face and compared the two. After several agonizing seconds he turned the license at an angle and wiggled it, checking for a hologram of the state seal. �I�ll run you through the computer.�
Scientists routinely studied groundwater movement at the Test Site, focusing on tritium, a radioactive element in the soil. Tritium spread from nuclear detonation sites approximately one-inch per year and had a 10,000-year half-life. Because of the Test Site�s massive size, the spreading radiation posed no threat to Nevada�s populated regions, nor any of the eleven operating wells that comprised the Test Site�s water system. However, studies continued, verifying that unknown factors were not accelerating or altering the water table expansion.
The guard handed Val a badge and papers to sign, disclaimers and notification of the Test Site�s radioactive nature, then asked, �Why does someone from San Diego care about water table movement in Nevada?�
The guard had no business discussing Test Site research, but Val didn�t want trouble. �Contingency planning,� he said. �The Navy is updating a lot of ships to nuclear power and a couple are stationed in San Diego. Someone at the city wants independent data documenting potential damage if there�s ever a leak.� Fortunately that satisfied the guard�s curiosity because Val knew little about water tables other than some key discussion points; Grason had arranged his cover.
Once Val drove through the checkpoint he was in Mercury, Nevada, a government-owned town with everything from a motel and movie theater to fire station and post office. Mercury Highway wound through the small town that looked more like a military base, with barracks and Quonset huts spread about cinder block buildings.
In 1992, a moratorium on nuclear testing reduced the number of employees at the Test Site from 8,000 to 2,400. Remaining employees at the Test Site worked in a stand-down mode: maintaining equipment, monitoring radiation and managing toxic waste disposal sites. Some worked above ground, others below. A tunnel system, 25-feet in diameter, sprawled underneath parts of the Test Site.
Before continuing, Val double-checked his map. For reference purposes the land was segregated into a hodgepodge of numbered regions, called areas, with no apparent method to their layout. Area 3, Val�s destination, bordered the Papoose Mountain Range, part of Area 51. The security along the Area 3 and Area 51 border was minimal compared to patrols covering the public land at Area 51�s front entrance.
Val followed Mercury Highway over twenty miles of dry barren desert until he reached Area 3�s western boundary and turned onto a dirt road for five dusty miles. Traveling across the Test Site gave Val an eerie feeling. The desert looked serene, but was home to mass destruction. He passed toxic potholes 1,000 feet across and barbed wire fences with radiation warning signs that circled contaminated soil. Abandoned structures, some in tact, others missing walls or reduced to scrap piles, were scattered about, destroyed to study the impact of above-ground blasts on populated areas. The underlying tone everywhere Val looked: horrific death.
The dirt road ended at an abandoned water well, pumped dry in the eighties. He parked his truck and started setting a base camp. Nothing fancy, a table, tent, folding lounge chair and a tarp he hung on poles for shade. Area 3 offered Val privacy. The nearest facility was the Radioactive Waste Management Site, a burial ground for toxic waste, with little activity. The DOE granted Val access to multiple sights outside Area 3 for research purposes. If someone stopped by to check on him, they would not be alarmed if he wasn�t there.
He relaxed in his lounge chair and sucked down all the water he could fit in his stomach. His life support system would reduce the water his body required, but due to his extended journeys � several days away from the base camp � he needed to replenish his supply in the field. On his first trip, Val had dug water troughs throughout Area 51. He placed buckets in each trough and surrounded them with cut cacti, then covered the holes with plastic and placed a rock in the center, over the bucket, creating downward angles from the sides. Condensation from the cacti built underneath the plastic, gathering below the rock and dripping into the bucket. Each trough could provide a gallon of water per day.
Val had a few hours before dark and spent some time reviewing the gravity anomaly images Grason had given him. He compared readouts from Area 51 with the Test Site. Dark red areas suggested possible underground cavities because of a difference in density. The Test Site had plenty. They looked like worms; the DOE�s tunnels. Area 51 appeared to have two masses: one at Groom Lake and another near Papoose. A dark red line connected the two masses, possibly a tunnel. Val knew they had an underground facility near Papoose Lake because he saw a craft land there on his first expedition. But he never saw signs of vehicles or equipment in the vicinity. If the gravity anomaly images were correct, the Papoose facility was reached through a 10-mile tunnel, like a subway, from the Groom Lake base. A feasible theory, Val knew. On its web page in early 1994, the DOE boasted their tunneling abilities and featured images of a tunnel boring machine: a locomotive with teeth that ate the ground by cranking and churning hundreds of steel bits, busting up rocks while high pressure water lines blasted away dirt.
The Air Force long denied the existence of underground facilities at Area 51, claiming the proximity to the Test Site and radioactive fallout made the land unsafe for human occupancy. As Val sat in his lounge chair, closer to nuclear blast sites than anyone at Area 51, he knew the excuse was bogus. They had created a smoke screen, a believable and fear-mongering ruse to keep the location secure for generations.
Val�s nocturnal excursions through the Nevada desert were as much a mental challenge as they were physically trying. Like scuba diving and snow skiing, the dangers of hiking remote areas were intensified when done alone. His success relied upon an ever-present mental fortitude. A night of hiking left him as exhausted mentally as it did physically. He prepared himself for each night�s journey with hours of meditation, relaxing his mind and envisioning a successful mission.
This mission�s solitude and elements didn�t scare Val. He was born on the Bayou and spent his formative years exploring swamps and learning to cope with snakes and gators. When he wasn�t surveying the outdoors, Val was often with his father or grandfather, both FBI agents before him who instilled in Val their pride and respect for the Bureau and the duties that accompanied being an agent. Val felt the pressure of living up to the solid reputations established by his lineage, and considered each step he took in the desert as building his career and solidifying his family�s legacy.
As the sun set on the Test Site, evening shadows invaded Val�s base camp. With his mind in the proper mental state, it was now time to prepare his body. He stripped naked and showered in the open campsite using a water jug, savoring every droplet of water that caressed his sweat and dust laden skin, knowing it would be the last time he felt the refreshing sensation for several days. Exposing himself also served his mental conditioning, making him feel one with nature, a natural part of the environment; Val was not visiting Area 51, he was becoming one of its inhabitants.
Now he was ready to transform, ready to become bionic. He had laid the Bio Suit�s components across the floor of the tent. First he slipped into the inner lining, consisting of thermal absorbing material that drew heat from the body. Woven into the lining were hundreds of thin pliable tubes that circulated 75-degree water around the body like veins carrying blood, and lowered his body�s core temperature.
A second thermal shell overlapped the first, but instead of life support, the water-filled tubes served a counter surveillance function. The outer shell�s temperature varied to match the external air temperature, preventing Val�s body from generating a significant heat signal and camouflaging him from night vision or more advanced thermal imaging surveillance systems.
Shoulder casings, smaller than a football player�s shoulder pads, protected a computerized control system. Battery packs housed under casings on his thighs made him look like a bulky weight lifter � thin foldable solar sheets were used during the day to recharge the batteries while Val hid in bunkers.
Val lifted a casing on his left forearm that exposed a small keypad and LED display. He entered a code and the system initialized.
Removing a helmet from its carrying case, he slipped it over his head and wiggled it to a comfortable position before connecting its water tubes and power cord to the shoulder casing. Finally he zipped and clasped the suit across his chest.
A voice activated microphone processed basic commands so Val could input instructions on the move and not fuss with the keyboard. �Headset on,� he said. The computer lit a head-up display on the helmet�s face shield. Small readouts above and below Val�s field of vision displayed information like a computer screen.
The final complement to Val�s ensemble: a frayed burlap poncho. Primitive, but effective against the naked eye.
With the night vision in his helmet guiding the way, Val drove the ATV across a dark desert valley toward the Papoose Mountains where he would hide it under a camouflage tarp then continue on foot.

PART 4
IS THE�TRUTH REALLY�OUT THERE?


CHAPTER 26

Blake approached any new situation methodically, taking extra precautions not to overlook details that would leave him unprepared. Venturing to Area 51 presented a horde of new challenges to consider where previous life experiences didn�t exist and couldn�t be drawn upon. He purchased a desert survival book, maps and Nevada tourism brochures to help educate himself for the desert journey. But his gravest concern stemmed from disobeying Professor Eldred�s orders not to go. He spent several long distance jogs along the beach pondering what events might alert the professor of his journey. Aside from somehow being arrested, he figured the next greatest threat came from the license plates on their vehicle. Desmond was reluctant to drive for that reason, claiming his plates would bring them immediate and unwanted attention, which only compounded Blake�s concerns about the trip. So he needed to do something about the plates.
A horn blared from the street in front of Blake�s apartment. He walked out to see Trevor attempting to parallel park a Chevy Suburban that would be their means of transportation. Trevor stopped long enough to roll down the window, �Look at this badass vehicle. It�s loaded.� He shifted the car into reverse and tried to finagle the proper angle that would allow a clean parallel maneuver, but ran the back tire into the curb. �Screw it,� he yelled to Blake. �Grab the bags and let�s go pickup the alien hunter.�
To alleviate his concerns about the plates being traced to him, Blake arranged to rent an SUV through a company that specialized in providing vehicles to the entertainment industry for filming. Their records weren�t stored in a mainframe computer like the major car rental companies. As an added buffer, Trevor put the vehicle in his name. In exchange for the favor, Trevor insisted that Blake buy him a six-pack of beer for the ride to Vegas.
�Can I have one of those beers?� Desmond asked from the backseat once they were on the freeway and Trevor cracked open the first can from his shotgun position in the front seat.
Appreciating anyone who drank beer in the morning, Trevor passed him a can.
As they neared Barstow � the halfway point between Los Angeles and Las Vegas � Blake realized that Trevor and Desmond had finished the beer. �Hey, we have a serious hike ahead of us tonight.�
�It�s not that serious if you�ve done it as much as me,� Desmond bragged, his senses easing just a bit from his three-beer buzz. Having made the hike countless times, he knew what was in store, and like most who drank frequently, Desmond didn�t think the alcohol affected his senses.
�So, Blake said you got us a casino rate at the hotel,� Trevor interjected. �What�s your game?�
�I don�t bet much,� Desmond replied. �I�ve got contacts at The Sands.� He paused momentarily, wondering if he should elaborate, and figured what the heck? �There was a time � it could still be going on in some capacity � when certain defense contractors made monetary contributions to the Pentagon.�
�Payoffs?� Blake asked.
�We called them nickel jobs. I was the bagman. They would send me to Nellis on some smokescreen Air Force project and I�d get a room at The Sands. I�d stay for a few days and have as many as a half dozen visitors delivering money to my room. I must have carried a million in cash over the years. Anyways, I lived it up at the hotel, making a few friends in the back office.�
Blake gave him a discerning look through the rearview mirror.
�Don�t look so surprised,� Desmond told him. �Mobsters come in a variety of shapes and sizes, including a few in military uniforms.� He leaned his head back and rested his eyes, hoping the alcohol would put him to sleep for a while and he could forget about his recent tangles with the government.

CHAPTER 27

The morning sun seeped into Professor Eldred�s family room where he was still asleep on a sofa that had become his permanent bed. Clutched in his arm was a feather pillow that comforted him in his sleep as his wife once did. Rousing, he sensed Constance�s soft touch caressing his face. Opening his eyes, he still felt her touch, crawling down his neck. Swatting at the sensation, he scooped a roach that had been exploring his body. Disgusted, he threw it.
His son had encouraged him to sell the large home; cash in on his ocean view investment and move somewhere more manageable. He even offered to come visit and help organize for a move, but the professor said no. Too ashamed of the way he had let the house deteriorate, and that was when it still looked admirable. Now he could never let his son in.
At the kitchen counter, he poured a glass of Ensure, then personalized it with a shot of Kahlua. He continued to study his living conditions in dismay, and noticed sunlight squeezing through the curtains. They weren�t like that yesterday, he thought. He hadn�t touched them. Could it have been Blake? The professor decided to ask Blake if he�d used the sliding glass door, then remembered he wasn�t coming in today. He couldn�t understand how the curtains became askew. Certainly nobody else has been here. Pouring another glass of Ensure, he personalized it even more this time. His files. He needed to check his files.
Inside his lab, he walked straight to a large, fire-proof cabinet in the corner. Yesterday, he and Blake spent the day on campus with a mathematician who helped them crunch some formulas. It had been over a day since he opened this cabinet; the cabinet where he kept his most cherished documents. The cabinet�s lock required a special key with a half-inch extension at the tip. He inserted the key in the lock, but it stopped short. Jiggling it didn�t help.
The lock looked like a typical tumbler bolt design, but was actually two locks, one behind the other � same keyhole. The key�s extension, with delicately engraved notches, unlocked a second tumbler that opened a trap door in the cabinet�s floor. If anything but the key was inserted in the lock, a small plate dropped between the first and second tumblers, jamming the floor release and warning that someone had tampered with the keyhole.
Beginning to panic, he ran his hand along the top of the cabinet, felt a piece of cellophane tape and retrieved it. The tape had turned purple, a chemical reaction caused when the sticky side was exposed to oxygen for longer than a few seconds. Someone had opened his cabinet!
He felt uncomfortable, vulnerable in his fortress. Squatting at the cabinet�s base, he inserted his key in a small seam near the corner. Turning the key reset the lock.
Unlocking the cabinet properly caused the base to hydraulically lower six-inches so it could be slid under the floor joists, exposing a two-by-two opening, and a ladder. He backed into the closet, lowering his aging body to a small storage room under the lab. Feeling for a light switch on the wall, he flipped it on and saw the room with his documents still in tact.
Returning to the lab, he locked the cabinet, then stared at the phone, afraid to use it. His whole house felt different, like the walls had eyes. After throwing clothes and shoes in an overnight bag, he grabbed his keys and fled.

CHAPTER 28

From the east, darkness advanced on a clear desert sky and exposed a growing sea of stars with each mile Blake clocked in the Suburban. Thinking about the night ahead made his gut churn like it used to before a high school football game. He recalled rumors about harassing treatment from the guards at Area 51: large men donning beige commando uniforms who stalked visitors to the remote area like a cheetah hunting zebra, playing games of cat and mouse that helped pass time during an otherwise mundane guard duty. He remembered hearing about signs that threatened use of deadly force against trespassers, and how easily a person could become disoriented in the dark, accidentally crossing the unfenced perimeter and losing any rights that might have protected them from the guards. Any rational person would live an entire life hoping to avoid such a menacing ordeal. Purposely putting himself in such a predicament, knowing the opposition waited for him in the desert, intensified Blake�s fears, but his desire for knowledge outweighed his fear.
They followed Highway 15 north of Las Vegas through light traffic. Most people flocking to the city of sin via automobile came from California, not the sparsely populated Northern Nevada and Utah regions. Then US 93 was an even lonelier strip of blacktop.
Trevor retrieved a camera from his bag and loaded a fresh role of film.
�Keep that camera out of sight once we get there,� Desmond told him. �They don�t allow photos.�
�That�s ridiculous. How are they going to stop me?�
�Arrest you.�
�For taking pictures?�
�They�ll call the Sheriff. If you don�t give him the film, he�ll confiscate your belongings and put you in jail. You�ll get your camera back, minus the film. It�s a blatant disregard of your civil rights.� Animosity in Desmond�s voice hinted that his knowledge came from personal experience. �We�ll be on public land. But what are you going to do? You�re in the middle of nowhere. They�ve got guns and a bad attitude.�
Like a lonely lighthouse beacon, the Suburban�s headlights blazed a trail through the dark desert, with only an occasional car passing in the opposite direction. Blake cruised at ninety, never considering the possibility of a speeding ticket. Besides the uncomfortable temperatures, only a narcissistic cop would enjoy sitting alone on a dark road, miles from help, in a region of the world popularized by its purported extraterrestrial activity.
Desmond broke the long silence, �America�s Extraterrestrial Highway.�
�What�s that?� Blake asked.
�Highway 375 is coming up. Folks around here call it America�s Extraterrestrial Highway. They coined it after people started seeing strange lights in the sky while driving the road late at night.�
Blake peered upwards through the windshield as he steered. �A lot of stars out tonight.�
�This is beautiful country,� Desmond said proudly, as if he was responsible for discovering it. �Not your typical desert. We�re at a high altitude � 5000 feet in some areas � so there�s snowfall sometimes during the winter. A series of mountain ranges run north to south across the upper portion of the state creating a variety of remote valleys, home to nothing more than cattle ranches and military bases.�
Blake followed 375 through a mountain pass that opened to a wide valley � Tikaboo Valley � bordered to the west by the Groom Mountains. They were near.
The road followed a crescent descent to the valley�s floor where Joshua Tree silhouettes stood motionless across the barren lowland in a bewitching atmosphere that warned passersby to stay on the road.
�This place feels lifeless,� Blake commented.
With a snide chuckle, Desmond said, �That�s a feeling you�ll lose soon enough.� Pointing ahead to a dirt road on their left, �Slow down � that�s the main entrance.�
�Should I just turn in?�
�Yep. Set your mileage counter and keep it slow. The Bureau of Land Management leases most of the valley to cattle ranchers. If we hit a heifer, it�s expensive.�
�They get to this base by a dirt road?� Trevor asked, as if questioning Desmond�s directions.
�A well maintained dirt road,� Desmond pointed out. He retrieved a pair of night vision glasses from his bag in the back and handed them to Trevor. �Here, keep an eye out.�
�What am I keeping an eye out for?� he asked hesitantly.
�You�ll know when you see it.�
Blake maintained a slow speed that allowed the engine�s noise to be overwhelmed by the crunch of gravel under the tires. He tried keeping an eye in every direction, but only saw black, except the dirt road immediately ahead, illuminated by high-beams. His knuckles turned white from the tight grip he kept on the steering wheel. Each revolution of the tires moved them closer to an inevitable confrontation with security, and he felt it in his churning stomach.
�Where are the guards?� Trevor asked.
�Usually they hang out at a guard station just across the perimeter, but they already know we�re here. Sensors alert them when a car is on the road, and they got infrared telescopes on one of the nearby mountains.�
Trevor studied the reflection in the passenger-side mirror. �I think there�s a truck behind us.�
Blake looked in the rearview mirror, seeing only a cloud of dust illuminated in soft red from his taillights. �I don�t see anything.�
�He�s driving with his lights off,� Desmond said. �Pull over.�
Blake eased to a stop at the side of the road. A white Cherokee stopped ten yards behind them.
�I thought you just said they hang out at the guard station,� Blake said.
�That�s when nothing is going on. This is a good sign. Either of you want to get out and say hello?�
�Are you serious?� Blake responded.
�Yeah, walk up to them and say hello,� he replied, knowing the probable outcome.
�Are they going to bust me if I get out?� Trevor asked.
�No. You�ll be fine.�
Feeling a new level of trepidation, far greater than his first face-to-face encounter with a traffic cop, Trevor stepped into the road, which was more like a stage with Trevor the focal point as a spotlight from the Cherokee lit him up. From a plateau left of them another spotlight hit him. A second Cherokee. He paused, gathering his cocky courage, and walked into the light from the first Cherokee. He reached the front bumper, holding his hand over his eyes to block the spotlight trained on his face. The Cherokee�s engine made a shifting noise. The engine roared. Dust exploded from all four tires as they spun, gripped the dirt road, and sped the Cherokee past Trevor. The vehicle continued around the Suburban until it disappeared into the night.
With his hands cupped over his nose and mouth, Trevor managed to open his eyes enough to see through the dust cloud and find his way back to the Suburban.
Inside, �What was that all about?� he hollered at Desmond.
�They aren�t allowed to make unnecessary contact. If we didn�t approach them, they�d stick to us like flies on the cow dung out here. As it stands, you called their bluff, and won the first hand.�
Blake continued along the dirt road, furthering their advancement toward the perimeter. At the end of thirteen dusty miles, he pulled off the road and parked. They were at the base of the Groom Mountains, a quarter mile from the perimeter. Further up, the road wound through a pass in the foothills to a guard station on military property, then continued into Groom Valley, and the heart of the base.
Desmond passed out canteens and binoculars.
�Is the Suburban going to be okay?� Blake asked.
�BLM land is public domain. Anyone has the right to walk, drive or camp on this land for up to fourteen days at a time. That�s not to say the guards would let you enjoy yourself for fourteen days. A few hours is tough enough. But they don�t mess with the vehicles. They want you to drive away in them.� With that said, Desmond began the trek that would show Blake and Trevor America�s bureaucratically invisible military installation.

CHAPTER 29

When Professor Eldred fled his house, he left under the assumption that he was being followed. Maybe not by some goon lurking in the shadows, but by technology. They could track him electronically, monitoring his credit card and bank account transactions, and with homing devices on his vehicle if they wanted their classified documents back badly enough. After driving his car to the airport and leaving it in a long-term parking garage, he taxied to an old motel in Westwood Village that didn�t require a credit card and he paid cash for the night. His irreverence for the illicit elements within the federal government grew ever stronger. His dilemma now was wondering whom to trust. Could he trust the FBI man, Grason Kendricks, or was Operation Patriot some sophisticated ruse to get closer to his work and the materials he possessed?
He figured dumping his car at the airport would buy him a few days while the government spooks tried to ascertain his whereabouts. Ultimately he decided that since he had the documents, and was aware he was being watched in some capacity, he also had the advantage. And he would use it to test Grason�s sincerity.
The professor arranged for Grason to sweep his house for bugs. He also told him the documents were safe, and still hidden at the house. If someone again tampered with his special filing cabinet, he would know that Grason and Operation Patriot were no better than the unconstitutional demons in his past.
Refusing to disclose his temporary hotel accommodations, the professor suggested that Grason meet him at Holmby Park, near Westwood, where there was a small pitch-and-put golf course that required little more than a putter off the tees.
At night, imposing eucalyptus trees prohibited streetlights from illuminating the center fairways, so the professor meandered through the dark until he found the fifteenth tee where he seated himself on a splintering bench that begged for fresh paint. The solitude of his location scared him as he strained to see in the dark, into and beyond the shadows.
Ten minutes passed before someone shouted a whisper, �Professor.�
He couldn�t see who called, but replied in the same hushed tone, �Yes.� A man�s silhouette appeared from the trees. �Grason?� he asked, hoping and praying it wasn�t somebody else.
�I�m sorry to keep you waiting,� Grason said. As he approached, a concerned look on his face grew ever more apparent. �Is there anything in your lab besides the anti-gravity documents that someone might be interested in?�
�Nothing I can think of.�
�I don�t understand how I�m already facing a security breach,� Grason said. �I�ve barely started you in this operation.�
�Some of the FOIA documents don�t have a declassified stamp. I�m assuming it was a mistake. Maybe someone realized this and came looking for them.�
With raised eyebrows and a hopeful grin, Grason asked, �Anything relevant or incriminating?�
�Nothing we�re sure of yet. Looking at them is like grabbing a handful of pieces from a jigsaw puzzle and trying to figure out what the entire picture looks like.�
�You�re confident the docs are safe?�
�As long as your team hasn�t disturbed them.�
�I can assure you of that.�
�Then you passed my test.�
Perturbed, Grason wondered, �This scenario has been a test?�
�Oh, no. Some scoundrel broke into my house. I just wasn�t sure if that scoundrel was you.�
Grason tried seeing the professor�s point of view. Given the man�s past, his disdain for a system that had ostracized him, he could appreciate his skepticism. If this is what it took to prove himself and Operation Patriot, then so be it. �If I was interested in spying on you, I would tell you your house is safe. Unfortunately I can�t do that. What concerns me more is that we found two types of listening devices in your home.�
�What do you mean, two types?�
�There were a series of voice activated FM transmitters hidden in your power outlets. Devices someone could buy through mail order catalogs. But there were also more sophisticated devices. A hard-to-come-by brand.�
�Why use two devices?�
�Making an educated guess, I�d say more than one person or group is interested in you. And since the FM transmitters are so amateurish I have to wonder if maybe someone you know might have installed them. Maybe Blake?�
Irritated, �Grason, I trust Blake more than I trust you.�
�Don�t get upset. I�m considering every possibility.�
�So am I.�
�Well I left the bugs in place for the time being.�
�I can�t work like that.�
�We can use them to our advantage. Maybe even find out who put them there.�
�Isn�t that putting us in further jeopardy?�
�We�ve already reached that point. I�m trying to resolve the problem now. That also means putting our arrangement on hold until we know the situation is under control.�
�Great. You bring me in. Get me in hot water. Then leave me to fend for myself.�
�I�m not abandoning you. I just can�t forward you information until I know it�s safe.�
�I�ll still expect payment as we arranged. Blake committed to this project and I can�t leave him in the cold.�
�What has Blake been doing so far?�
�Research, as we discussed. He�s not the problem. In fact, he�s not even in town.�
�If it�s not Blake, then we have two problems to uncover.�
The professor agreed to leave the bugs in place, but didn�t promise to stay at the house, and Grason vowed to remain in close, but guarded, contact. Grason served as the singular link between the professor and Operation Patriot, and didn�t want to lead anyone further up the ladder. What Grason didn�t realize is that by meeting the professor, even after walking the park to make sure they were alone, he exposed himself to watchful eyes. Besides installing listening devices throughout the professor�s house, the Aquarius agents had inserted paper-thin tracking devices under the cushioned inserts of each right shoe in his closet. The motion-activated devices prevented the professor from ever giving Damien Owens� Aquarius agents the slip.

CHAPTER 30

�Three adult Caucasians. Approximately seventy-five feet from your position and climbing.�
�That sounded like a radio,� Blake said, straining to see through the darkness draping the desert hillside.
Undaunted by the radio chatter, Desmond acknowledged, �Someone�s waiting for us up ahead.� Not bothering to look, he focused on his footsteps and led the group up the first hill, a quick jaunt, ten minutes from where they parked the Suburban. A quartz light affixed to a cinder block building on an adjacent hill increased the ambient light. �That�s the guard station. Notice there aren�t any vehicles parked at the building. That�s because they�re tracking us.� He let his words sink in with the novice base watchers. �Can you guys see the orange posts marking the perimeter?�
No response.
�They�re tough to see in the dark. That�s why you need to stick close to me. We�ll be skirting the perimeter. Every quarter mile, cameras encased in silver balls sit on ten-foot poles, tough to see at night. But if we hike into a ravine and lose the guys on foot, don�t think they aren�t monitoring us.�
�Speaking of the guards,� Blake said, �where�s our friend with the radio?�
�He won�t show himself. From time to time he�ll remind us he�s around. Let�s move on. Freedom Ridge awaits.�
For almost forty years land around the secret air base sat undisturbed. When private citizens began investigating the UFO reports in the area they tested the limits of their public domain, scouring the base�s perimeter like pesky ants searching for a route leading inside a house. In the early nineties, base watchers discovered a small vantage point on public land with an elevation high enough to see into Groom Valley, a plateau with a clear view of the airbase that did not exist. The Air Force never realized the public land had a vantage point or they would have consumed it in earlier land acquisitions. Base watchers coined the name Freedom Ridge for the location.
As the group continued their quest, occasional headlights flashed and engines revved as guards repositioned their Cherokees.
The small footpath carved in the desert from repeated journeys to Freedom Ridge became steeper and rocky as they neared their destination.
�Catch your breath,� Desmond said after they had hiked nearly an hour. �This is the final stretch. And be careful where you put your paws; I don�t like using my snake bite kit.�
With Desmond leading the way, Trevor followed, and Blake took the rear as they ascended single-file over rocks and ankle-twisting crevices.
A softball-sized rock ricocheted off a boulder near Trevor and almost hit his shin. �Careful up there.�
�That rock came from the ridge,� Desmond said. �They�re waiting again.�
�You�re positive that�s public land up there?� Trevor asked.
�I�ve been there dozens of times.�
�What do you say I try introducing myself again?�
�Be my guest.�
Trevor climbed fast up the slope, kicking rocks lose in his wake. As he neared the peak, automatic gunfire destroyed the desert�s silence. Trevor ducked for cover amid the rocks. Back down the hill, Blake took a defensive stance by hunkering down, but Desmond stood tall.
The shots ended as quickly as they started.
* * *
Despite the cloaking abilities of Val Vaden�s Bio Suit, the additional security forces patrolling Area 51�s eastern perimeter made him nervous. Trudging his way north, he searched for a suitable position where he could see across the runway and take clear photographs of the happenings at the base. He had ventured from his usual terrain in Papoose Valley hoping to find evidence of a tunnel that connected the two valleys as his gravity anomaly images seemed to indicate.
Hearing the faint sound of what sounded like automatic weapon fire echoing through Groom Valley made him hesitate his advancement. Throughout his nights and days conducting surveillance at Area 51, he had never heard gunfire. He proceeded slowly, delicately placing each step on the earth, stopping often to scan for sensors.
* * *
Desmond found Trevor face down in the rocks. �You okay?�
Panicked, �Why are they shooting?�
�To scare you.�
�It worked.�
After helping him to his feet, Desmond walked the final few steps up the hill, reaching the ridge first. �It�s all clear.� He shined his Mag light on the ground. �They picked up the shells. Would�ve been a sweet souvenir.�
Reaching the ridge, Trevor�s eyes widened, �Holey crap!�
Blake leaped over the last hurdle of rocks onto the ridge and landed in a bent-knee crouch. As he stood, a distant light caught his attention. Then two. Several. Then he saw hundreds of lights glimmering on the valley floor like a distant mirage, an oasis tucked in what should have been an uninhabited desert basin. The base looked like a city, but lacked any lighted roads connecting it with the rest of the world.
�Somewhere among those lights,� Desmond narrated, �or possibly below them, exist the answers to the greatest lore of the modern era. If mankind possesses any knowledge about extraterrestrial life, it�s down there.�
Noise from the base didn�t reach the ridge. Instead a suspenseful calm filled the air, like in horror movies the moment before a killer struck.
Blake had seen pictures of the base, secretly taken by base watchers and plastered on the internet, but they didn�t capture the drama of the classified community: a town � population 2000 � not on any maps, not home to families with grass yards and picket fences, and lacking a roadside sign welcoming visitors. Barracks and dorms replaced houses. Barbed wire and chain replaced picket fences. Roadside signs warned that use of deadly force was authorized.
Desmond spread out a blanket, then studied the public land behind the ridge through night vision. �I see two parked Cherokees.� He walked to the edge facing the base. Across the perimeter, he saw two guards looking at him through night vision of their own. �There�s our tormentors.�
�Are they going to just sit there?� Trevor asked.
�Usually that�s what they do.�
The unwanted visitors sat in silence on Freedom Ridge, watching the base and keeping an eye out for more antics by the guards. Even with binoculars, they were too far from the base � ten miles � to see any significant activity. They needed something to take to the sky.
�You�re not saying much, Blake,� Desmond said.
�That means he�s thinking,� Trevor answered. �Sometimes his methodical brain works so fast he�s in another world. You should�ve seen him growing up. Never stopped asking questions. Why? How come? What for? He drove teachers crazy.�
�You haven�t been as persistent with me,� Desmond said.
�I�m still figuring you out,� Blake replied. �You have a lot of facts in that head of yours. Facts most people, even persistent researchers, would have a tough time uncovering.�
�Don�t you trust me?�
�I have no reason not to. But at the same time, you haven�t explained your ultimate reasons for doing what you do.�
Desmond laughed, �I could make the same argument about you, my friend. But let�s discuss that elsewhere. The bushes have ears out here.�
Two light rays soon beamed across the ridge and dissipated into the sky. An engine downshifted, powering a vehicle up the ridge along a shabby four-wheel drive trail.
Desmond stood, �It�s time you all meet Deputy Doolittle.�
A Blazer crested the ridge and stopped in front of their blanket, close enough that they could feel the engine heat. Strobes atop the roof splashed red and blue light about the ridge. The driver�s door opened and a large star emblem shimmered under the lights. A man wearing plain clothes with a badge and gun fastened to his big-buckle belt, stepped out.
�Desmond Wyatt,� the homegrown deputy sheriff whined. �They got me out of bed to come deal with your annoying ass.�
�Don�t get pissy with me, Deputy. I didn�t ask you to come out here and violate my constitutional rights.�
Annoyed, �Don�t pull that constitutional crap with me tonight. I�m leaving here in five minutes. Cooperate with me and I�ll leave alone. Otherwise, we can discuss the constitutionality of this matter in the morning over some jailhouse coffee.�
�Do what you must and we�ll see if we can oblige.�
Pulling a notepad from his pocket, �Let�s start with your purpose for being out here tonight.� He glanced at the others. �Judging by the age of your followers, I�d say tonight you�re holding a high school astronomy club meeting.�
�That�s it,� Desmond answered. �Don�t be jealous because they�ve gone further in school than you.�
Ignoring the insult, �I can think of better places to stargaze than this mountaintop, and it doesn�t cost the taxpayers money.�
�Yes, but this is the only place in the world to see that constellation that streaks across the sky at mach ten. You know the one I�m talking about. What�s the name they use?� Desmond always toyed with the deputy, trying to force answers about his base contacts and what took place at Area 51. Desmond knew most of the answers, but enjoyed razzing the deputy who was so reluctant to say anything that once he would not even admit to seeing lights from the base.
Perturbed, the deputy said, �I call it a meteor shower.�
�I�ve never heard of a meteor landing on a runway.�
With a discriminating stare, the deputy said. �Let me see some identification.�
Calmly, Blake responded, �Why do you need our ID?�
�Because the government likes to know who�s spying on them. Ya�ll just made the list.�
Blake�s jaw dropped. He never thought there would be such a succinct record of his trip as long as they kept to themselves.
�Have you got something to hide, kid?� the deputy queried.
�I�m not hiding anything. I�m an aerospace buff. I thought I was coming out here to be on public land and not bother anyone. Now you want to put my name in a file. That�s not right. Especially since I�m not doing anything wrong.�
�Leave now and it won�t get any worse. You�ve seen the base. They aren�t going to test anything while you�re up here.�
�Don�t listen to him,� Desmond said. �They won�t shut the base down for us. Once the deputy tells them we don�t have any photographic equipment, they�ll proceed.�
�It�s pretty cool to think we could be forcing a delay,� Trevor said, gladly handing the deputy his driver�s license. �Power to the people,� he chanted, feeling a simpleminded sense of accomplishment by having his name recorded in a government database.
Blake reluctantly obliged with his driver�s license.
After taking their names, the deputy checked Desmond�s pack for camera equipment.
�You owe me one, Deputy,� Desmond said. �I let you search my bag without a warrant.� He turned to the guys, �The deputy here has a tough time getting a search warrant issued to check our possessions on public land when all he is looking for is camera equipment.�
�All I owe you, Desmond, is a swift kick in the ass. Maybe the next time you�re out here alone I�ll see that you get it. Now why don�t you all hop in my Blazer and I�ll drive you back to your vehicle.�
�It�s not happening, Deputy. We�re here for the long haul.�
�Judging by their attitudes tonight, I don�t think it�s going to be a very long haul.�
�Whose attitude?� Desmond asked.
�I don�t know. Maybe the men in black. You�d just better tell these kids what�s in store for them.�
The deputy didn�t say goodbye. He hopped in his Blazer and drove off Freedom Ridge. A few minutes later they saw him on the base, speeding along a dirt road leading back to the guard station.
The nerve-racking peacefulness that served as an intermission between encounters returned. This time with greater trepidation brought on by the deputy�s statements.
Sick to his stomach over the thought of them having his name, Blake asked, �What�s next, Desmond?�
�Nothing. The deputy was trying to scare you. Legally that�s all they can do.�
�I don�t think gun shots are a legal scare tactic.�
�I told you they aren�t concerned about violating your rights, as long as their actions are nothing more than your word against theirs.�
Trevor had been studying the base through binoculars, and noticed a new light in the sky. �Hey! Something just took off vertically from the base.�
Desmond spied the distant light through a pair of standard binoculars. At first glance the white orb appeared to hover, but Desmond knew that was an optical illusion caused by the distance separating him and the light. �It�s coming our way.� He didn�t sound thrilled.
Blake�s excitement dissipated, �From the tone of your voice, I assume it�s not a craft we�re hoping to see.�
Desmond said nothing, concentrating on the light that was still about five miles away. �Son of a bitch!� he exclaimed, showing concern for the first time that evening.
Blake knew if Desmond was worried, they could be in trouble. �What�s wrong?�
�I hoped that once they knew we didn�t have cameras they would leave us alone.� Desmond pulled a gas mask from his backpack, then shooed them off the blanket. �Make sure you have everything and move to the back of the ridge. Get ready to take cover.�
Blake grabbed Desmond�s arm, �What�s happening?�
�They�re determined to get rid of us. That�s a Black Hawk helicopter.�
Whomp. Whomp. Whomp. Noise from the engine�s chopping beat increased. Soon the helicopter�s searchlight reached the ridge, blinding their view of the valley.
�That�s one of those big ass missile carrying mothers,� Trevor screamed. �They�re gonna blast us!�
�They aren�t going to blast us,� Desmond yelled, his voice barely audible over the Black Hawk.
Desmond wrapped the blanket around his body and slid the gas mask over his head. He walked to the ridge�s edge, facing the steel beast head on. Flailing his arms in the air, he yelled under the roar for no one to hear but himself, �Bring it on you rat bastards. Violate my civil rights.�
The Black Hawk reared its nose. The rotor wash blew a cloud of dust and debris onto Freedom Ridge, engulfing Desmond and advancing toward the others like smoke from an explosion. Pebbles, sand and dry dead cactus pieces flew through the air like a hail of bullets.
�Cover your face,� Blake yelled. He and Trevor huddled low to the ground, gagging and choking on the dust.
The Black Hawk advanced on the ridge, hovering overhead, increasing the tormenting winds.
Blake recalled the professor�s warning about the government that he was failing to heed: Don�t bow to the feds by going to Area 51. Now he was literally disobeying the professor as he cowered on his hands and knees hoping and praying for mercy against the government�s menacing messenger in the sky. And he was led there by the government�s anti-Christ who was now silhouetted by the light, legs spread, arms outstretched, welcoming the ferocious wind attack.
Trevor stood, �I�m out of here,� and disappeared over the cliff.
Blinded by the rotor wash, Blake felt his way along the ground and retreated down the rocky slope until the flying debris no longer threatened him.
Trevor hadn�t gone far. Blake found him face down over some rocks. �You okay, Trev?�
�I�ll live.�
Several minutes later, the Black Hawk ascended, returning to the base. A wind battered Desmond stumbled down the slope. �That�s something you can tell your grandchildren about.�
�You knew that was going to happen,� Blake said, his anger apparent.
�I never know what�s going to happen out here, but I come prepared.� He raised the gas mask. �You don�t need to get upset. Soon you�ll be laughing about it.�
�What do we do now?� Trevor asked. �I�m not going through that again.�
�We�ll let them win tonight.�
Blake wasn�t sure what to make of Desmond. He had invited Blake on this trip so they could develop a trust, yet he spent the entire time drinking and acting like a lunatic.
�The night�s not over,� Desmond told them. �We can hike back to the Suburban, then drive out to the highway and watch from there.�
* * *
Fifteen minutes after the helicopter returned to the base, Val emerged from a thin crevice eroded into the hillside.
Viewing the base again, he noted a significant change. A squadron of F-16 jets, ten in all, sat at the far end of the runway.
A closer vantage point would�ve been preferred, but the activity concerned Val, and he was not comfortable traversing land he hadn�t charted for surveillance devices. His safety came before the photos or videos he sought. His success in avoiding detection thus far came from patience, moving conservatively, and taking few risks. For now he would hold his position and watch the activity. Then return to one of his bunkers by sunrise.
* * *
Safe inside the Suburban, Blake drove his dust riddled companions down Groom Lake Road, followed by a harassing Cherokee with its brights on. Reaching Highway 375 provided a mental relief that was equivalent to sneaking into a neighbor�s yard, retrieving a ball, and making it back across the fence without a dog bite. They were now out of the government�s yard, albeit with a few small tears in their clothes.
Trevor was the first to exit the Surburban after Blake had pulled to a stop alongside the highway and noticed the air show that had commenced while they drove Groom Lake Road. �Look at all the planes in the sky.� Ten jets were circling at different altitudes above the base, almost like they were trapped in a fifteen-mile-wide tornado.
�So they did have a specific reason for wanting us to leave,� Blake said, his interests and hopes renewed at the thought of possibly seeing an anti-gravity craft.
�They�re getting ready to test something,� Desmond said. �Those planes are fighter jets. Their job is to shoot down the test pilot if he decides to make a run for China.�
�Look, above the mountains,� Trevor said pointing.
Four white lights hovered in the northern sky like a classic cigar-shaped UFO.
�Don�t get excited,� Desmond said. �Those are flares.�
�Those aren�t flares,� Trevor argued. �That�s a craft.�
With an I�ve seen it all before demeanor, Desmond replied, �They�re high altitude flares, attached to parachutes. Decoys. Later, if someone reports a strange light in the sky, the Air Force will say they dropped flares during nighttime training.�
Still unconvinced, �If those flares are falling, then why do they appear still?�
�Same reason that helicopter appeared to be hovering above the base when you first saw it. It�s an optical illusion caused from being so far away.�
�Forget the flares,� Blake said. �Where should we be looking for the test craft?�
�Focus above the mountain range, but don�t get your hopes up. They�ll fly it at a low enough altitude that the mountains block our view, or they�ll fly west.�
* * *
The four white flares parachuting above the Groom Mountains caught Val�s attention. He knew they were decoys, and a signal that something else would soon be in the air. At the south end of the base he studied an enormous hanger, offset from the other structures. Unfortunately his fear of venturing closer to the base that evening prevented him from seeing inside the hangar like he had intended. He had hoped to determine if it was a possible access point to the underground tunnel.
Diverting his attention, four Black Hawk helicopters lifted off the tarmac. They leveled at twenty-five feet and slowly thundered toward the runway�s northern end before assuming positions like points on a compass � north, south, east and west � far enough apart so their rotors would not touch.
A bank of blinding bright light cast outward from each helicopter. Val hadn�t realized until now that the tentacle-like missile launchers extending from the Black Hawks� sides had been retrofitted with stadium lights. He realized the lights were hiding something centered on the runway among the four helicopters. Where�d that come from?
�Activate video � activate recorder,� Val instructed to the voice activated computer equipment entwined in his outfit, then began to dictate: �Approximately 0100 hours. Groom Lake air strip. Test craft is on the north end of the runway. My vision is impeded by four helicopters surrounding the craft, casting a circle of light outward, apparently to limit sightings of the craft by nonessential base personnel. Craft appeared from nowhere. Must be some type of underground hanger with a lift platform, like on an aircraft carrier. Craft appears to be fifty feet in diameter. Possibly circular, but cannot confirm from my position. Ten Air Force F-16�s � I assume they�re Air Force, no one else flies F-16�s � are flying holding patterns in the airspace above the base at varying altitudes.�
Other than the helicopters surrounding the craft, there was minimal activity on the base. That reminded Val about historical pictures he had seen, taken after previous Air Force flight tests, like when they broke the sound barrier for the first time. They never had large crowds. Only the pilots, ground crew and a few key officials were present.
�The craft is emitting an orange-red glow, like a fireball,� he blurted. The craft shot straight up, beyond Val�s field of vision. Raising his head, he caught sight. �Craft is hovering approximately five hundred feet above the runway � Craft is now moving down the runway, holding its altitude, traveling maybe a hundred miles per hour � Oh, ninety-degree turn left � another to the right. This isn�t an airplane. The craft is similar to the object I saw land in Papoose Valley on my last trip. It�s movements are shakier, maybe a less expensive model.
* * *
�Over there,� Blake said with a pensive but calm reaction, like a seasoned hunter spotting his prey. He pointed toward a distant dip in the mountain range, �An orange light, circular, only for a second.�
�I saw it,� Trevor yelped with boisterous excitement.
�That�s what they�re testing tonight,� Desmond said.
�Was it the Roswell spaceship?� Trevor asked.
�They keep that locked up in Papoose Valley,� Desmond replied. �We just saw the government�s attempt to reproduce it. What do you think, Blake?�
�I think I need to see a little more to agree with you.�
They waited for fifteen anxious minutes, all eyes fixed above the mountains, hoping for another glimpse, Blake ready with the camera. Hope was lost when the F-16s began to land. The air show, what they briefly saw of it, was over.
On the drive back to Vegas, Blake had mixed thoughts about the trip. �What happens with that info the sheriff took from us?�
�Don�t worry about it,� Desmond reassured. �They�ll stick it in some file with all the other names they collect.�
Blake spent most of the drive back to Las Vegas in silence, assessing the evening, uncertain about Desmond. He knew the man wasn�t crazy, although he acted like it at times. Blake could tell Desmond was a thinking man, like himself, but wasn�t sharing all his thoughts and motives.

PART 5
FOLKS WHO DON'T GET OUT MUCH


CHAPTER 31

Chief Trace Helms, head of Air Force Security at Area 51, often had to clarify the pronunciation of his first name. �That�s Trace! Pronounced like mace. NOT, Tracey! My father didn�t name me after no woman.� After being corrected by the man�s baritone voice and feeling the grasp of his boxer�s stare, many of his subordinates refused to use his name at all, simply calling him Chief. His minimal interaction with other employees added to his daunting mystique. A lack of unbridled understanding about their boss led many to believe Chief Helms knew all about the inner-workings of Area 51, but that was far from the truth. Maybe someday, he hoped, someday sooner than his career path dictated.
Multiple layers of security guarded the Area 51 complex. The Groom Proper Patrol was the first layer: contracted security forces in white Jeep Cherokees who guarded the base�s perimeter. Their supervisor reported to Trace. The second layer, the Air Force Security Police, was also overseen by Trace. They guarded most of the buildings and hangars, and monitored base personnel.
Beyond the first two levels, security became more complicated. Some projects had their own security units. Trace had very little interaction with the higher levels, but that was fine, for he needed some privacy in his life, for his hobby, one his superiors wouldn�t condone.
Years back, when Trace started his stint at Dreamland � the codename his circle called Area 51 � he wanted to know what the strange lights were in the sky; the Unusual Things he was told he might see and was forbidden to discuss. He never came close enough to see the lights on the ground, but he heard stories, rumors about alien spacecraft, and alien bodies. The thought of such incredible technology excited Trace, but he felt like a minority with his fascination. Day in and day out he watched certain high level employees at the base pass through security stations with stoic looks on their faces: no emotion, no excitement, no morale. Near hypnotic states.
An old Frank Sinatra movie � The Manchurian Candidate � eerily provided Trace with an explanation for some of the base-workers� stoic attitudes: mind control. He thought his mind control theory sounded too sci-fi at first, but so did descriptions of the flying lights he had seen.
Few workers displayed the stoic symptoms, but with time, Trace could pick out those who acted differently. He never pursued his hunch until sitting in a doctor�s office one day, waiting for a routine physical, when he thumbed through a medical trade journal. An article on psychopharmacology caught his attention. It mentioned various new drugs, and others still being tested, that stimulated the mind. Trace knew this was an area the military had delved into decades earlier. He also knew the military rarely revealed new information. So anything in the public sector that the military had dealt with, more specifically, the drugs mentioned in the medical journal, stood a good chance of being ten to twenty years behind current top-secret programs.
In his spare time, Trace began conducting his own research. He started with trips to the public and university libraries in Las Vegas, checking out psychology books and studying the mind. His curiosity about the flying lights at Dreamland was also growing � a curiosity he shared with two old friends, buddies from the Air Force Academy: Jimmy �the Pimp� Casper and Desmond Wyatt.
Initially, Trace helped his two friends sneak onto the public land surrounding Dreamland so they too could see the bizarre lights in the sky. He told them ideal nights to be out there and where to hide to avoid patrols. But that was in the early days when few people knew about the base, before Trace�s mind control research became a personal mission.
Into the nineties, as outside visitors became more prevalent at the base, Trace insisted his friends stop their visits. Unfortunately, what had started as an inside secret shared with friends took a serious turn. Desmond Wyatt�s interests became far greater than a passive observance and escalated until Trace could no longer risk associating with him and they had a falling out.
In 1993, Trace discovered the Internet. A discovery that to him was similar to kicking over a rock and finding a mother lode of gold underneath. He studied the Defense Advanced Research Project Agency�s bid request website, a listing of requests for new technology development where the military proposed general theories for new weapons or equipment, and paid private contractors to invent or develop the technologies.
He also searched the National Technical Service databases for past military studies, using search words like: psychoanalytical compound, cranial vault, mental biopsy, isotropic radiators, psycho surgery, remote viewing. The core documents were still classified, but Trace pulled enough facts to determine what the military had been doing for decades. His research guided him to specific study projects that focused on topics such as: sleep-state alteration, beta-adrenergic blockers and monoamine oxidase inhibitors.
Trace had uncovered various pictures of the government�s past projects, enough to develop a reasonable understanding of their current capabilities. He became a self-educated expert on the topics, devoting so much time he would have earned professional degrees and praise had he been working in a collegiate environment, but that was not his objective. Ultimately he formulated a specific theory about the technology and how the government was using it. Learning what the government was capable of scared Trace. That was when his hobby turned into a mission. He realigned his friendship with Desmond Wyatt, seeing him as an asset in the mission, and used Jimmy as the go-between.
Trace considered himself a patriot: a career service man who devoted his life to the country he loved and defended. However, his loyalty now rested with an unassuming and vulnerable public, not its oppressive military.
* * *
Responding to a knock on his office door, Trace said, �Come in,� with his thundering baritone voice. Not a violent thunder, more like distant thunder during a warm summer rain.
Thunder was thunder to the evening shift commander, unable to differentiate between happy, sad or mad thunder. �You working late tonight, Chief?�
�One more thing to do. Should be a quiet night for you.�
�Unlike last night. I glanced at the reports. That crazy Desmond Wyatt was up to his shenanigans again. Funny how he always shows up on nights when we�re testing. Like he�s got a friend on the inside tipping him off.�
�He�s been out here plenty of times when nothing is going on,� Trace said, quick to point out the inaccuracy of the shift commander�s remark. �You keep saying things like that and you�ll start rumors.�
The shift commander might not have recognized happy or sad thunder, but he knew violent thunder. �Sorry, sir. I was just trying to make conversation.� He left and closed the door, cursing himself for pissing off the chief.
Trace leaned back in his chair and studied a video monitor on his desk. Its picture showed a shuttle bus loading outside the large hangar at the south end of the base. The hangar Trace yearned to explore, but was one of the few buildings outside his jurisdiction. Adjusting his monitor to play signals from different surveillance cameras, he tracked the shuttle as it ferried occupants north toward building 269 � Trace�s building � where the workers had to check out before leaving for the day. He watched base workers exit the bus, enter his building and wait in line at the checkout station. Then he made a phone call: �Send Aaron Liebowitz to my office.�
A petite 32-year-old man stepped out of line and walked toward the operations center. He wore casual clothes, like most of the base personnel did when traveling to and from work. Even the military personnel dressed casually for the commute, not changing into uniforms until they reached their assigned work areas. Casual clothes minimized indications about what people did at the base.
Liebowitz was far from athletic, unlike Ben Skyles, another man Trace knew who worked in the hangar at the far end of the runway. Trace tried not to stereotype people. Being a callous muscular black man, he had endured his share of negative stereotyping, but stereotyping or not, Liebowitz was a nerd. The only thing missing was a pocket protector. What role he played in the hangar was still a mystery to Trace, but Liebowitz had the look, the same look Ben Skyles had. That bewildered expressionless face, like someone spent everyday screwing with his mind.
While Trace encouraged his security officers to maintain an intimidating persona, he selectively acted as the good cop in the psychological security game, but only behind closed doors.
Liebowitz felt somewhat relieved to learn Trace had beckoned him. He remembered how friendly Trace was when he had a problem with his badge a week earlier. After closing the office door behind him, he took a seat as Trace instructed. His eyes focused on Trace�s extra large uniform shirt that stretched at the buttons with each expanding breath.
�Here�s a new badge,� Trace said, exchanging it for the one Liebowitz was wearing. �You shouldn�t have any more problems.�
�I appreciate it. Every time I pass by a sensor I have this fear of tripping the alarm.�
�Any more problems you feel free to see me.�
�Thank you.�
�You live near Alamo, don�t you?� Trace asked. Not everyone working at the base lived in Las Vegas. Some individuals lived in nearby rural towns.
�Yes, sir.�
�Call me Trace, neighbor. Your file says you�re single. You get out much?�
�Usually just to come here.�
�I hear that � probably don�t live more than a few miles from you. A couple of us locals often get together for cards and barbeques.�
�I didn�t know they allowed that kind of stuff.�
�Who doesn�t allow that?�
�The powers-that-be.�
�Well, I�m one of them,� Trace said, �and I say it�s okay. Besides, we don�t talk about work. And we are allowed to have lives outside this place.�
Liebowitz didn�t wholeheartedly agree with that statement. And Chief Helms � Trace � fell short of the powers-that-be he was referring to. But friends were something he didn�t have. Most of his time at home was spent on the Internet and listening to Art Bell on late night radio. Liebowitz decided it would be good to meet some neighbors and maybe make some friends.

CHAPTER 32

PAC: an acronym for Political Action Committee; a synonym for manipulation and bribery. The congressman considered PACs a legal means by which politicians could accept corporate bribe money.
Roughly 20 of the 45��Congressional Representatives refrained from accepting PAC money in 1994. The congressman was included in the rare breed, taking a moral stance against the nation�s ethically questionable campaign practices.
The congressman disliked PACs for the monetary coercion power they gave government contractors and lobbyists, but PACs were a battle for another day, after Operation Patriot, and assuming he stayed in politics. Meanwhile he did his best to avoid them, turning down many invitations to fancy corporate shindigs or events where he didn�t trust the host�s intentions. He still maintained a busy social schedule, however, attending several functions a week, but on his terms.
The military contractor GRATCOR had an Aeronautical Assembly Division located in the Tahachipi Mountains, north of Los Angeles, but they often threw functions in San Diego close to some of the military officials they catered to. This is the type of event the congressman would choose to attend because it offered a chance to meet someone who might know a snippet of info to help his cause.
GRATCOR�s social functions had more brass than a college marching band. Gold buttons, bars and crests decorated military dress uniforms on many of the guests. The remaining attendees wore suits, most associated with the political realm. Although the word dinner party was not used on the invitation because political campaign regulations limited the number of dinner parties politicians and their staff members could attend, everyone attending knew they would leave the COCKTAIL AND HOURS D�OEUVRE gathering with a full stomach. GRATCOR skirted campaign guidelines by serving food from hors d�oeuvre trays; tuxedo-clad servers with white gloves provided an endless supply of bite-sized lobster tails and filet cuts as the feature appetizers.
The congressman tasted a small filet sandwich as he scanned the lavish seaside ballroom. Mainly locals at the party he noted, until a bitchy California senator, who always had her hands out for donations, entered the ballroom with an unnecessary entourage of assistants. Through a crowd of decorated uniforms, he spied another suit demanding his share of attention. Walter �Storm� Langston � sometimes called a Cardinal of the Capital � was a 10-term republican congressman from Texas, and a key figure in black budget funding, primarily because of his position on the House Permanent Select Intelligence Committee. The type of greedy self-serving politician the congressman despised.
Storm noticed the congressman looking at him. Excusing himself from the military attach� at his side, he approached. �I figured I�d find you here,� he said in a condescending Texan drawl, � � trying to make friends with the big boys. Let me give you some advice: the only way to keep a secret in Washington is by not telling anyone.�
�I appreciate the advice, but I�m not sure what you�re getting at,� the congressman said.
�Don�t be coy with me.� Storm raised the assertiveness in his voice, but not his volume, keeping their conversation private. �You sure as shit know what I�m talking about. That half-assed investigation you think you�re going to conduct against my committee and the appropriations we make. What�d you do? Watch some scuttlebutt television show about the Roswell incident and take it too seriously?� He chuckled insidiously before continuing. �From what I hear, you think my appropriations need some further oversight.�
Someone from the Oversight Committee had talked. He knew it was inevitable, and had prepared. �I think the secrecy is out of hand. We need some new standards to ensure national security secrets are in the best interests of the people, and are not hindering society.�
�I think you ran for office on the wrong ticket. Nobody cares about your bleeding-heart patriotism.�
�They�ll start caring when they realize how people like you have been pulling the cotton over their eyes for decades.�
Storm almost corrected the congressman�s misuse of the clich�, but realized it was a witty stab at his Texas constituents. �I�ll admit we spend a lot of money on military and intelligence. A lot more than most people realize, but that spending brought down the Iron Curtain, and it made the Gulf War target practice. But you�ve got to make it into something more than that. Those damn UFO technology stories. If there was any truth to them, I would know, and I would do something about it. I�ve been on the inside track for almost two decades. If there was a problem with the technology being developed, I would know.�
�That�s exactly the problem, Storm. You don�t know. You issue the funds, but have no oversight beyond that. You ask questions before making the appropriations, but not after.�
�Some questions don�t need to be asked. Take nuclear weapons for example; I don�t know how they make the plutonium in them, but I still support funding. That information must be kept secret. You don�t want every Tom, Dick and Hussein making bombs.�
Storm had taken the congressman�s point out of context, but he didn�t care to correct him, nor continue debating. Instead he asked, �How much did you receive in PAC contributions last year?�
Offended and stern, Storm replied, �What�s your point?�
�You forget who your obligations are to. When was the last time you honestly spoke to a constituent that wasn�t waving corporate money or didn�t offer a sentimental PR story?�
Without hesitation or remorse, Storm answered, �Eighteen years ago. My first term, when I didn�t know any better and thought I could help everyone and everything in my path. If you don�t soon realize your limitations, you won�t be around for a second term.�
�That�s where you�re confused. I�m a man of action. I don�t care about the picture I paint, just the results. And I never planned on a long tenure.�
The congressman�s persistence irritated Storm. �You waltz into Washington and think you can take over. It doesn�t work that way. You can�t fathom the power with which you�re dealing. You won�t be allowed to make a mockery of my committee.�
�It�s already a mockery!�
�You just remember: David beat Goliath, not the United States Military.� Storm quickly surveyed others nearby, making sure his quiet furry hadn�t attracted any eavesdroppers, then continued. �I don�t like everything I see, but certain people and circumstances should be left alone. I don�t know how far along you are with your plans, but covertly sending an FBI agent onto a secret military installation is not oversight; it�s tantamount to espionage. They�ll bury your man in that desert. Then come after you. I�m being kind by warning you.� He extended his hand for a shake, not out of courtesy or respect, but in a calculated fashion to control the conversation and signal their exchange was over.
Watching Storm return to his military cohorts, the congressman considered Storm�s parting statement about not liking everything he saw, and how it contrasted with a previous remark: If there was any truth to them, I would know.
Warnings and actions were two different problems. The congressman knew Storm was making idle threats to keep his committee from being scrutinized. Plus, Storm misunderstood the situation; the congressman�s man was already in the desert, and was far from being buried.
Minutes after Storm left him, the congressman�s phone rang.
�Where are you?� Grason asked fervently.
�Good timing,� the congressman replied. �I�m at that GRATCOR function I told you about. We have a problem.�
�Call me after you�ve left, and use a landline.�
�Don�t tell me you�ve got troubles too.�
�Get out of that place and call me back.�
The congressman was eager to talk, but sensed the urgency in Grason�s voice. He hung up the phone and left the party. After driving a few blocks he found a gas station with a payphone in the parking lot.
�Someone broke into the professor�s lab and bugged his house,� Grason informed him once they were in contact again. �Tried to look at his files. He thinks they�re watching him.�
�How can that be? You haven�t given him anything yet.�
�They didn�t find him through us. I assume his FOIA request for documents raised a flag somewhere. I think we discovered the problem immediately, the professor took good precautions.�
�We�ve got to believe that whoever is interested in the professor is the same group we have an interest in. Maybe you can work some counterintelligence?�
�I�m trying. But I�m having trouble getting him to stay at his house.�
�Then put him on hiatus until we know it�s safe.�
Grason was surprised to hear the congressman take the conservative approach.
�In the meantime,� the congressman continued, �Val should be back from his second trip. Better luck?�
�A little, but let�s not discuss that over the phone. Bottom line is he�ll have to make another trip.�
�It might be the last time we can risk sending him. The cat�s head is out of the bag in Washington, but they don�t realize the investigation is operational.�
Grason didn�t like hearing there was a leak on the political end, but had no option other than to deal with it. After hanging up, he stretched out on the aging avocado green couch in his office. He closed his eyes and milled over the operation, where it was, and where he wanted to take it. The sofa felt comfortable. He liked spending time in his office, surrounded by all the electronic devices that helped make his career exciting: recording devices, anti-recording devices, state-of-the-art computer equipment. The one piece of equipment Grason didn�t have: the laser-guided listening device that was trained on his office window.
* * *
Outside the Los Angeles Federal Building, across Veteran Avenue, a small parabolic satellite dish had been installed atop a six-story apartment building by Damien Owens� Aquarius agents. The results weren�t as effective as tapping Grason�s phone because the dish only recorded his end of the conversation, but was less risky than tapping the FBI�s secured phone lines.
Routine investigations by the Aquarius teams into individuals studying fringe sciences had led them to Professor Eldred, who led them to Grason Kendricks, and would soon lead them to the congressman.

CHAPTER 33

Blake returned home and found a phone message from Professor Eldred telling him to take some time off � no mention of how long � and he would be in touch. Trying to return the call proved frustrating; the professor wasn�t answering his phone, and had disconnected his answering machine. Time off? Blake wondered. He had just taken three days off, and the professor had seemed disappointed to see him go.
Having the professor as an employer was an awkward situation. Now he understood why people advised against conducting business with friends. He couldn�t afford to take much time off, but felt uncomfortable making an issue of it. Maybe I jumped into the project too soon, he thought. Could gravity really be an attainable resource? His time with Desmond did nothing to advance his understanding of the classified document. Although the science of antigravity had captivated him, he wondered if it was better studied by ufologists, not someone looking to start an engineering career.
After being home for two days, Blake began to feel directionless, and did something he had never done before by watching daytime television, evening television, and prime time television all in the same day. On the third night he considered a return to productivity through new channels of employment and printed a copy of his resume to review, but before he could give considerable thought about where to send it he received a late-night knock at his door. Opening the door revealed the professor�s slight frame.
�Hello, Blake,� he said with a somber face.
Although Blake had been upset by the professor�s ambiguity on the answering machine days earlier, and their present state of affairs, seeing the frail man saddened him. The last thing Blake wanted to do was let this situation jeopardize their relationship. �I�ve been trying to reach you,� he said, forcing himself to sound happy. �Is everything all right?�
�My house was infested with bugs.�
�Infested? I saw a few roaches, but no more than I�ve grown accustomed to living with Trevor.�
�I don�t like the roaches, but it was the bugs you couldn�t see that made me leave.� He motioned with his hand for Blake to step outside. �Let�s take a walk.�
The professor thought the easiest way to handle the situation with Blake was to tell him about the FBI, the break-ins at his house, and how this whole project had turned into a disaster, but he was a man of his word, and had agreed not to discuss Operation Patriot. �I�m having some troubles right now. I think I need to take a vacation. Get away. I want you to do the same.�
�Are the problems something I can help with?�
Since he told Blake a private corporation was funding his work, he blamed the problems on them, �I�ve lost my funding.�
�I see.� Blake�s thoughts turned to his personal finances. The professor�s funding was his funding too, and he didn�t have the luxury of a savings account to get by on.
The professor realized why Blake turned pale. He didn�t mean for him to take it that way. He hadn�t lost his funding; the FBI was continuing to pay him. That�s why he hated lies, even white lies with good intentions led to more lies. �I�m not trying to worry you, Blake. I want you to understand my state of mind. I�m not the least bit discouraged about the future. You committed to me and I�m following through on my end of the bargain. You�ll keep receiving your paychecks. In a month you�ll start your classes. I�ve seen to it the tuition is covered.�
�Where�s the money coming from if your sponsors canceled?�
�I�m funding everything myself,� was the first answer he could think of.
�Professor, I don�t want your money.�
�It�s the least I can do, Blake. I�ve received plenty of grant money over the years. This is one way of giving back. Funding your Ph.D. is also an extension of my work.�
�I don�t mind the government giving me educational grants, or some foundation awarding me a scholarship, but this is too personal. I�ll borrow before I take your money.�
�That�s ridiculous. This is something I want to do.�
Blake didn�t know how to turn the professor down. The passion in his voice and the sincerity in his heart, evident through tearing eyes, was too much to resist. He smiled, thinking what a decent man the professor was, and agreed to continue.
The professor handed Blake a paycheck, and an advance for the next month, telling him to relax until the next semester started, five weeks away. Then they would begin working on the science, no more chasing paper trails or UFOs.

CHAPTER 34

With each successive day, Owens furthered Kayla�s rigorous and profound progression into the Aquarius program. Never before had a candidate failed this late in the process, and Owens felt confident that Kayla wouldn�t be the first. He needed her to not be the first. Selecting her broke with two traditions: Kayla was a woman, and she wasn�t military.
Owens had trained other civilians, not as Aquarius agents, but as members of his Unacknowledged Special Access Projects. Ben Skyles was a civilian pupil of his, brought straight from MIT, and there was a second man � Aaron Liebowitz � who was lured from a civilian post with the Navy and nurtured into the program. Unlike Skyles and Liebowitz, however, Kayla would see every aspect of the USAP. That was why Owens needed to mold her, harden her soul, awaken her mind. Wake up and smell the coffee was a phrase his agents favored. Owens had a rare blend of coffee for Kayla to smell today. Additional proof that there was more to the world than mainstream predisposition dictated.
Boarding a small elevator, isolated at the end of a gray cement tunnel in an underground area of Papoose Valley, seen more through surveillance monitors than the naked eye, they descended to one of the base�s lowest depths.
�You won�t see anyone on this level,� Owens told her. �It�s a storage area.�
�Storage for what?�
�Knowledge,� he answered, chasing the word with one of his patented sinister smiles.
She didn�t return the smile, instead keeping a stoic face.
That was the reaction Owens liked to see � no reaction.
The elevator doors opened into a wide tunnel, expansive enough for semi trucks to traverse and dimly lit from stand-by lights that prevented sheer darkness. Their presence triggered a sensor and overhead incandescent floodlights began shining, one after the next, starting with the closest to the elevator. The sequence continued until the entire tunnel was free of shadows, revealing the concrete walls typical of the fortress and the usual supply lines, ventilation ducts and pipes along the ceiling that acted like veins and arteries, lifelines sustaining the environment the government had created underground.
Kayla counted five sets of large sliding doors along each wall � storage bays � and figured somewhere there was another elevator, a vehicle lift of sorts, besides the cramped passenger elevator they had used.
Slowly, methodically, Owens strolled the tunnel with Kayla at his side, not wanting to arrive at their destination before setting the stage verbally. �Do you enjoy museums?� he asked.
�I haven�t been to one in ages.�
They reached the third storage bay on the right. Owens placed his palm on a control panel, causing a motor to churn and echo for nobody to hear but them. Massive steel doors � twenty feet tall and equally wide � slid apart.
Center stage in the storage bay, under a solitary overhead light that cast a cone-shaped spot, was a long cylindrical object, the size of a bus, cast from a dull alloy.
Owens looked for the slightest expression of surprise or intrigue in Kayla�s demeanor, hoping not to see it, hoping she could hide her feelings. �Let me introduce you to my friend over here.�
�You say that like it�s alive.�
�It�s not dead.�
His comment broke her stoic look, but he was in front of her, walking toward the object so he didn�t notice her faux pas.
�Put your hand close, but don�t touch,� he told her as they neared the object.
She did as instructed, holding her palm inches from the object�s smooth metallic casing.
Extending his right arm, he shadowed her hand with his own and eased her palm against the alloy.
The dull gray metal reacted to her touch, brightening as various shades of purple, red and yellow spilled across the surface from beneath her hand.
He pulled his hand away, leaving Kayla�s alone on the surface. Red became the dominant surface color.
�What�s happening?� she asked.
�It�s a symbiotic alloy,� he said slowly, his mind captivated and admiring the reaction despite having seen it before. �The molecules are reacting to your touch � your body�s molecular output � understanding your state of mind.�
�Who built this?�
He didn�t plan to tell Kayla much about the engine. He wanted her to see it and start building a sense of what was hidden at the installation. Breaking from his trance-like focus on the object he said, �We�ll talk about that at a later time. Now we need to focus on our trip to San Diego. We�re going to visit a congressman.�

CHAPTER 35

Ben Skyles had not felt sunshine warm his skin in two weeks, maybe longer � he couldn�t remember. The cars passing him on the busy streets of San Diego�s Gaslamp Quarter roared in his head like thrusting engines from a fighter jet. His system was drained from various medications and drugs. All he had on his mind was completing his task so he could sleep.
Skyles walked south down Fifth Street, along crowded sidewalks, past restaurants and bars on a revitalized boulevard that had become a hotspot for locals and tourists. He continued walking until the crowds of business types on their lunch hour dwindled and old office buildings replaced retail establishments. Crossing through a half-empty parking lot, he noticed a homeless person sitting beside a shopping cart filled with his belongings. Skyles wondered if he was being offered a glimpse into his own future. Maybe he�d be better off that way, free from his troubles. He looked over his shoulder, knowing his troubles were somewhere nearby, watching him through those serpentine eyes.
On the next street, most of the old warehouses had been converted into office space or residential lofts. He knew exactly where he was going because they had driven him by the building a few times earlier in the morning while explaining plans for the day.
He entered the office building, which had an American flag hanging from an angled pole next to the lobby entrance. Skyles road an elevator to the penthouse floor that two tenants shared. To his right, oak double doors were propped open, revealing a reception area and front desk flanked by American and Californian flags.
A smiling receptionist said, �Good afternoon, sir.� She was in her twenties, wearing a red skirt suit with a flag pin on her lapel. She aimed to please everyone who came through the double doors and impress those she worked for because she had higher aspirations and would someday need a recommendation from her boss, the congressman.
The receptionist�s words pounded in Skyles head like an over enthusiastic Wheel of Fortune game show contestant who screamed out the letters. GIVE ME A SIR! He didn�t expect someone to greet him when he exited the elevator. Not having the opportunity to rehearse his spiel again made him nervous, and his tongue twisted in his mouth. All that came from his lips was a jumbled mumble, �I mm da huh.�
Dealing with occasional troubled souls who wandered up looking for government handouts or to complain about issues ranging from police harassment to alien abductions had taught the receptionist to ask questions, be assertive, and not give them time to babble. �Do you have an appointment?�
Skyles took a quick breath and composed himself, remembering that if he did this right, he could rest. He hoped clearing his throat would offer some explanation for his stammer, �Huh, hmm � excuse me. No � I don�t have an appointment, but it�s important that I speak with the congressman.�
�He keeps a busy schedule, but you can speak to a member of his staff.�
�I want to speak to the congressman.�
�Well if you give me your name and a telephone number and the reason for your visit, I can pass it along and someone will contact you regarding an appointment in the future.�
Skyles jammed a hand in his pocket to retrieve something. His action scared the receptionist until she saw it was an ID badge. �Do me a favor,� he pleaded, tossing the badge on her desk. �Show the congressman, or whoever is in charge, this badge. And tell them I�m from Dreamland. That�s all you�ve got to say. If they want me to leave, I�ll take my business elsewhere.�
She read the badge: GRATCOR; Contract Employee; Nevada Test Site; Department of Energy; Ben Skyles. �What�s this?� she asked, concerned about a vial hanging parallel from beneath the badge.
�It�s a radiation dosimeter. It won�t hurt you.�
The only word that registered in her mind was radiation, and she tossed the badge back at him.
�I�ll take it off,� he said.
She left Skyles in the reception area and retreated to the offices beyond her desk. Skyles used the time to rest his mind. He sat, thinking of nothing for almost five minutes. Finally the chief of staff appeared and escorted him into the offices.
A woman was packing grooming supplies � scissors, tweezers, electric razor, hair brushes � into a box when Skyles entered the congressman�s office. The congressman spoke first, always wanting to take control of a situation. �I bet the last person you expected to see occupying my time while you waited was a stylist. You might argue that politicians today are battling some derivative of the Oedipal complex � seats not held by women are held by men acting like women, plucking their bushy eyebrows, tweezing their nasal hairs. I�ve got to color coordinate my suits with the season and my skin type, show feminine emotions that would have gotten my ass whipped during my military days. Women might be a minority in politics, but they�re sure defining the style. If I hadn�t bought into it, emulated others, I wouldn�t be here,� � he approached Skyles with his final words, extending a hand to return the badge � �and I wouldn�t be meeting you, Ben Skyles. Now what can I do for you?�
Thankful his pointless rhetorical speech was over, Skyles said, �I think it�s me that can do something for you.�
�I see. And why is that?�
�I heard through the grapevine you might be interested in my line of work.�
The congressman wanted to be direct and understand what led Skyles to him, but didn�t want to verify anything Skyles might have heard. �GRATCOR contributes greatly to the economy here in San Diego. Your credentials tell me you probably deal in sensitive information. I�m assuming because you�re here, there�s a problem. But you�ll have to be specific. I�m involved in many affairs that an individual with your background could affect.�
�Okay � I�ll be specific.� Skyles knew the quicker he got to the point, the quicker he could leave. �I�m here to talk about the investigation that Agent Grason Kendricks of the FBI is running for you.�
Pretending was synonymous with politics. Pretending to know something. Pretending not to know something. Pretending to be surprised. Pretending not to be surprised. Yet there was no pretending in the congressman�s response to Skyles� statement. The behemoth of a man almost messed his pants, and it was evident on his face.
�It�s good to know my sources are correct,� Skyles said.
The congressman first suspected Skyles may have been sent by Congressman Storm Langston to do some snooping, but he wasn�t prepared for him to know about Grason. Trying to get the upper hand back in the conversation he said, �Don�t jump to conclusions. My silence is because I�m wondering if I should continue this conversation.�
�It�s quite a dilemma we face here. An inner struggle for power in the government.�
�I�m not struggling for power,� the congressman insisted. �I�m making sure it�s being used properly.�
�Some feel the information you seek is safe only if it�s secret. But I�m not here to argue that with you. I�m here because I agree with you. And I�m not alone. There are those on the inside looking for a way to break out. Looking for someone who can protect them if they come forward.� The words were flowing easily off Skyles� tongue, but that was because Owens had him rehearsing hours at a time for the past three days. The hard part was not grimacing or wincing from the pain in his head; Owens hadn�t known the extent of his pain.
�So you�re looking to talk about what you do for the government?� the congressman asked.
�To someone I can trust. I�m a whistle-blower, not a traitor.�
The congressman chuckled in disbelief. �This is too perfect. Too contrived. You know too much about me to be up to anything good. Tell your friends, or whoever sent you, I�m not a sucker. And I don�t scare. Beyond that, we�re done here.�
�Do you think you�re alone in this battle? The last patriot in Washington? I don�t know how they uncovered you, or Grason. I wish it were as easy as giving you a couple of names. Check them out and you�d have all your answers. But it�s not. What you seek is caught in a black widow�s web. The web is sporadic, crisscrossed � no apparent synchronicity to the design. Even the tools and technologies used to protect information in the web are classified. The checks and balances in the security are so detailed that it�s impossible to guess how they uncovered you. The key point is�� he abruptly stopped. His face took on a catatonic stare. He tried remembering what he was supposed to say next, but he saw running images in his mind � the moon, the stars, Earth, spiral galaxies � like poorly constructed sentences with meaningless points and premises that ran on and on and on, and he wondered why the moon didn�t have a name like Earth had a name, after all, nobody called Earth the planet.
�Are you okay?� the congressman asked.
�Where am I?�
�If you don�t know that, I�d say you have a few internal issues to deal with.� The congressman hit the intercom on his desk, �Send a couple of the guys in here.�
Skyles grunted, grabbing his head, writhing and falling to his knees.
The congressman knelt down to help him and noticed a small device clipped underneath Skyles� belt. He pulled on it, discovering a thin white cord running up his shirt and connecting to a button mid-chest. Looking closer, he realized it was a small camera.
The congressman had no idea what caused Skyles to act as he did. All he knew was someone had unveiled a great deal of his operation. Storm�s words rang in his head: They�ll bury your man in that desert. Val had just started his third excursion.

CHAPTER 36

Damien Owens sometimes found it useful to let his opponent know he lurked in the shadows. Engaging Ben Skyles as a ploy to feed the congressman disinformation was another brilliant idea on Owens� part, had it worked. Instead, it was foolish and compounded Owens� problems surrounding Skyles. He had underestimated the lack of control he had over him. The best employee in his USAP had been reduced to an intermittent imbecile, and Owens still had no explanation.
He always admitted to making the rare mistake and learned accordingly, but this was his worst ever. Skyles� breakdown left the congressman with a calling card: a microvideo pinhole camera that used rare technologies developed through programs administered by the Defense Advance Research Project Agency. Such advanced equipment was used by few agencies. There would be tremendous repercussions throughout the intelligence community if the congressman went public with this. And Owens would now have to invest some time to ensure his tracks were covered and the camera could not be traced to him.
�I�ve become too cocky for my own good,� Owens admitted to Kayla as they waited in the car a block from the congressman�s office. �Only our agents should be handling that equipment, especially against a member of Congress.�
�Maybe everything happens for a reason,� she said in hopes of offering something positive.
�I don�t put much faith in prophetic pats on the back, but if I did, then the reason this happened is to remind me never to stray from my core values. My biggest flaw in this was feeling remorse for Skyles. I let myself care too much about him, and took responsibility for his condition because it happened under my command. He�s no longer capable of functioning in the program, and I tried prolonging his career with us by using him in another capacity � Stupid.�
Kayla had never seen Owens frustrated with himself. He didn�t appear concerned like he had lost a battle with the congressman, just mad for what he had done and the extra work needed to correct it.
�This is going to get a lot worse,� he told her.
�Why?�
�We � I � have just handed Skyles to the FBI. His mental state is not as stable as I was led to believe. I can�t allow the FBI to interrogate him. They can�t know what he knows.�
�I don�t even know what Skyles knows,� Kayla said.
�Exactly my point.�
They sat in silence for a few moments, watching the building. Two men kicked open the lobby doors and escorted a half-conscious Skyles from the building, leaving him sitting on the curb like a bag of trash.
�Should we go get him?� Kayla asked.
�And give them our plate numbers? That�s another detail we�d have to cover up. Plus there could be surveillance cameras to snap our picture. We�ll wait and see if he gets up.�
�At least the FBI doesn�t have him.�
�I�m trying to understand why. I don�t know if the congressman is dump, scared or �� His words trailed off.
�Or what?�
�The reason for the congressman�s investigation is to reach the people and programs we�re involved with. He wants us, and Skyles is a direct link, thrown in his lap. Apparently the congressman doesn�t think he needs Skyles, nor does he seem to want the attention Skyles would draw to his investigation. He wants a low profile, and is content with his current situation. Otherwise Skyles wouldn�t be sitting on the curb.�
�You said they�re just getting started. I would think Skyles is a pot of gold to them.�
�I agree, but maybe there�s more to the congressman�s operation than I realized. Both the congressman and Grason Kendricks worked in intelligence. I have no way of knowing every program they may have been exposed to. They�re old friends with an agenda and knowledge I underestimated.�
Confused by his explanation, Kayla asked, �Do you think they have a better source than Skyles?�
�The congressman must think he does.�
�Who could be a better source?� she asked, trying to work through the scenario with him.
�Depends on the topic, but in some cases, nobody. However, the congressman doesn�t know that. To him Skyles is a mental case with a GRATCOR badge.� He watched Skyles curl into a fetal position on the sidewalk and remain there, motionless. �There�s a naval hospital a few miles from here. We�ll have him picked up and taken there.�
�What are we going to do with him?�
�Unfortunately, what I should have done to begin with.�

CHAPTER 37

Trace Helms� ranch-style house outside the high-desert town of Alamo was forty-nine miles from his parking space at Groom Lake. Tonight, as he returned home, he pushed his truck�s gas pedal hard; he was expecting company for a small poker game. Stopping inside the front gate to his rural, ten-acre ranch, he honked-honked his horn. Hearing his cue, two Rottweilers appeared from behind a red-rock bluff � Gideon and Tola, the vigorous judges of Trace�s property � and followed him up the driveway.
Trace parked in his courtyard, behind his brother�s van. Beaming with a sincere smile that was rarely summoned by anyone other than family, Trace dropped from his truck. With long, slow strides and swaying shoulders, he lumbered toward his brother on the porch. Teneil had made the journey from his Las Vegas home earlier that afternoon. When seen side by side, it was clear they had the same genetic makeup, although Teneil was even more muscly from working construction.
�Where�s Jimmy?� Trace asked after saying hello.
�Fixin� food.�
�My poor kitchen,� Trace moaned. �Have you heard from Rebecca?�
�The bitch is on her way.�
Trace�s demeanor switched from familial love back to the rigid Chief Helms. �I don�t want attitude this weekend.�
Dr. Rebecca Vanover oversaw the technical aspects of their operation. Unfortunately, her pompous disposition sometimes clashed with everyone in the group except Trace. Rebecca was a newcomer in Trace�s life compared to others in his group. Yet they had developed a strong bond through common interests, each relying on what the other brought to the relationship.
* * *
After developing a theory about the psychological practices being used at the base, Trace needed someone, or something, to help him take it to the next level. The CIA gave him both. In early 1993, Trace attended a paranormal studies convention in Los Angeles, where he saw Dr. Rebecca Vanover speaking on a panel discussion about the government�s psychic research and remote psychic warfare programs. Although she couldn�t say it publicly, she would later confide in Trace that she was involved in a CIA research project codenamed Stargate that studied remote viewing and mind control. The CIA removed her from the program, claiming they were phasing the research out, which Rebecca knew was nonsense � they were making groundbreaking progress. She suspected that her team was too successful, so the CIA sacrificed her to the world of unemployment � the logic being that the CIA, or some other group, didn�t want Stargate discovering technologies that already existed in secrecy.
After months of piecing together a profile and learning about Rebecca�s background, Trace called her. He decided a straight-to-the-point approach was best: �Do you want to continue your research?� Indeed she did.
* * *
Rebecca had a prissy, I�m-the-boss attitude. She always wore her hair up and covered her face with a pair of thick-rimmed glasses: she wanted to command respect for her years of schooling rather than for her looks. Teneil clashed with her most, since she held herself above his street-savvy mentality. To make matters worse, after Rebecca�s last visit, Teneil discovered a Barry White album in the CD player, and suspected his brother had been seeing Dr. Highandmighty with her hair down. Nonetheless, they worked through their individual differences for the greater good.
Militants, rebels, terrorists: such labels were affixed to individuals who challenged unstable governments in smaller, less developed countries than the US. Only in rare and extreme circumstances were such terms found in headlines describing Americans. Should Trace and his team be uncovered, they might draw similar descriptions in the press. Like their foreign counterparts, however, Trace�s group considered their actions as positive, fighting for a benevolent cause. They didn�t view themselves as militants, but revolutionaries, freedom fighters who challenged a new era of deceptive government.
Once most of Trace�s guests had arrived, he led the small group down a staircase to a windowless basement. The long subterranean space was designed as a recreation room. However, the black, gray and white decor offered a stark change in atmosphere from stained wood floors, hunter-green furniture and colorful wall paintings throughout the upstairs level. None of the visitors questioned the design. They understood the purpose, especially Rebecca; the colorless decor was her idea. Color served as mental noise that could disrupt brain signals. The basement provided an enhanced environment for mental dexterity.
�Let�s see if we can get caught up before Liebowitz arrives,� Trace said from his seat at a poker table.
Jimmy spoke first, �I talked to Desmond yesterday. He�s insisting we move forward on this kid, Blake.�
�Man, I told you guys Desmond lost his mind,� Teneil said, speaking as much with body language � rolling eyes, flailing hands � as words. �He�s all caught up in his ufologist role-playing. What good is a kid going to be to us?�
Jimmy liked Teneil, as Trace�s brother, but didn�t think he and his short-tempered street attitude added much to the group. But instead of speaking his mind and causing friction, like Rebecca often did, he learned to deal with Teneil and tried explaining Desmond�s view. �It�s not the kid that can help us, but who he might know, and what they can do with the information we offer.�
�You think there�s anything to it?� Trace asked. �I don�t want another situation like we had with the Chinese woman. Desmond is a marked man now. That�s why he isn�t here tonight.�
Jimmy was upset with Desmond too, but couldn�t ignore their long friendship and formative adult years together at the Air Force Academy. He felt that he at least had to argue on Desmond�s behalf. �Was it luck that they didn�t link Desmond to you after the Chinese incident? Or credit on Desmond�s part for putting up his crazy ufologist fa�ade? A fa�ade we mandated at his expense to keep people from taking him seriously enough to link with a group such as ours. I don�t think we should be too hard on him. Give him credit for his devotion; he�s been continuing alone. He already brought the kid to the base.�
�Last week,� Trace said with a degree of concern, wondering if Desmond was pushing his luck.
�Well, Desmond wants to know the results. He understands you distancing yourself, but doesn�t think he should be alienated.�
Trace gave it some thought. Desmond was following a plan, Trace�s plan: investigate, uncover and disseminate. Empower the people with information. Grass roots work. Safe and undetectable if done strategically. By selectively sharing their findings they would generate interests, and hopefully, given time, high level interests. Using Desmond�s ufologist charade, they could sift through interested individuals, choosing who might best help their cause. That�s why Desmond brought people to the public land around the base. The sheriff�s incident report containing the visitor�s names allowed Trace to check them out using federal supercomputers at his disposal. He was performing a job duty, and serving his personal interests.
�I found nothing on the kid that should make us leery of him,� Trace told Jimmy. �His educational background was intriguing, but I didn�t see anything to make me drool over him like Desmond is doing.�
�The kid works with an interesting professor in Los Angeles,� Jimmy said. �Desmond has been inside both of their homes, and bugged them. He said the professor�s house was like a fortress; the man is protecting something.�
�Have the bugs revealed anything?�
�Yeah. This professor has some serious friends. The bugs were only in place for two days when someone swept the house. The recorder picked up jostling sounds like they discovered the bugs, but Desmond says they didn�t remove them.�
�They want to know who put them there,� Rebecca said.
�So they�re looking for us,� Teneil said. �Maybe we don�t want to risk messing with them.�
�If they were people who would do us harm,� Jimmy said, �they would already have the answers this professor and Blake are looking for.�
�So someone found the bugs at the professor�s house, but what about Blake?� Trace asked.
�He doesn�t seem to realize what he�s in the middle of. Books and materials were all over his room: UFOs, Area 51, black budget studies. A lot of science materials, antigravity and physics technical crap over our heads, but right up our alley.�
�It�s not over all of our heads,� Rebecca noted.
�I�m sorry,� Jimmy said, �I forgot you understand how the flying objects out here tick along faster than mach eleven.�
�Let�s keep it calm,� Trace interjected again. �We�re together on this.�
Jimmy continued pleading Desmond�s case, as he had promised he would. �That professor and this kid Blake have a purpose. If they�re at all aligned with us, we�re in business.�
�We can move on the kid,� Trace told them, �but without Desmond. Despite what the spooks may think of his sanity, he put himself in another league when he got drunk and babbled to that foreign agent. From now on, whenever there�s a security breach at the base, his name will come up on the usual suspect list. Besides, sharing info with foreigners is not what we�re about.�
�I don�t think I should work the kid alone,� Jimmy said.
�We�ll develop a plan later,� Trace told them. �Right now we�ve got more immediate items to discuss.�
�What�s the latest word on Skyles?� Rebecca asked.
�Leave of absence,� Trace answered. �But he�s not at home.�
�You sure those spooks can�t get to us through Skyles?� Jimmy asked Rebecca.
�There�s always the chance. But I used my own hypnotic suggestions. If asked, he shouldn�t call us anything other than poker buddies.�
Once Trace and Rebecca felt they had an understanding of the psychological technology being used on certain base workers, they tested it. Their first attempt on Ben Skyles ended in failure. Rebecca had hypnotized Skyles using procedures she learned in the Stargate program. She knew something was hidden in Skyles� mind, but couldn�t get to it. The experiments backfired, forcing Skyles into a psychotic state, disorienting his contact with reality. The condition was minor at first, but deteriorated, propelling Skyles into a state similar to multiple personality disorder: he bantered about objects in space, became assertive and authoritative, then jovial and at times catatonic.
To better understand the procedure, Rebecca had to see it in action. Jimmy and Teneil bugged Skyles� home in the hopes of learning something that might help them. They never dreamed the spooks would remotely carry out the procedure, but it was all on tape. That alone was enough to start congressional meetings on the subject, but Trace wanted more. He wanted to know what the technology was hiding � the secret behind the secret.
�I hope the hypnotic codename is the only missing piece,� Jimmy said. �I don�t want to mess up another man�s life.�
�Man, forget Skyles and think about us,� Teneil said. �We scramble another guy�s brain and those spooks are going to definitely know something�s going down, and come a-looking.�
�I�ve listened to the tapes from Skyles� house a hundred times,� Rebecca said. �The password was the key. I put Skyles under hypnosis, but only made it halfway, and somehow left him walking around in a trance, stuck between reality and his subconscious. They also used drugs, which I suspected, but couldn�t verify until after the session when I analyzed the blood we drew. I used a mild sedative on Skyles, which in hindsight wasn�t a good idea. His blood showed traces of lithium, which increases deep sleep associated symptoms. Lithium can also cause severe side effects � like sleeplessness and sleepwalking � if not administered properly. I now realize the sedative I put in his drink to help hypnotize him had an adverse reaction with the lithium.�
�So, if I understand you,� Jimmy said, �these people at the top-secret levels are working in some sort of induced sleep state?�
�Something like that. There�s a condition called a parasomnia-disorder of arousal from deep sleep, which results in confused arousals. I think we�ve caused something like this to happen in Skyles� mind. I�m not surprised by any of this though. One of our objectives in Stargate was telepathic hypnosis, planting agents with no conscious knowledge of programming so they could be controlled remotely. I think static interference on the Skyles tapes had something to do with ELFs, low frequency signals used to instruct the brain. We called it a biological transfer system.�
�Trace saw this mind-control technology in use before your Stargate team made its discoveries,� Jimmy pointed out.
�Remote viewing was our primary field of research, but as we progressed so did our discoveries and understanding of the mind. Apparently we were on track to discover what other top secret government projects already knew, and had gone to great lengths to keep secret. So they fired me for being successful.�
�So how do the ELFs work? How do they program them?� Trace asked.
�The ELFs mimic brain waves. It�s called bioelectric entrainment. I don�t know the specifics � I never got that far.�
�So are you going to try and program Liebowitz?�
�No. We�re just going to prep him for that stage. Hopefully he�ll tell us what�s already been programmed. What�s hidden in his head.�
* * *
�Watch your step,� Trace bellowed from atop the staircase.
The bashful Aaron Liebowitz barely made eye contact during the introductions. He gave everyone a limp-fish handshake and retreated to his predetermined seat next to Rebecca. He associated with few women � not by choice � and had trouble listening to Trace explain the game of five-card-draw poker once he caught a glimpse of Rebecca�s skin, just above her knees, before it disappeared under her skirt.
Liebowitz�s instant obsession with Rebecca was obvious to the table, especially when he cranked his eyeballs to the far right, trying to get a look at something else; Rebecca�s breasts weren�t enormous, but they were there, peaking out above her slim waistline, and Liebowitz could see the round curves they created in her blouse. He hadn�t been that close to a woman�s breasts since last month when a lady bumped into him exiting a convenience store.
Despite not paying much attention to Trace�s explanation, Liebowitz caught on quickly to poker and was enjoying himself. While Trace dealt a new hand, Rebecca asked, �So, where�d you go to school, Aaron?� She knew the answer, and a great deal more, but wanted to make it appear otherwise.
�School was never my thing. My thoughts always drifted elsewhere while I waited for the other kids to catch on. I was the smartest kid in high school, but had a terrible GPA. My only collegiate option was community college, with some of the same souls who made high school intolerable. So I enrolled at a trade school.�
Liebowitz quit talking and picked up his cards, leaving his educational background at that, not telling them how he had mastered computer classes. Upon graduating, the career center arranged an interview for him with the Navy. Nothing exciting: a low-level civilian job programming and managing databases. He got the job, placing his talents in Big Brother�s realm where his existence, performance and talents were more readily visible to supercomputer tracking than had he stayed in the private sector.
Jimmy, Rebecca and Trace folded out of the next hand, leaving Liebowitz and Teneil to battle for the pot.
�Looks like Aaron might win his first hand,� Rebecca said jeeringly.
�Tshhh!� Teneil said in disgust before adding more chips to the pot. �This is my hand to take.�
�Don�t be stupid,� Liebowitz argued in disbelief. �Aren�t you paying any attention? You can�t win this hand.�
�What?� Teneil asserted, taken aback by his candor.
�Unless you�re cheating, you can�t win this hand.�
�He�s bluffing,� Rebecca explained. �It�s part of the game.�
Frustrated, Teneil insisted, �I�m not cheating or bluffing. I�ve got me a damn good hand, and I�m bout ready to throw it down and clean your trade-school ass out.�
�What�s the point of bluffing when I know what he has?� Liebowitz asked Rebecca.
�How do you know what I have?�
�I saw the cards.�
�You didn�t see my cards. I�m holding these mothers in tight.� Teneil flapped the cards against his chest.
�I didn�t see them in your hand,� Liebowitz explained. �I saw them after the last round. We all did. I guess you guys weren�t paying attention to their order, or that Trace didn�t shuffle the cards. He just picked them up and cut the deck. All I have to do is look at my hand and I know how they were dealt. The best you could have is three jacks.�
Dumbfounded, they all stared at Liebowitz in amazement, except Teneil, who tossed his cards on top of the chips, revealing his three jacks. �Man, I don�t know what the hell you�re talking about. But somebody had best start shuffling the damn cards.� He stared at Trace. Liebowitz showed off his full house and took the pot.
�Forget shuffling,� Jimmy said. �We should take our new buddy into Vegas and hit the casinos.� He exchanged eye contact with Trace and Rebecca; Liebowitz had just confirmed what a good catch he was.
Liebowitz smiled. He liked the fact that Jimmy called him their buddy. He had few friends. His lack of social interaction made him forget most people�s mental inadequacies. What seemed so obvious to him was incomprehensible to most. He promised to himself that he would be more careful, not wanting to offend anyone, especially Teneil with his fiery personality.
When Liebowitz wasn�t looking, Trace winked at Rebecca who excused herself.
Behind the bar, Rebecca turned on a frequency broadcaster and it began emitting a silent, but strong 425-megahertz signal that bounced between the basement�s cinderblock walls, affecting Liebowitz like a silent and invisible airborne virus. The signals worked by hypnotic suggestion, combining with the lithium in his blood to put him in a relaxed conscious sleep. The actions around him seemed like a dream, as if he had dozed off watching television, still hearing the broadcast, but creating a different picture in his mind.
Trace and Teneil retrieved an electroencephelograph and electrocardiograph from behind cabinet doors. They placed the equipment on the poker table, which Jimmy had cleared. Rebecca then began attaching electrodes to Liebowitz�s head and chest. Finally, Jimmy lowered a hood over his head. Liebowitz sat motionless as Rebecca slowed the pulse on the frequency broadcaster. The changing tones merged the brain waves of his left and right hemisphere, inducing him to fall further into a state of altered consciousness � a deep sleep state. Rebecca had achieved a similar state with Skyles, but through hypnosis alone, and he exited hypnosis prematurely because she failed to use tonal frequencies. Seeing Liebowitz respond to the 425-megahertz signal reassured her that hypnotizing him wouldn�t cause another mishap.
She first gave him directions about how to interpret the evening: not to remember the hypnotism; only to remember playing cards; they were nothing more than his poker buddies.
The final preparatory step was crossing the bridge that would give Rebecca access to the memories in his controlled state. �Listen closely, Aaron �� she said, readying him for his password, �� Tycho Brahe.�
His neck straightened under the hood, as if he had been aroused, but he remained silent.
�Tycho?� Rebecca asked, summoning a response.
�What�s going on? Who are you?�
�Copernicus sent me.� She knew Damien Owens as Copernicus, having also heard his codename on the recordings from Ben Skyles� house.
�Where�s Copernicus?�
�He couldn�t be here. There have been further complications with the program, similar to what he tested you for at your house recently. I�m a psychologist and I�ll be administering some more tests to ensure your continued safety.�
�My memory is fine. I told Copernicus there�s nothing wrong with me.� Liebowitz was assertive, a dramatic change.
�I understand �� she cautiously pieced together her ad lib answers, �� but it�s essential that I make sure there haven�t been any changes. I�ll be testing you for subtle gaps in your memory that may suggest you are susceptible to the problems we�ve discovered in others. If you�ve been affected, you wouldn�t realize it until the problem reached a threatening level.� He didn�t reply, and the hood prevented Rebecca from gauging his reaction. �Are you okay?�
�I�m waiting for you to start.�
Rebecca anticipated more resistance, maybe a question about the hood, but also knew he could have been conditioned for such unorthodox treatment. Surprised by his obedience, she studied her list of questions: �I want you to walk me through a typical work day. Let�s start with your first memory in the controlled state, and give me details.�
�My day starts on the underground shuttle. I sit in the car five or ten minutes. I�m always alone. I go straight to my office, passing two control points, requiring retina and palm scans. My operating plan for the shift has already been prepared and is waiting my attention. When I finish my assignments, I leave. My memories end like they started, on the shuttle car. As for my workday, it varies. Sometimes I work a few hours; sometimes I�m there a few days.�
�And where is there? Tell me where you work?� She tried sounding authoritative, focused on remaining unfettered by his answers, no matter how revealing or shocking they might be.
�The Dark Side of the Moon.�
�And where is The Dark Side of the Moon?�
�At the end of the tunnel.� His vague response suggested that he didn�t know details unrelated to his assigned tasks.
�The tunnel that leads to Papoose Valley?�
�If you say so; to me it�s point A and point B with a tunnel connecting the two.�
Trace knew his shuttle ride originated in Groom Lake�s main hangar, below ground. The tunnel would have to be at least ten miles long, but he knew that was possible; at the Nevada Test Site they had used large tunnel-boring machines to network miles of manmade tunnels and caverns. And now Trace and his team had a codename for the facility: The Dark Side of the Moon.
�Are there entrances to the facility besides the tunnel you described?� Rebecca asked.
�There�s a silo opening used for mongooses and hoots.�
Trace knew mongoose was radio lingo for helicopter. Hoot, however, was an unfamiliar term.
Rebecca received a note from Trace: �What�s a hoot?�
�For someone in charge of administering such a sensitive test, I�d think you�d know more about the answers.�
She hesitated, knowing her ignorance would show if she engaged in a conversation about the facility. �Any response to the questions besides the correct answer may be viewed unfavorably. Understand?�
�Yes, Ma�am.�
�Very well. Now then, what is a hoot?�
�Hoot is the codename for the birds we fly.�
Rebecca made eye contact with Trace. She knew he would want details on the hoots, but they had decided not to let curiosity steer them onto spontaneous tangents. She watched Trace swirl his finger, signaling her to continue with the questions on the list. Patience, he had told her, would be the key to a successful interrogation. He wrote new questions, giving more thought to each than if Rebecca had asked a question spontaneously.
�What�s your job?�
�I calculate atmospheric windows and develop flight plans for lunar deployments and stellar flights.�
Trace�s next note said to probe the flights.
�What is being deployed to the moon?� she asked.
�The hoots.�
�Tell me what technology a hoot is.�
�You tell me. I�ve only seen them on a monitor.�
�You call them flights, not landings. So you must know something about the technology.�
�It�s not a rocket. Half the state of Nevada would see the contrails, and it doesn�t need a runway. It�s a hoot. That�s all I know.�
�Where do you conduct most of your work?� she asked, continuing with her original list of questions.
�It varies, but mainly in my office and the control center.�
�It�s important I understand who you remember associating with. Tell me about the people you interact with at the control center.�
�I wouldn�t call it interacting. I have a chair in the control center and monitor the computer systems during flights, but for the most part, I sit and listen.�
�Have you ever had any interaction with Dreamland Control at Groom Lake?�
�Never. When we operate, they�re in a stand-down mode to minimize the number of people watching the sky. My personal interactions are typically limited to Copernicus. I correspond with others via computer, and sometimes phone lines, usually with contacts at SPACECOM. Other than that, I�m alone, even in the control center. I have a booth and my back is always to the mission commanders.�
Trace motioned for her to wait while he finished scribbling another note.
Reading his question, Rebecca asked, �Why do you communicate with SPACECOM?�
�They help me in planning the entry and exit windows so we can fly undetected.�
Liebowitz had just independently confirmed for Trace something Desmond had been claiming about SPACECOM for years. He looked to Jimmy who nodded, as it was confirmation for him too.
�What about Ben Skyles?� Rebecca said. �Do you know him?�
�No.�
�What about Sidereus Nuncius?� she asked, using Skyles� codename.
�I know Sidereus.�
�Is he a slim, athletic man? Dark hair, in his thirties?�
�Never seen his face. We talk over the radio.�
�Do you know what he does?�
With a hint of admiration, maybe envy, Liebowitz said, �Sidereus flies a hoot. He�s an astronaut � and on many missions he walks on the moon.�
�Tell me what you know about the moon, and why Sidereus is being deployed there.�
�Are you sure I should be talking about this?�
�This is the best way to assess your susceptibility to the memory gaps we�ve discovered. It may be an unusual request, but this is an unusual situation.�
�Moon rocks,� Liebowitz stated. �They�re bringing back loads of moon rock in the hoots.�
�Tell me the significance of the moon rocks.�
�The moon is littered with an element called helium-3, which is rare on Earth; we have helium-4. So we bring back the moon rocks and extract the helium-3 element.�
Liebowitz�s audience listened with stares of surprise and wonderment. Could the US be running a secret space program from the Papoose Valley?
Rebecca didn�t want to keep Liebowitz in the controlled state much longer. Every additional second was a ticking tempt at fate. She didn�t wait for Trace. �Tell me about helium-3.�
�Helium is the second most abundant element in the universe after hydrogen, and is generated by stars, like our sun, which fuse hydrogen atoms together to create helium-4 � two protons and two neutrons. However, about one in ten thousand comes out missing a neutron and you have helium-3. The strength of our atmosphere prevents most of the lighter helium-3 atoms from reaching Earth, but not on the moon.�
�And what is the helium-3 used for?�
�Nothing. We�re just stockpiling it.�
�Then tell me why we would go through such extreme measures to stockpile helium-3.�
�Because of its potential. Nuclear power plants fuse atoms together and the byproduct is energy, but the process also creates radioactive waste. With helium-3, however, if fused with deuterium, there�s no waste. Just clean energy. And there�s enough helium-3 on the moon to power the Earth for 10,000 years.�
�Why do we stockpile it instead of use it?�
�The process isn�t perfected yet, but it will be. The challenge is that helium-3 is equally effective in a warhead. Except there�s no long term effects � no nuclear wasteland after the mushroom cloud. We could bomb the Arabs today and take possession of their oil fields tomorrow. The problem is, some other country can bomb us and build a house on our purple mountains majesty.�
�How do you feel about keeping something like this secret?� Rebecca asked.
�I feel the same as Copernicus and everyone else involved with this program does. The technology is in safe hands with us. We don�t plan on building a bomb, but if someone else does, we�ll build a bigger one. It�ll be the Cold War all over.�
�How do you know another country doesn�t have similar programs?�
�They do. It�s not as big a secret as you might imagine. All the signs exist that others are aware. Half a dozen countries are building shuttles for lunar landings. What they don�t know is that the US � our program � has claimed ownership of the moon. They try and bring back helium-3 and we�ve got hoots that can stop them. I�m proud to be in this program. In a conscious state I don�t have the personal gratification of knowing how important my work is, but in this state � I�m a patriot � serving my country � and there�s nothing wrong with my mind, Lady.�
Liebowitz had opened their eyes not only to a secret underground facility, but a conglomerate of activities and technological secrets they were just beginning to understand. They wanted to learn about the technology associated with the lights in the sky, and discovered the hoots were but a blade of grass on another conspiratorial grassy knoll.
Despite wanting to stop the questioning and remove Liebowitz from the controlled state, Rebecca allowed Trace to pass more questions to here. They all wanted a better understanding of the helium-3 operation, so they accepted the risk and pushed a little further with their questions.

CHAPTER 38

Occasionally in summer months Mother Nature cranked her wind machine in reverse and eastern winds, warmed by the Mojave Desert, chapped lips, burned sinuses and tore branches from trees in what Californians called a Santa Ana.
A rustling tree and shaking window pain above Blake�s head woke him. Sheer darkness told him it was still the middle of night. An old alarm clock � the kind with three hands and a motor that buzzed � sat on the floor next to his futon. Its light was out and the motor had ceased its continual buzz at three-thirty-something. Rising, Blake stepped into a pair of boxers he had dropped beside the futon.
In the living room, the digital clock on the VCR was out too. Walking outside the apartment to investigate the power outage, Blake basked in the tranquility of the late night, enjoying the warm winds splashing against his bare chest and jostling his hair.
Glancing upward, he noticed something unusual: stars. He had never seen so many stars in the city. Most were usually washed out by lights and smog. For a few minutes he stared, mesmerized by the milky lights in the sky. He recalled figures from an astronomy class: the known universe contained forty billion galaxies. Forty billion. Each with countless stars. Some stars in the sky were in fact entire galaxies, so distant from Earth they appeared to Blake as a single speck of light.
Something moved in the shadows across the street. While studying the stars he had failed to notice a man seated on a motorcycle. He wondered how long he had been there, then wondered what he was doing there that late. Probably enjoying the rare moment like himself, he figured. Blake raised a hand, being a friendly neighbor, and the man returned the gesture.
Back inside his room, Blake dropped his boxers in their usual spot next to the futon and climbed under his sheet. Staring at the stars had put him in a philosophical state. He pondered his life, his purpose, and where he was going. He hoped things with the professor would work out.
The power returned after Blake fell back to sleep. A light just outside his bedroom window brightened the walkway along the side of the building. Without waking Blake, some light fell through his blinds into the room. A shadow was also cast through the blinds, the shadow of the man Blake had seen on the motorcycle.
* * *
A phone call roused Blake from bed in the morning. He answered, �Hello?�
�Blake Hunter,� an emotionless voice stated.
�Speaking.�
�Have you seen any UFOs lately?�
�What makes you think I�m looking for them?� he replied sternly, masking his concern about the nature of the call.
�All those books you keep in your room.�
�Who is this?� Blake demanded.
�Someone who can answer your questions, and then some. Just calling to make sure you�re home. We�ll catch you later.� The line went dead.
Blake wanted to call the professor, but didn�t know how to reach him. He looked in Trevor�s room, but remembered he was working a breakfast shift. Feeling uncomfortable in the apartment, he decided to go for a long bike ride until Trevor returned from work.
His bike was locked in a carport behind the apartment building. Wearing his riding gear, he set off down a narrow alley lined with garbage cans. Up ahead he noticed a van squeezing between trashcans and a parked car, traveling in his direction. It was an older model Econoline with no rear windows. Easing to one side, Blake tried to let the van pass, but it veered closer, pinning his body and bike against a parked car. �What the hell?� Blake yelled, thumping his palm against the van.
Lurching to a stop, the van�s side door slid open. Blake�s mind raced to process what was happening as he found himself confronted by a thug wearing a gray hooded sweatshirt and dark sunglasses.
�What up, Blake Hunter? My friends have some business they would like to discuss with you,� Teneil said, peering down at Blake from an elevated position in the van and presenting a smile that contrasted with his gangster look.
Blake knew this wasn�t a typical street jacking. Street gangs conducted cowardly drive-by shootings, this guy called first. �Are you the punk who hung up on me?� he asked. Blake had taught himself not to take crap from anyone in Los Angeles. He knew some might question his sanity, but he also knew letting someone get the best of him without at least flexing his muscles would leave him stewing for days with pent up frustration.
Before Teneil could enter a war of words with Blake, Rebecca�s voice interjected from inside the van, �Knocking on your door would have been a logical approach, but you never know who�s watching.�
Although Professor Eldred had assured Blake his research associates were legit, he suspected the professor was somehow in trouble, and these people in the van were part of it. Poking his head through the van�s sliding door, he saw the woman who had just spoke on a rear bench seat.
�You�ll be okay. Go lock your bike back up and get in,� she said.
Their approach was unorthodox, but their actions also seemed somewhat friendly and sincere to Blake. Deciding to cooperate, largely out of sick curiosity, Blake obliged. He sat in a captain�s chair and swiveled to face Rebecca, but he couldn�t see any distinguishing features on her face because she wore a scarf over her head and dark glasses. The whole scenario seemed too unbelievable to be real.
Teneil slid the door shut and Jimmy eased the van down the alley and began a leisurely drive around Blake�s neighborhood.
�I truly considered knocking on your front door and talking to you in your house,� Rebecca said in a kind, reasonable tone, not her usual bossy style, �but this is a serious situation and our anonymity is crucial. I also can�t assume your apartment is a safe place to talk.�
�You have a name?�
�Not for now. Just call us your friends from Nevada.�
�Friends?�
�We can help one another. I�m taking a great risk in exposing our operation to you, but we have done some research on you, your interests, and your associates.�
�I�m a student. I work for one professor, and I don�t have any associates.�
�I understand. We�re actually interested in Professor Eldred�s associates, and you�re the safest link.�
�I don�t know anything beyond what I do for the professor.�
�Let me pose it to you like this: we have information to give, but no one to give it to. You are looking for information, but before now, you�ve had trouble getting what you want. I�m hoping if our intentions are similar, we can join forces.�
�My intentions are good,� Blake said, �and I know the professor is a good man, and assume his intentions are good too.�
�We�ll make that determination as we progress.�
�That�s great,� Blake said, �but so far you�re speaking in general terms. You�re going to have to get specific and tell me what this is really about.�
Rebecca and Trace had planned how she would present their team. Blake�s assertiveness and confidence made a good first impression on her, and she began to understand Desmond�s interest in him. �My associates and I have connections to the Dreamland facility in Nevada, and a second underground facility in the Papoose Valley codenamed The Dark Side of the Moon. It�s this second facility where the government is hiding technology that I call beyond conventional comprehension.�
A tingling shiver crept up Blake�s back; she had hooked him. Her words were enlightening, a confirmation. His interests, which sometimes seemed like a waste of time, now had new possibilities. �Beyond conventional comprehension,� he repeated, pondering her choice of words. �I�ve heard others speculate about that region. Their descriptions often used phrases like not of this earth or extraterrestrial.�
�I�m not here to speculate, Blake.�
�Are you going to tell me about little gray aliens? Antigravity propulsion systems? Back engineered spacecraft? Because, to be honest, that�s what the professor had me researching.�
�I�m aware of your work. If I thought it to be outrageous, I wouldn�t be here. I�ll start by saying this about the technology: it�s not limited to one project, such as back-engineering a spacecraft, or one specific development like antigravity. Papoose is home to a few operations � Unacknowledged Special Access Programs. But even if you knew everything about Area 51, you�d just be scratching the surface. There are multiple ongoing projects, eclipsing everything known by mainstream science, all of which combine to pose a devastating threat under their current covert conditions. Origins of the technology and the security measures surrounding it, in some cases, date from the late forties and early fifties. We haven�t yet ascertained if anything relates to the Roswell incident and little gray men; the timelines may be a coincidence. What we do know, however, is in the fifties, after developing the atomic bomb, the government possessed technology they wanted to protect with greater secrecy than what they used at Trinity. Participation in new programs was minimized and control was placed in the hands of small isolated operations. While we can only assume the discoveries can benefit society if made public, there�s no debate that extreme secrets are dangerous when controlled by groups not responsible to the public. Nothing in our constitution justifies the ongoing secrecy, and that�s the premise behind our intentions. Are you interested?�
�You knew I had an interest before coming here?�
Handing Blake a piece of paper, she said, �You should find this interesting. Consider it an act of good faith on our behalf.�
Blake studied the paper�s contents:
D + 3He + p(14.7meV) + 4He(3.7meV) + 18.4meV

�Can you make sense of that?� she asked.
�It�s a formula: deuterium and helium.�
�A unique form of helium with an atomic weight of three. That formula is an equation for producing clean nuclear energy � no radioactive waste. We believe they are testing it at the underground facility in Papoose Valley. They retrieve the helium from the moon, aboard vehicles powered by something other than rocket-based propulsion systems.�
�Antigravity?�
�To be honest with you, I don�t yet know how they propel the craft. The helium element is just one piece of the puzzle, one form of the secret technology in the conglomerate out there. A conglomerate that comprises a secret space program � a second NASA � with no restrictions, no oversight and no reasonable purpose for existing because officially it doesn�t exist.� Rebecca knew by the way Blake sat on the edge of his seat, listening to every word, that she had him. �I�m offering you this formula because you can check it out. Few people have heard of it, but its existence is not a secret, only its use. Take it as proof toward our credibility.�
�So all I have to do is believe you?�
She laughed. �I�m not going to make it that easy. We�ve put a lot of time and money into our operation. We�ve risked our careers and freedom. The reward is personal gratification.�
�Anonymous heroes,� Blake added.
�And heroines,� Rebecca noted. �Exposing ourselves puts us at an even greater risk. We must be sure that whomever we deal with, not only understands and supports us, but can help us reach our ultimate goals.�
�How am I going to do that? I don�t even know who I�m working for, assuming there is a third party.�
�We know there�s a third party. We�ve done our research. It�s up to you to find out who that is. You�re the link.�
�That�s easier said than done.�
Rebecca smiled, emanating confidence. �We have a plan.�
* * *
Blake�s understanding and outlook on American life typified the post-baby boomer generations. He grew up in safe and prosperous times. Sovereignty had been a forgone conclusion. He never considered the government could be less than stellar, hoarding secrets in a way that could jeopardize the country�s sovereignty, his sovereignty, his friends� sovereignty. The idea they could traverse a wormhole, as the professor suspected, yet not share such a remarkable ability with others, and instead fight to keep the technology secret, infuriated Blake with the same freedom-fighting passion that emboldened the country�s forefathers. Curiosity and self-interests no longer seemed a priority in Blake�s desire to understand antigravity; he now felt a patriotic obligation to discover the truth.
Trevor returned home from work to find Blake sprawled across the couch, gazing at the ceiling. �You look like crap,� said Trevor.
�Grab a seat,� he told his best friend. �We need to talk.�
Growing up, Blake and Trevor had many common interests and shared experiences � sports, video games, puberty � that bonded their friendship, a friendship further encouraged by Trevor�s parents who saw Blake as a positive influence on their son. They accepted him into their family, often having him over for dinner, and breakfast after he stayed the night, offering a traditional family setting that Blake didn�t get at home. Despite their differences in habits and tastes that grew as they grew � Trevor�s desire to relax, talk and play, and Blake�s eagerness to exercise, think and learn � they had a brotherly bond which allowed them to share feelings and offer support under any circumstances. Blake sometimes teased Trevor when he spoke of an idea for a script or worked in Hollywood as an unpaid intern, but he never ridiculed his dreams. Likewise, Trevor always cut the antics and listened when Blake wanted to talk. Blake�s demeanor this evening suggested that Trevor needed to listen.
�Someone has been watching our apartment,� Blake said. He continued telling him about the professor�s research, the phone call that morning, the van ride and what the woman in the van had proposed. They wanted him to go to Area 51, follow specific directions and sneak on the base. They gave him a date and promised he would have a view inside the large hangar at the south end of the runway. A hangar they suspected contained an entrance linking Groom Lake with the second installation in Papoose Valley. They wanted to verify their theory with photos.
�You can�t get past the security out there,� Trevor said.
�They assured me there�s a way. I didn�t like it at first either, but it makes sense. It�s a good way for me to confirm they are who they claim to be.�
�It�s also a good way for you to go to jail. They could prove themselves just as easily by giving you the photos.�
�I argued that too, but they don�t have the photos. They need me to get them, and in the process, prove my integrity.�
�What about theirs?�
�I�ll know that answer a few feet across the perimeter.�
�Do you honestly want to do this?�
�I think so.�
�NASA won�t hire you if you�re caught.�
�NASA already rejected me. I�m not going to wait for something that may not happen when I can make things happen.�
�Well � I know you aren�t asking for my permission, but there�s obviously a reason for this discussion.�
�I need you to drive.�
�I see.� Trevor smiled at the irony of Blake asking him to do something unlawful. �What about that fool Desmond? He�d be into this.�
�He�s with them.�
�And you still trust what they say?�
�Am I ever wrong?�
Trevor wished he could say always, but had to be honest, �Rarely.� Next he thought of the risks and implications on his own life. �I don�t have to sneak on the base, do I?�
�Just wait in the SUV.�
�Maybe it would be safer if I shadowed you.�
�It means a lot that you would do that for me, Trevor, but you couldn�t keep up. I need to do it alone.�
�So when do we go?�

PART 6
CHECKS vs. BALANCES


CHAPTER 39

Dusk. Nevada Highway 375. Blake eased a white Jeep Cherokee he had rented to a stop along a sandy shoulder atop Hancock Summit in the Pahranagat Mountain Range, a mile shy of the high-desert interstate�s descent into the Tikaboo Valley.
Blake and Trevor exited the Cherokee and began unscrewing its brake light covers.
�Remember that time I backed my old man�s truck into a parked car and busted out his tail light,� Trevor said reminiscing. �The dealership wanted sixty bucks I didn�t have to fix it. And you said I should steal one off a new truck in their lot.�
They always laughed when talking about past shenanigans, but neither was in a laughing mood. The conversation helped ease the tension, however. �That was one of the few unlawful thoughts in my life,� Blake confessed. �I never thought you�d do it.�
�What you�re about to do tops anything I�ve ever done.�
�You got your light disconnected?� Blake asked, ignoring his statement. �I don�t want to be on the side of the road very long.�
�I thought they can�t see us until we enter the valley.�
�They can�t, but two guys in black, disconnecting brake lights, looks a little suspicious if anyone passes by.�
Studying the western sky, Blake saw that the last tinge of sunlight had faded, replaced by a bluish hue on the horizon from the bright Las Vegas lights almost one hundred miles away. In all other directions a black sky was upon them.
Trevor drove, keeping them a couple speedometer notches under the posted speed limit, eager for the night to be over, but in no hurry for it to begin. The Cherokee�s purring motor and its tires whirling on the pavement made the only non-indigenous sounds for miles. As their elevation dropped, Highway 375 straightened as far as the headlights shined across the vast Tikaboo Valley. The two buddies had entered the watchful arena of the security forces.
�Here�s our mile marker,� Trevor said, aware of his duties.
The directions given to Blake referenced a narrow four-wheel drive path at the southern end of the valley, miles before Groom Lake Road, that they were to follow under the cover of darkness. Trevor slowed the Cherokee and cut the lights. They both put on night vision headsets that strapped in place behind their heads and under their chins.
Spotting the path, Trevor turned left off the highway. �Fifty feet, right?�
�Yeah, but stop here,� Blake said. �Let�s not take chances.�
The security forces used roadside sensors throughout the valley to alert them of any vehicles turning off the highway. Blake jumped out and walked ahead until he found a round device semi-buried a few feet off the path. The sensor detected ground vibrations caused by vehicles, but was not sensitive enough to register Blake�s presence as he approached it. Popping the top revealed a battery pack, which he pulled a set of wires from. He walked another twenty feet and found a second device, disconnecting it as well. The units were always set in pairs because the sequence in which they were triggered signified the direction of travel.
Time would tell if Blake had disconnected the units properly. The night vision eased the tension by eliminating the blackness from their immediate surroundings. In every direction they saw a green-hued open desert.
Trevor steered the Cherokee off the path, venturing into unadulterated terrain. Using a rented Global Positioning System for guidance, he steered over pristine sand, around shrubs and cactus, and toward the coordinates for Blake�s drop point near the Jumbled Hills, a mountainous range south of the Groom Mountain Range.
Little was said during the drive, and little more would be said until they returned. They had prepared and rehearsed almost nonstop for two days, committing most of the plan to memory, with Blake bearing much of the memorization burden � his duties were more complicated with numerous GPS waypoints and sequences to remember.
After fifteen miles on a roundabout route, they approached the first destination, near the extreme southern end of the region covered by the Groom Proper Patrols.
�Get your gear on,� Trevor said, studying a digital temperature gauge on the dash � it read ninety-four � and realized the temperature had not dropped much since the sun disappeared. Blake climbed to the rear of the vehicle. He had dressed in black: combat-style hiking boots, BDU pants from a military surplus store and a tank top. Now he added to the outfit: elbow and wrist guards normally worn for inline skating; a water-stowed back pack; and a large fanny sack stocked with camera equipment, protein bars, first-aid gear and various tools and items Blake considered essential in emergencies.
�We�re here,� Trevor informed him, seeing the proper longitude and latitude coordinates on the GPS. He slowed to a fast idle.
�See you around five,� Blake said as he eased out the side door, bracing himself on a running board for a second before jumping off, then jogging alongside until he managed to close the door and bang an all-clear knock.
Trevor accelerated, leaving a blast of dust in his wake, and disappeared over a short ridge, heading for a rendezvous point where he would park and stay the night.
Blake could jog a sustained seven miles an hour on a track or city street, but crossing uneven terrain, at night, he hoped to average two and a half miles per hour. Heading toward the perimeter, he concentrated on his footing, hopping rocks and rivets in the dirt, dodging brush and Joshua trees. Trudging, high-stepping and pumping his arms added momentum while he conquered the first of several hills. He limited the uphill pace to a brisk walk because of the additional energy climbing required from the muscle fibers in his thighs.
Checking a GPS device strapped to his forearm, he saw he had arrived at the first waypoint, although the device had a variance of plus or minus thirty feet. To combat this problem he had visual descriptions and landmarks to use for additional reference; he searched for a silver ball on top of a pole, like ones he had seen on the first trip. Without night vision, finding the encased camera would have been next to impossible, but he soon spotted its dim silhouette twenty feet away, a stark reminder that this wasn�t simply barren desert. The inanimate object was his first encounter with his adversary. Although he had been assured the camera and motion sensors encased inside the silver ball would not detect him if he followed the plan, he found it as reassuring as somebody telling him it was okay to poke a pit bull: poke � grrr � poke � grrr. Proceeding past the camera was no different on his nerves: step � grrr � step � grrr. He paid a great deal of attention to a frequency scanner attached to his belt, listening for a chirp, which would sound if the camera began emitting a signal.
He neared an outcrop of rocks, tire-sized and smaller, except for three larger boulders, two leaning against another and forming a crevice � a passage � just large enough for a person to crawl into. The silver balls, spaced in quarter mile increments, shot a fence of invisible laser beams along the perimeter, but were unable to penetrate the rocks and detect motion in the crevice, thus creating a hole in the surveillance system � and Blake�s red-carpet entrance into the government�s black world.
* * *
Trevor�s combined lifelong experience of driving a four-wheel-drive vehicle across rugged terrain at night now amounted to a total just under four hours, which included time spent practicing in the days leading up to this adventure. Soon after leaving Blake, he faced a rut cutting at an angle across his soft, sandy path. The width didn�t affect his tires, except where his right front tire met the opening; sand gave way and the narrow rut became a large enough gap to swallow the tire. The Cherokee sank to the earth until the front right bumper touched down with a bellowing thud. Oh crap, he thought, and eased on the gas pedal, but the engine only revved. Panicking, he pressed hard on the gas, throttling the engine as all four tires spun, dug and sank the rear end until the underbelly of the jeep was flat on the earth.
After stepping out, he realized this wasn�t a situation he could dig his way out of in the dark. The original plan called for Trevor to drive about two miles away from where Blake would cross the perimeter and wait until four in the morning, then he would return to the drop off point and meet Blake around sunrise. The possibility of getting stuck in the sand did arise in their contingency discussions. He would now have to double-back on foot to the rendezvous point, and during the daylight he and Blake would try to dig their way out, or seek help. But Trevor still had a number of hours to kill and decided it best to spend them in the Cherokee, hoping to remain unnoticed.
* * *
Once through the crevice in the boulders and on the base, Blake picked up his pace, eager to distance himself from the perimeter surveillance.
After a mile of brisk uphill trotting he crested the Jumbled Hills and had his first view of the base, illuminated like a not-too-distant city. The topography changed as he descended into the valley. Far fewer rocks made travel easier and faster. He worked his way to a wash that carried water to the lakebed when it rained. Like a miniature canyon, the wash provided walls � varying from two to twelve feet in height � that offered a shielded path to the next waypoint. He jogged faster and with greater confidence about his immediate bearings.
As he approached the dry lakebed, the surrounding hills flattened into rolling, open plains interspersed with occasional low plateaus and mesas caused by converging streambeds, like the one he was running through. The distant base lights now illuminated faint outlines of structures and towers.
With each progressive footstep on the streambed�s compact sand, the sheltering sidewalls diminished until Blake was no longer hidden, but at the next waypoint, a dirt road, which served as an artery for security vehicles to travel around the lakebed to Groom Valley�s southern end. He stopped, crouched, stretched and paused for a breather. He sipped water for the first time and was confident he had the physical wherewithal to reach his destination and return with water to spare.
Blake studied the base as he rested, knowing he could use his zoom lens to snap detailed photos of the base from his present position, but the money shot required him to push further. Soon he would be in position to use his zoom lens and see inside the large fabled hangar.
The next jaunt required Blake to cross the road and be exposed for several hundred yards before reaching the cover of another gulch that would guide him the rest of the way. He had been reassured that as long as the coast was clear, he should not worry about detection as he crossed the road.
* * *
Every horror film Trevor had ever seen replayed in his mind while he tried to pass time in the stranded Jeep. The slightest wisp of wind or creak from a critter spun his head in near panic as he strained to see if someone lurked amongst the chaparral scrub and Joshua trees. The rumors about aliens at the base started playing in his head; he eased forward in his seat, craning his head over the steering wheel and glanced upward through the windshield at the night sky. The stars were plentiful, and all appeared steadfast in their positioning on the galactic canvas, meaning there was nothing more than stars in the sky above, he hoped. But that wasn�t reassuring enough for Trevor as the anxiety of the situation strangled his patience with claustrophobia. The sideboards and dash of the Jeep�s interior suddenly seemed confining. He eased the door open and slid out into the airy desert, ready to begin his hike to meet Blake, figuring he would just sit and wait when he got there early.
* * *
Blake dashed across the dirt access road in solid strides, feeling as exposed as a streaker, and continued at a feverish pace into a shallow gulch that led him to the final waypoint. Situated atop a rocky knoll near the east side of Groom Lake, Blake found himself elevated sixty feet above the dry alkalescent lakebed. The base was still two miles away, across the runway. Contoured details of the buildings, hangers, control tower, satellite dishes and radar towers were now perceptible through the unmagnified enhancement of his night-vision goggles.
The airbase that had taken on mythological proportions in underground circles, and did not exist for many years, was proving itself a factual entity. Years of government denial, sidestepping and misinformation had compelled civilians to ask more questions. The powers-that-be wanted to keep the remote assemblage of buildings a secret, but instead altered mere brick and mortar structures into an alluring dragon�s lair.
Blake removed his night-vision goggles and began attaching a nine-inch lens and camera that were stowed in his fanny pack. He had rented the most powerful lens he could find, designed to photograph far-off images using a thousand-millimeter reflex lens. With the lens attached, he fell to his stomach, using his elbows for a camera stand, and took his first close-up view of the base.
He wasted no time launching a photographic assault, sweeping left to right, searching for his primary objective. He saw no signs of activity, no signs of life other than building lights. After scanning a third of the base, he spotted his first person, then a second: two guards stationed in front of the large hangar.
The hangar doors were cracked open, but only about ten feet. He adjusted the focus, trying to see inside, but his angle was bad, all he saw was a corner wall. He had about twenty minutes before it was time to head back in order to reach public land by dawn, and knew that if the doors didn�t open further in that time, his pictures and the journey would have been in vain. Setting the camera down, he put his night-vision goggles back on and studied an adjacent plateau just a short dash from his current position, but potentially capable of giving him the camera shot he sought. He hesitated because the detour wasn�t part of the plan. Nothing in life comes without a catch, he thought. What was the correct choice at this point? Come so far and give up, or deviate slightly? The path was clear. A fast jog would put him there in a minute; no point wasting two minutes thinking about it.
* * *
Trevor�s primary concern as he hiked to the rendezvous point was not being discovered. If the guards found the stranded Cherokee they would search for the passengers. And if they found him, they would want him back in the Cherokee and on his way; he would have trouble meeting Blake.
He decided not to retrace the tire tracks back to the drop point because the guards could track him more easily if they discovered the Jeep. Instead, he plotted Blake�s first waypoint into his GPS and hiked in that direction. Trevor assumed if he dropped Blake off at waypoint A, and Blake went to waypoint B while he went to waypoint C, and all three waypoints were east of the base, then he could travel from C to B without crossing the perimeter. And he was correct. The problem with Trevor�s new route was it deviated from the validated instructions given to Blake.
Trevor�s walk had become monotonous, but suddenly he was forced to freeze in his footsteps. Deep, slow breaths were his only movement. From behind his night-vision headset, his eyes trained on a man-made object ahead. He suddenly realized the directions for he and Blake were specific for a reason � to keep Trevor off the base, and in surveillance blind spots, so he wouldn�t attract attention on the public lands
Paces ahead to his left, in an open area with a view in every direction, a metal tripod supported a camera, which at the moment faced away from Trevor. Like two gunslingers waiting for the other to make the first move, he and the surveillance device squared off � both motionless. The camera drew first: it panned its lens left, sweeping in Trevor�s direction. Trevor charged at the camera, hoping to disable it before being seen.
* * *
Blake felt as though his heart pounded five times for each step he took. His minute trek stretched to almost ten as he progressed in increments � jogging, pausing, searching; jogging, pausing, searching � as he kept a watchful eye out for surveillance equipment, too afraid to move any faster. He knew he could retrace his steps at a rapid pace on the way back.
Upon reaching the plateau with no indication from his frequency scanner that he had triggered a sensor, he dropped to the earth, removed his night-vision goggles and situated his elbows to brace the camera. He immediately noticed a light lifting off from the tarmac near the hangar, a helicopter, and it appeared to be moving in his general direction. Although it was about two miles away, he panicked, thinking it was coming for him. His heart raced faster. He felt it harder to breathe. Did I trigger an alarm and they are coming to investigate? He quickly peered through the camera and zoomed for a closer view of the helicopter. Something is wrong, he thought, seeing nothing through the camera. Before he could pull away, he sensed everything around him go dark, like a blanket had been thrown over his head. He heard shuffling in the dirt and tried to react, to turn. An excruciating pain bit into his right shoulder blade like a bolt of electricity. Too much was happening for him to understand, and the pain halted his thoughts and reactions, shooting up his neck, down his right arm, and through his midsection, paralyzing his body. He struggled to pass air in or out of his lungs. A faint and prolonged �Ughhhhh,� came from his lips, and droplets of cottonmouth saliva spewed across his chin. The piercing bite-like pain ceased, but the aftereffects lingered. He lay motionless, trying to regain his senses. Only a brief second passed before he felt someone grab the shoulder strap on his backpack and drag him forward until he slid over the plateau�s edge and down a short embankment.
Another brief piercing bite to his back sucked the air from his lungs. His face was forced into the dirt by someone holding a blanket or cloth across his head and upper body, restricting his movement and pinning his arms to his side. He didn�t need to see to understand what was happening, what had happened, to know he was captured. But Blake thought it odd when his captor dropped on top of him, covering his body and legs.
�Don�t move,� Val Vaden�s muffled voice said through the Bio Suit helmet shielding his face. �We don�t want that helicopter seeing you on its thermal imaging system.�
�Who are you?� Blake asked, wondering if he wasn�t the only person his new friends sent on a mission this evening.
�Just relax until it passes. Then we�ll talk.� Val had been hiding in the Groom Valley for several days, hoping to film inside the large hangar. His nearest bunker was several miles south � on more vegetated land � and he trekked each night to their present location hoping to film activity. When Val spotted Blake traversing an area laden with electronic surveillance, he feared Blake was some crazy kamikaze base watcher. If a sensor was triggered, he knew his own chances of sneaking to a safer sector were slim. In trying to prevent a problem, his predicament became compounded. Blake now knew that he was out there.

CHAPTER 40

�Chief,� a sentry manning surveillance controls in Groom Lake�s White Room said. �Tower is asking for status.�
Trace Helms stood pensively, arms crossed, an unlit cigar clenched in his mouth, with a scour on his face that told the men under his command not to upset him further. �Tell them it looks false, but we�re still doing a quick flyby. If they want a response team to investigate, they should expect an hour delay by the time we get everyone back and sequestered again.�
�SP-1 says it looks like a false alarm, Tower. We�re sending a mongoose to do a flyby. If you want us to deploy a response team, you�re looking at an hour delay on the test.� The sentry hung up the phone and turned to Trace. �He said something about shooting all the coyotes out here and slammed the phone down.�
Trace moved behind another sentry seated at a video control panel and said, �Play it again.� Watching the surveillance video again, Trace prayed not to see any sign of Blake in the picture, or anyone else for that matter. The night-vision-enhanced footage started with a view of barren sand and desert scrub, then began sweeping left toward the motion detected by the camera�s sensor. A sudden and sporadic movement spun the image backwards, blurring the view, until the camera appeared to be resting on the ground with its lens in the dirt.
All personnel were accounted for and the Groom Proper Patrol had reported no visitors at the perimeter that evening. Trace would wait and send a ground patrol to reset the camera at dawn, buying some time for Blake. Nobody would question the Chief�s insistence that the disturbance was a false alarm. Trace was concerned, but also relieved it was a mobile camera off base and away from areas frequented by civilians; Blake was safe for the moment, as long as the helicopter crew didn�t spot him.

CHAPTER 41

Val raised himself, keeping a knee in Blake�s back, and studied the hilltop horizon behind them, in the direction the helicopter disappeared. �Don�t move,� he ordered as he fiddled with the controls for his radio transceiver, trying to pickup the communications between the base and helicopter crew.
After listening for a few minutes, he said, �You aren�t alone out here, are you?�
Blake hesitated, wondering who this man pinning him to the ground was, and then said, �No, I�ve got you watching my back.�
�Don�t be a smartass,� Val said, digging his knee deeper into Blake�s back. �Something, or someone, knocked over a mobile surveillance camera. Fortunately for us it was off the base and they are calling it a false alarm. If they knew you were out here, they would probably investigate a little further. We got lucky. But I think you�ve got company out here. Let�s hope they don�t cause us more trouble.�
Blake suspected that because someone affiliated with security did indeed know he was out there, they weren�t investigating further. He did wonder about Trevor though, and suspected he was somehow involved in the alarm.
�That chopper�s going to be on top of us again.� He repositioned himself on top of Blake and spread his ghillie suit as additional cover, hoping to fully hide Blake�s heat signal. �Sorry for the intimate moment � it�s purely self-preservation � but as long as we have this time together, why don�t you tell me what you�re doing here?�
�I�m lost,� was the prepared statement Blake had hoped he wouldn�t have to use, crinkling his nose as he said it from the strong smell of sweat and body odor his captor emitted.
�Wrong answer.� Val triggered his stun gun and gave Blake�s nose a quick zap that sent a burning pain through his sinuses. �Who are you?�
�I�m just a college student. I was hiking and got lost. The next thing I knew I was right in front of the base.�
�Nice try � you�re wearing black, night-vision, and that�s a five-thousand-dollar lens on your camera. You�re not lost. I can�t believe you made it this far without being detected. It�s like a minefield with all the sensors around this sector. You almost screwed us both.�
�Sounds like neither of us should be here.�
�I don�t want your stupidity getting me caught.�
�A stupid person wouldn�t make it this far,� Blake said, feeling some relief that he wasn�t in the hands of security. �Let me go and I�ll get out of here. I have a route.� Blake was crunching the minutes and hours in his head. He�d lost valuable time from this delay, and was losing more. He needed to start back now and at a faster pace. The return trip required more time because a good portion was at an incline.
�Are you heading east?� Val asked.
�What�s it matter?�
Val was considering Blake�s route off the base when he heard the helicopter. He tensed his body, trying not to move, keeping his legs balanced atop Blake�s. �Stay still,� he said. The chopper was on a different line and passed over further north, but still close enough that they could have detected Blake on a thermal imaging screen had he been in the open.
Once clear, Val raised himself off of Blake and let him sit up for the first time. �You entered the base near where that helicopter just came from. That�s further south than most base watchers venture. There are no vantage points on public land, so they typically don�t have to worry about visitors in that sector, but obviously there�s a breach in the security that allowed you to cross over. This ordeal slowed your pace. Now you�ll be lucky to make the perimeter by dawn, and you can bet they�ll be sending ground patrols at first light to reset that camera if they aren�t on their way already. And they�ll see your friend�s footprints, won�t they?�
Blake realized there was no point in lying. He needed to think this through and take the correct steps. �I�ve got someone waiting for me, but he shouldn�t have crossed paths with a surveillance camera.�
�So you have inside information about the surveillance out here?�
�Maybe I thought I did.�
�Even if you get off the base, they�ll stop you. They�ll see the dust trail from your vehicle, and they�ll stop you. Then they�ll question you, and you know about me.�
�So you shouldn�t have introduced yourself.�
�That chopper would have seen you, and you�d be hogtied and unconscious right now. I�ve seen it done.�
Blake didn�t know where the situation was going, but he sensed he might have to fight his way out of it. He studied the complexity of the equipment on the man�s body and head and figured he could land an uppercut or shot to the throat � that seemed to be the only vulnerable area. Then he could twist the man up in his poncho and take him to the ground. He only needed a head start. The man couldn�t catch him with all the equipment he wore. �So what do you propose?� Blake asked as he continued to rehearse his strike in his head.
�What�s your friend going to do if you don�t show up on schedule?�
�He�ll leave. Drive out of the valley so they can�t see him through the surveillance telescopes, and find a place off-road to set up a radio antenna and wait for me to call him.�
�How long will he wait?�
�A day. Just in case something happened and I needed another night of darkness to flee.�
�You�ve thought this through.�
�Not interested in failure.�
�Well,� Val said, having devised a plan, �it looks like you�re going to use that extra day. I�ll get you to safe cover tonight. We�ll lay low during the day, and if I�m comfortable with the situation, we�ll go our separate ways tomorrow night. You�ll be close enough to make your crossing point with time to spare.�
Blake eased off on his attack plan and considered this strategy. It was certainly more logical than fleeing for the perimeter with what looked like a sci-fi action figure on his tail. Blake cursed his luck. First he trusted the strangers that got him into this mess. Now he needed to trust a more obscure stranger to get him out, but it seemed like the most reasonable answer at this point.
Blake took one last look at the hangar, still in some sense of disbelief that he was viewing it in person, but his mind was shrouded with a greater sense of surrealism about what was now happening. He didn�t get his pictures of the hangar, but didn�t much care at this point.

CHAPTER 42

Considering the added weight from the Bio Suit components and gear affixed to Val�s body, he moved quickly across the desert. Blake led so Val could keep an eye on him and holler instructions: Left! Right! Slower! Aided by level terrain, they covered their first mile in nine minutes, traveling south, away from the base.
�Stop!� Val ordered, pausing for a quick breath.
As Blake looked back at the base, he noticed a number of lights on the runway. �What about the test?� Blake asked. Snapping photos of a test craft could be of benefit to the professor, and might just salvage the trip.
�How do you know there�s going to be a test?�
�Just guessing.�
�I doubt that. And just because I�m helping you off the base, it doesn�t mean I condone you taking photos of this place.� Unconcerned with the testing at Groom Lake, Val guided Blake on a journey southwest, skirting a dirt road that ran parallel to the runway.
For over four miles Val followed the directions from the GPS in his helmet, saying little to Blake. They ventured away from the access road and up steeper terrain. With fatigued bodies, they reached their refuge for the time being: a makeshift hut fashioned from chaparral brush and camouflage netting, secured between two boulders.
Val grabbed a lightstick from his vest and snapped the center, mixing its chemicals to generate a blue light. Pulling back a piece of the netting, he revealed a cramped hut and handed the lightstick to Blake. �You first.�
Holding the lightstick in front of him, Blake entered, but kept his night-vision goggles on until he was certain the nooks and crannies were free of snakes and other critters.
�It�s not much, but you get to call it home for the next fifteen hours,� Val said.
�Then what?�
�I haven�t decided.� Val pressed several buttons on his computer before disconnecting the wires leading to his helmet. He lifted it off to reveal a white face-hood with black tubing that crisscrossed his cheeks, forehead and chin, giving him an intimidating tribal look.
�Is that a cooling system?� Blake asked.
�Don�t worry about it,� Val said, reclining and sipping water from a canteen.
�You ever take it off?�
�I don�t need you seeing my face.�
�Fifteen hours is a long time to keep that on.�
�It�ll be more than that by the time I take it off again.�
�When�s the last time you had a bath?�
�Hygiene takes a backseat out here.�
�I can smell.�
�I think it would be best if you didn�t ask a lot of questions.�
�Just trying to make conversation.�
�We can talk about the weather. Or you can tell me how a college student sneaks onto one of the most secure military bases in the world.�
�Sure,� Blake agreed, �after you tell me where you got the superhero costume.�
�It�s going to be a scorcher today,� Val answered.
�With that technology, I�d say you�re a serious spy.�
�Aren�t we both?�
Blake had not thought of himself as a spy. �I guess the military would see it that way.�
* * *
With each passing minute, dozens of stars faded from view as dawn advanced in the east. Staring through a crack in the camouflage netting, Blake concentrated on a small patch of sky and pondered his predicament. His eyes had watched the crack like it was a television set, helping to pass his time in the hideout.
�Does anyone know you and your friend are out here?� Val asked. �In case he�s lost, or hurt?�
Blake found his concern comforting. �Yeah, people know we�re here.�
�Let�s hope they don�t do anything stupid, like call Nellis or the sheriff and inquire about your release.�
�It won�t go down like that,� Blake said.
�Sometimes under pressure people deviate from the plans.�
That comment made Blake realize he no longer had a plan. How am I going to get out of this? He knew rigorous hiking was ahead. His provisions were low. A few protein bars and enough water to keep him hydrated that day, but his supply would be dry by night unless he rationed. Either way, his body would start tiring after a few miles of hiking.
Knowing he was at this man�s mercy, Blake decided it was time to address these issues. �I�ve been considering my situation and what must happen next. You may feel my presence forced you to confront me last night, but you forced me to stay with you. And now given the extra miles you are making me travel, I don�t think I have enough water to make the alternate rendezvous with my friend.�
�I thought about that,� Val said. �Tonight we�ll head to a bunker in the Papoose Mountains with ample provisions. We�ll pick up extra water along the way.�
�And then what? It doesn�t sound like we�re getting out of here tonight?�
�The final leg around Papoose Lake is tricky. We�ll need an entire night to complete it.�
�So you�ve decided to guide me out of here.�
�It�s either that or leave you for dead.�
�So I should plan on being in Vegas in two days?�
�Barring any problems. I�m still working out the details.�
�What details?�
�It�s not as simple as hiking to a vehicle and driving away. I�ll let you know more when I think it�s important.�
Accepting his predicament, Blake decided to take advantage of his travel companion�s apparent knowledge and the opportunity to see Papoose Dry Lake. Visiting Papoose was extraordinary; in recent decades more people had set foot on Mount Everest�s peak. Whether Papoose�s sequestered location protected national secrets or merely encouraged the rampant spread of unverifiable rumors, Blake would partake in a dream hike for many ufologists, aviation buffs and conspiracy theorists.
�So we�re going to Papoose,� Blake said. �That�s why you didn�t care about the test last night. You want the secrets they keep at the second base. What�ve you seen?�
�I�ve seen the place where they keep the aliens,� Val said in a deadpan response.
�Really?�
�No. I was just testing your beliefs.� He offered his first chuckle and said, �It�s best if you don�t know much about me.�
�I�m beginning to understand quite a bit about you. If you were interested in the large hangar at Groom Lake, but not the test craft, you must have been looking for the tunnel entrance.�
His mentioning of the tunnel surprised Val. �How do you know about the tunnel?�
�Same way I learned how to sneak on the base.�
�Which is?� Val asked.
�This is where our conversations seem to reach a stalemate. Neither of us wants to trust the other.�
�You�re already trusting me � with your life!�
�My actions may be illegal,� Blake admitted, �but I consider my intentions morally correct. I don�t agree with the way the government conducts business out here. I�m not looking to subvert the government. I just don�t want the government subverting me.�
�Are you saying you would talk to me if you thought it was for a good cause?�
�Something like that,� Blake said.
�I�m going to have to divulge certain information to you about my situation. You�ll see things that a resourceful person � as I believe you to be � could piece together and use to figure me out.� Val was thinking ahead, what he would have to tell Blake about his cover at the Nevada Test Site. He figured the best option to force Blake�s continued obedience was pulling his trump card, flexing muscle with his identity. Grasping hold of the mask still covering his face, Val pulled it off, revealing his matted sandy-blond hair and a narrow, unshaven face that tightened a little more each day as his body burned more calories than it consumed. �My name is Val Vaden. I�m FBI.�
�FBI!� Blake took a moment to consider the ramifications of the FBI sneaking around Area 51. �So are you spying or conducting surveillance?�
�I guess that depends on who you ask?�
�I�d love to see those congressional hearings,� Blake said, imagining various branches of the intelligence community squaring off before Congress. Then the thought of Val being an FBI agent caused a more personal realization. �So, am I going to be arrested when we get out of here?�
�Arresting you would raise some interesting questions about jurisdiction, and even more questions about my presence here.�
�You�re spying on the spooks � the checks versus the balances.�
�Once we get out of here I�ll expect more cooperation.�
Making a friend at the FBI appealed to Blake, and would lend credence to his actions. �You�re the contact I need,� Blake told him. �Maybe fate brought us together.�
�I tend to believe in positive visualization.�
�It gets better,� Blake said, his enthusiasm evident in his voice. Pointing toward the base, �People are down there looking for someone like you.�
�How did you find them?�
�They found me.�
�Why you?�
Blake considered the professor�s FOIA documents. �It started with some information that fell into my hands, then triggered a bizarre chain of events. You doubt my background as a student, but that�s all I am. I start work on a PhD this fall.�
�And what do you study?�
�Antigravity propulsion.�
Val had a feeling, an intuition, a lingering sensation that befuddled his thoughts and made him sick to his stomach. He thought about Professor Eldred and the background investigative work he had conducted on him, and his assistant. He looked into the eyes of the young man sitting with him and stated his name: �Blake Hunter.�
Blake started to speak, but didn�t know what to say. He paused a moment, then stuttered, �I � I know I didn�t tell you my name.�
�You study under Professor Eldred?�
Now Blake was beginning to feel queasy. �Something like that. Why?�
Val shook and dropped his head again. Blake posed an immediate threat to the entire operation. He didn�t understand how or why he was out there, but it presented many challenges, including the future secrecy and safety of his investigations. The motivation that had sustained him in these harsh conditions was instantly diminished and he now wanted to be anyplace other than the middle of the desert.
�Why does the FBI know who I am?� Blake asked, almost panicked, suddenly realizing there was much more to the research with the professor than he had understood.
�The professor is helping a congressional task force that�s investigating black budget funding. I helped with the background check that cleared you to work for him.�
�Eldred never told me about the FBI.�
�He wasn�t allowed to. He also wasn�t allowed to include you in anything beyond assisting with his research. I�d say venturing out here is more than research.�
�Eldred forbid me from coming out here, but he didn�t know the opportunity I had. And I didn�t know the total scope of his work. This is good though. We�re fighting for the same cause, and I�ve made contacts for you on the inside.�
�I don�t know if it�s good. How did you end up out here?�
�It was an accident. I dug a little too deep with my research. But wait a minute. Eldred told me last week that his sponsors pulled out. Something has him all shaken up. He�s become even more of a recluse.�
�I don�t know what might have happened,� Val said. �I�ve been out here.�
�The people that led me out here, they suspected Eldred was working for somebody important, someone in government who would do good with the information they offer.�
�How did they know that?�
�Beats me. I was skeptical until now. But so far, everything they�ve told me has been correct. They�re promising a lot more if I can prove it�s going to the right cause.�
�If you get caught out here,� Val said, �it�ll kill this operation. Assuming that hasn�t already happened.�
�How could my capture jeopardize the operation?�
�It�s not like you accidentally strolled a few yards over the perimeter. They�ll interrogate you, double-check every answer with lie detector tests and piece the facts together. Now you know about me � the FBI. That�ll come out too. I definitely have to get you out of here.�

CHAPTER 43

Damien Owens clapped his mobile phone shut with a slight hint of frustration.
�Problems?� Kayla asked, as she approached with a cup of coffee she ordered for him.
�Circumstances � never problems,� he replied, although not too convincingly. �Turns out the congressman from San Diego is probing a little deeper than we thought. He acquired two experimental life-support suits from DARPA. The suits can keep a man alive in extreme desert conditions over a period of days, maybe even a week. The congressman arranged for the suits to be tested by the DEA for surveillance along the Mexican border, but the DEA is only testing one suit.�
�How did we find out?�
�The rumor mill in DC. It was traced to an aid in Congressman Langston�s office. Hopefully we�ve scared them enough to cancel any espionage plans they may have in our desert.�
�How do we know they aren�t already out there?�
�That�s being checked out now.�
Owens� phone rang again. The agent on the other end said, �Air Force Security reported a false alarm on the base last night that delayed a flight test at Groom Lake. Then after dawn this morning, the Groom Proper Patrol discovered a stranded Jeep, footprints led them to the driver � wasn�t a false alarm after all. He arrived sometime last night and managed to avoid detection until daybreak.�
�Do we know him?�
�His name is Trevor Sinclair. He visited Freedom Ridge recently with another male, Blake Hunter. Both were escorted there by Desmond Wyatt. Now for the kicker: when we recorded Professor Eldred talking to the FBI agent, Grason Kendricks, they mentioned someone named Blake. Turns out Professor Eldred had a student named Blake Hunter. So the kid they stopped this morning has a connection through Hunter and the professor to the congressional investigation.�
�Where�s this guy Hunter now?�
�Don�t know. He used an Amex to pay for gas in Vegas and Alamo yesterday. If I had to guess, I�d say he�s somewhere in our backyard, and wearing the second life-support suit.�
�His friend is a student too?�
�About that age.�
�I find it hard to believe the FBI would involve college students in an investigation of this nature.�
�Hunter�s background is engineering, including a Master�s degree. He�s applied to NASA in the past and has a better understanding of the objects in the sky than any FBI agent would. It�s a clever cover. At first glance they seem like the typical curiosity seekers we get out here.�
Owens knew immediately what had to be done. He had spent countless hours preparing contingency plans for every situation, and rehearsed them so often in his mind that responding was second nature. �There�s more to those life-support suits if someone is avoiding our surveillance. Delay the hoot that�s returning tonight. If someone is out there, I don�t want them seeing that ship.�
�We�ve already checked with SPACECOM. NASA�s got an unmanned rocket launch in two days. It includes civilian satellite payloads. There�s going to be a lot of people watching the atmosphere. Tonight is the only safe window for at least fifteen days.�
Sending the hoot back to the moon for two weeks was a dangerous option. �Bring it in tonight,� he decided, �but at the last minute. Meanwhile, get patrols working the valleys.� After hanging up, he turned to Kayla. �It�s time you visit Papoose without a blindfold.�

CHAPTER 44

Like many creatures in the desert, Blake and Val�s sustainment was based on a nocturnal existence. With the sun gone for another half-rotation of the earth, they ventured from their hollow and began a short five-mile hike to the next bunker. Val bid the makeshift hideout a sentimental farewell, knowing it would be his last time on the land. Although existing in the crude confines was grueling, the memories would always be with him.
Each step of their journey brought with it another question in Blake�s mind, but Val didn�t want to talk while they hiked. You�ve got to have some serious cajones to undertake Val�s mission, Blake thought. Plus an extensive understanding of the land. He considered the Indians, who were proof that desert survival was possible with far more primitive technologies. Tribes had survived for eons on similar terrain.
They arrived at the Papoose bunker in a little over three hours, carrying four extra gallons of water. Blake was impressed with Val�s ability to manufacture and collect water using shallow pits, pieces of succulent and a small tarp.
The larger bunker � a cave-like structure that had rock on three sides � was more comfortable than the previous night�s accommodations. They celebrated a safe arrival by feasting on military MREs � Meal, Ready-to-Eat � of chicken with rice, crackers and cheese spread. Powdered Gatorade added to a jug of water washed the food down. Ice was the one item absent from an otherwise gratifying meal. Being forced to survive on a minimal amount of food and water made Blake realize how much he took for granted the everyday perks that American society had to offer.
�Got any cake in that box of supplies?� Blake joked.
�No junk food.�
�Tomorrow is my birthday.�
�I can jam a lightstick in a protein bar.�
�That would beat some birthdays I had as a kid.�
�Rough childhood?�
�Lonely childhood. The early years.� Changing the subject, Blake said, �You know, I once considered becoming an FBI agent.�
�What changed your mind?�
�It was third on my list behind astronaut and doctor.�
�I guess it�s too early to tell if this situation is going to help you or hurt you.�
The conversation was stymied as both tired after their meal. Blake rested his eyes and his body, enjoying the comforts of an inflatable vinyl pool float that helped him drift off to sleep.
Daybreak was still hours away when Val began rustling about the bunker as he began the methodical process of putting on his Bio Suit components.
�What are you doing?� Blake asked.
�Going out for a while.�
�Is there a problem?�
�I picked up a transmission. I don�t want to miss an opportunity to film something.�
�What kind of transmission?�
�Scrambled. I�ve heard it before. Don�t know who it is or what they�re saying, but once it preceded a craft landing in a mountainside nearby.�
�At the second base? We�re that close?�
Val continued fastening the straps and clasps on his Bio Suit, answering Blake with a nod of the head.
�What kind of craft?�
�That�s what the professor is supposed to determine.�
�But you�ve seen it. What�s it look like?�
�You familiar with the classic UFO?�
�A flying saucer?�
�Umm-hmm!� Val pointed at Blake, �I�m serious when I say keep your ass planted. I catch you poking your head out for a look � I�ll zap you and strap you until morning.� His point made, Val secured his helmet and left the bunker.

CHAPTER 45

�How many miles have we hiked?�
�About three.�
�You�d think we were back in boot camp.�
�For real. This better not be a drill. I hate dragging around our assault rifles.�
�I don�t mind the gun, it�s the night-vision straps rubbing against my scalp that drives me crazy.�
�We gotta start pulling more day shifts. It�s too hot for them to make us leave the patrol vehicles and hoof it.�
�Is anyone else working this sector?�
�Why?�
�Footprints.�
�Those shouldn�t be from any of our guys.�
�It was windy today. I don�t imagine they�re too old.�
�They told us to look for anything out of the ordinary. I�d say we found it.�
�Let�s track them a bit before calling it in and getting everyone excited. Just in case they are from an earlier patrol.�

CHAPTER 46

A faint tremor rumbled through the cave and rock Blake was leaning against, and pulsated his back. Could it be a silo opening? he wondered. Feeling like a child told to keep his hands out of a cookie jar, he wanted to peek outside, but knew it would be wrong. His desire to remain safe kept him sequestered in the corner. He was already zero for one when he diverted from the plans.
A few minutes later the tremor returned, this time followed by a brief and distant popping sound. He never heard a craft. Rumors about flying objects in the valley spoke of silent spaceships, but could they be that quiet, like a glider?
With Val gone, time seemed to pass more slowly. Then Blake heard footsteps, but the tarpaulin covering the entrance wasn�t disturbed. He listened with greater intensity. Silence. Maybe it was a passing animal, a coyote. He thought of a time in the Boy Scouts when a raccoon was clawing at his tent during the night. He had imagined an enormous monster � Bigfoot � not such a small creature. He convinced himself the sound outside wasn�t footsteps, but some insignificant noise. Then he heard it again, closer. Knowing better than to call out, or even move, he sat in utter silence. Again he heard movement. Someone poked at the tarpaulin. Feet scuffed the dirt. A man crashed inside and rolled on the ground. It was Val and he failed to rise.
Leaping to Val�s side, Blake said, �What�s wrong?�
�Help me get this suit off,� he said, in apparent pain.
Blake helped him pull the helmet off and unclasp the chest piece. Val remained speechless, gasping after every movement of his body. When Blake started removing the components attached to Val�s thighs, he felt moisture on his hands. �Your leg is soaked in blood!�
�They stumbled across my footprints.�
�How did you get away?�
Val removed the controls strapped to his left forearm and handed them to Blake. �This baby has a few tricks. Now put it on!�
�What?�
�You�ve got to go.�
�I can�t leave. You need help. And I�ll get caught.�
�The hell you will,� Val grunted. �I got the saucer craft on video. You�re putting on the suit and sneaking the data off this base.�
From Val�s tone, Blake knew it was the only option.
�Start putting the suit on,� Val insisted. �I�ll explain what you need to do.�
�How will I know where to go?�
�GPS � the suit will guide you, but you�ve got to hurry. Two guards stumbled on me. They�ll be out of commission for a bit, but soon it�ll get ugly.� Val used a knife to cut away the blood-soaked material covering his left thigh, revealing an oozing bullet wound.
While Blake slipped the various components of the Bio Suit onto his body, Val dictated a general set of instructions into the helmet�s sound recorder, then showed him how to use the navigation system. �Follow the coordinates. You need to navigate around the sensors in this valley, and the radioactive soil at the Nevada Test Site.� The last item Val showed Blake was a distress beacon. �If you think that you�re going to get caught, activate this. Just keep in mind that the other guys can track the signal too.�
* * *
Alone, stranded and bleeding through the in-and-out bullet wound in his upper left thigh, Val sat on the bunker�s floor and cursed his luck. He had navigated the surrounding terrain undetected on three separate missions, finally having recorded the evidence he sought, only to round an outcropping of rock and find himself facing two menacing soldiers. �You can�t hide your footprints,� one said.
Val had refused to surrender, yet the men training guns on him were not the enemy; they were honorable Americans doing their job as employees of the United States Air Force. For that reason, Val carried no gun, but he did have a small arsenal of non-lethal weapons stowed in his Bio Suit. Using the suit�s voice-activation feature, he whispered instructions and concentrated a low-frequency sound wave at the stomach of the closest soldier. Within seconds the muscle-bound man lost the stern look on his face and rigid grip on his gun. Nausea had overwhelmed him and before he realized what was happening, his stomach�s contents blew from his mouth in a projectile fashion. Weakened, the soldier crashed to the ground, dry heaving and rolling in the dirt.
Val continued abiding by the instructions of the first soldier, dropping to his knees, keeping his hands raised.
When the standing soldier became nauseous, he charged Val, tackling him to his back. Val responded with a stun gun blast that incapacitated the soldier. As he pushed the man off him, he noticed the other soldier struggling to point a pistol at him. Val stood and kicked the gun away, but not before two random blasts discharged from the muzzle. One bullet bored through the quadriceps in his left leg, missing the femur bone and femoral artery. Contact with either body part would have put him on the ground between the soldiers.
After taking their radios and tossing them out of sight, Val hobbled back to the bunker. The pressure from each step shot a resounding pain through his leg, reinforcing the fact that he wouldn�t be hiking off the base.
Using a flashlight, Val studied his torn flesh. Applying pressure had diminished the blood flow, but he knew by his dizziness that he had lost a significant amount. His challenge now was staying in the bunker long enough to give Blake time to distance himself, but not so long that he might pass out and bleed to death. He knew the two soldiers would have recuperated by now, but without radios they didn�t pose an immediate threat.
After twenty minutes, Val figured Blake was at least a mile and a half from the bunker. His leg had stiffened, and standing generated excruciating pain as if someone had poked a pencil in the wound. Outside, he sat on the ground, sucked up the pain caused by his movements, then reclined to a supine position. After resting for a minute, he rolled on his stomach � more pain. Although his wound was now in the dirt, protected only by a t-shirt wrapped around it, Val thought it better that he put himself face down rather than be manhandled by the soldiers when they handcuffed him.
Soon he heard helicopters approaching. When he careened his neck skyward, he saw three of the large monsters flying with equal distance between them, sweeping the desert with infrared, he presumed.
The closest chopper veered from its place in the formation and shined a spotlight on Val. The two others also banked in his direction. Blake could now continue unpursued for the time being. One chopper descended from Val�s view. He figured a cargo load of soldiers would be upon him soon.
The roar from the choppers drowned the thumps of approaching footsteps. As soon as Val realized the soldiers had surrounded him, a knee landed in his back and forced every breath of air from his lungs. They said nothing to Val and paid little attention to the blood-soaked shirt wrapped around his wound. Instead, they stretched the wound by pulling his ankles over his back and hog-tying them to his wrists. The last memory Val had was a sharp pain in his neck, an injection that put him to sleep.
* * *
The Bio Suit weighed on Blake like a novice backpacker�s overstuffed load. Hiking with the excess burden wouldn�t have been too hard on him, but running proved challenging. Yet he wasn�t tired. Spending the day snacking on MREs and protein bars had nourished his system, and fear again boosted his adrenaline, putting him in a mental zone that allowed his body to sustain a vigorous pace. A manly sound of exertion accompanied each outward breath � huh � huh � huh � as he pumped his arms and lifted his legs. He slowed his pace just once to watch the helicopters converge over Val.
Val set the functions on the suit so all Blake had to do was follow the directional arrows on the head-up display. Few thoughts passed through his mind while he traveled across the terrain except those concerned with his movements: dodging Joshua trees like they were flagpoles on a slalom course; planting his feet on sand; stepping over rocks, holes and brush.
He made good time rounding the sandy southwest tentacle of Papoose Lake and reaching another of Val�s bunkers. This locale offered the fewest amenities of the three refuges Blake had visited. Val had built it for emergencies. A folded camouflage net and a pile of brush that looked like a good snake sanctuary would be his building materials to fortify the shelter. Under the tarp, a gallon of water and small ammo box protected a day�s rations.
Val had told him of the ATV hidden in the mountains less than four miles away from his present location. Climbing four miles with the Bio Suit�s added weight was not a feat Blake could accomplish before sunrise.
Like the other mammals in the desert, Blake hunkered in his shelter to avoid the sunlight that was just beginning to silhouette the mountains on the eastern horizon. He didn�t look forward to the day ahead. When he sat still his skin itched and begged for a cleansing, and his lack of movement encouraged movement from the creepy-crawlies sharing the bunker with him. He occupied his time studying the help program on the Bio Suit�s computer.

CHAPTER 47

No matter how wide Val spread his eyes, he only saw black. Restraints prohibited him from lifting his wrists and ankles. His wounded leg was numb. His head ached and spun like he had a hangover. He needed more sleep.
A door burst open, splashing light across Val�s body.
�Wake up!� he heard a raspy voice order.
The door slammed shut, returning darkness to the room. Feet shuffled and approached him. A small motor churned, raising the hospital bed, putting his body in a recumbent position.
Click! On a pedestal at the foot of his bed, a halogen lamp cast an intense brightness, warming his face and stinging his dilated pupils. He saw his body, restrained, covered by a loose-fitting hospital smock, and his thigh, wrapped in gauze, tinges of blood visible. Like an old-fashioned police interrogation, the bright lamp washed out everything around him, including the man standing behind it.
�Clever the way you built that bunker to hide in,� came the raspy voice. �Too much equipment in there for you to pack in on a single trip. We also found a couple manmade water troughs. That tells me you�ve been visiting us for some time.� The voice was emotionless, serious. �Spies rarely have a happy ending in this region. But we have a special set of circumstances surrounding your situation.�
Val was confused. Maybe they ran fingerprints? But Grason had arranged to block his identity in the FBI database.
�When you surrendered,� the raspy voice continued, �you were wearing far less than when my man shot you. Technology is like a fingerprint: distinct to its source. The description my man gave of your outfit matches equipment developed by DARPA and loaned through a certain congressman to the DEA. But they only received one suit, and you, Mr. Hunter, were apparently wearing the other.�
Hunter? They think I�m Blake. Val said nothing, buying every minute he could to help Blake get away.
�I assume you were taking pictures of that little light you saw in the sky, and the film is with the suit. Did you hide the items, thinking you could sneak back and retrieve them later?�
Val remained silent, listening more than he appeared to, hoping for clues about the man in his words. His spiel, however, was contrived, containing no spontaneity that might reveal facts.
�Of course you hid it. At first I thought that you had an accomplice. You did a decent job of covering your tracks, but in a couple of locations the soldiers discovered two sets of footprints. The winds have destroyed much of our evidence, but a few tracks remained. A closer examination has us thinking you made multiple trips along the same route.�
Val saw the man�s forearms extend from his brutish physique and rest on a steel railing surrounding the bed. White shirt cuffs with pewter cufflinks protruded from beneath black suit sleeves. One hand held a steaming mug of coffee.
�How�s the leg?�
�Com�� Val coughed, his throat dry, hoarse. �Comfortably numb,� he managed to say after swallowing.
�It�ll heal. The medic says it�s a deep flesh wound. The bullet went in and out. Had they shot you between the eyes, I�d be in less of a predicament. We�d throw your body in a cooler until someone came looking for you. How long before your people know there�s a problem?�
Val didn�t know how long he�d been there, or where there was.
�Your failure to respond tells me you don�t wish to discuss your experience here. Let�s try talking about more personable topics, get to know one another while we pass the time until you�re ready to conduct business.�
Val watched him dip a finger in the steaming coffee.
�I love my coffee scalding hot.� He removed his finger, now red. �Ever since I was a kid, I�ve tested myself by taking showers either freezing cold or hot enough to make my skin itch. If you can tolerate nature�s extremities just short of causing physical damage to yourself, you have an edge over others.� He sipped the coffee, making a hissing sound as he chased it with a slow breath of air to cool his tongue. �How about you, Blake? What�s your threshold for pain?�
Not wanting to see where this conversation was going, Val suggested, �Maybe I should have some legal counsel.�
�You�re not being charged with anything. We�re just having a discussion while you recuperate enough for us to take you home.� Owens could have extracted information from Val using the hypnotic equipment at his disposal, like he had done with the Chinese operative. Unlike foreign governments, however, the FBI could react if their agent returned home in a different mental state. �I�ll be back when the numbness in your leg wears off. I may be reluctant to hurt you, but my Hippocratic oath doesn�t cover preexisting conditions.�

CHAPTER 48

High noon. One hundred seven degrees.
Ants had survived the ice age and wouldn�t be defeated or scared into hiding by one man who had invaded their turf for a day. �Frickin� ants!� Blake yelled, brushing off another invasion of his suit. He hadn�t relaxed all morning. If the ants weren�t making him restless, it was a lizard or spider. Once he spotted a small brown scorpion near his foot. He could only imagine what might be nesting on his backside amid the Bio Suit�s shredded burlap.
Looking across the dry lakebed, he saw the wavering heat create an oasis, making the pristine white sand appear covered with a sheet of glimmering water.
He spent hours fiddling with the Bio Suit�s computer, attempting to access Val�s surveillance records � the video of the craft � but couldn�t break the password.
He considered prisoners sentenced to solitary confinement and wondered how they managed. With eight more hours until nightfall, the task seemed impossible. This was Blake�s loneliest birthday ever.

CHAPTER 49

Val awoke again in sheer darkness, but sensed his surroundings to be different because a ventilation fan whirled somewhere overhead. His bed and restraints felt the same, but his head was groggier than the last time he awoke. They must be controlling my consciousness intravenously, he thought.
A motor churned � it sounded like an old garage-door opener � and echoed throughout the vast enclosure. Like doors to an airplane hangar, the walls in front of his bed began to separate. Sunlight splashed into what Val now realized was some type of storage bay. Through the open doors he could see the northern end of Papoose Lake. The sky was painted red, and dusk had set on the land.
Somewhere behind him Val heard whispers. Shhlip, shhlip, shhlip, came the familiar footsteps. �Does our little home meet your wildest expectations?� he heard the raspy voice ask.
�What home are you referring to?�
�The popular culture calls this place S-4. Silo Four is its true name. Hasn�t been used much in recent years and the doors are tucked far enough under the cliffs that they are not visible from above, so little is known about it. The Atomic Energy Commission built it to store nukes, but that was no longer feasible after the military took possession of Area 51. The military used it for various projects until those alien back-engineering stories surfaced. What a nightmare. It wasn�t worth the hassle to continue using this place.�
�There�s no point using it when you�ve got a subterranean base nearby.�
�Those are your words. Obviously those gravity anomaly maps we found with some of your provisions led you astray.�
�Are you telling me the maps are misleading?�
�I�m saying it doesn�t matter what those maps show because this silo is where we�d bring the politicians who insisted on knowing the truth.�
�You think it�s that easy to hide an entire base?�
�What base?� Owens said with a haughty demeanor. �You ditched the video with proof of your claim.�
Val took the raspy-voiced man�s statement as an indication they still didn�t know about the real Blake Hunter.
�Even if you got the okay to bring a tractor out here and dig, we�d stop you,� Owens said. �Actually, your own people would stop you when members of the excavation crew dropped from radiation exposure.�
�There�s no radioactivity in this valley.�
�Maybe, but that doesn�t mean we can�t make someone contract the sickness. After that, no politician would support investigating your hunches at the risk of death.�
�Those anomaly maps aren�t a hunch.�
�We�ll explain them as nuclear fissures. Not all underground blasts cave in and form craters.�
�There wasn�t any nuclear testing authorized at Area 51.�
�Are you familiar with Project Plowshare from your studies of this region?�
�Somewhat.�
�The project investigated applications of nuclear energy for peaceful purposes: mining, building shipping ports, moving mountains. We�ll blame the craters on testing associated with Plowshare. Records show the Nevada Test Site was used for Plowshare events that created underground cavities from nuclear detonations. So we admit to a few more detonations than were sanctioned. Plowshare existed long enough ago that we could blame the illicit detonations on dead intelligence agents. You couldn�t even punish anyone. We�d apologize, label Papoose as a nuclear wasteland, end of story for ten thousand years.�
Val didn�t care to enter a rhetorical battle with someone too cowardly to show his face. The conversation was moot if Blake escaped with the video. �So what happens to me?� he asked.
�I suppose once we find the gear we�ll send you home. Our friends in Washington will do the rest. That crusading congressman in San Diego will soon lose his political support and your operation will become extinct. The truth is, most politicians want to be reelected more than they want to stir trouble. And we�re trouble.�
�Sounds unlawful. If I remember my history, the biggest argument against forming the CIA was that such a power could be used against Americans, including politicians, and defeat our democratic way of life.�
�I never said I was CIA, but I understand your point. Let me just say, I am as patriotic about my duties as you are about yours. In fact, I�ve studied your background, and I like you, Hunter. We�re adversaries from an ideological standpoint. That�s the irony of the situation: we�re on the same side. Unfortunately that we the people discourse only means something in history class. In order for there to be history classes in the future, we need to keep a few things secret. I guess the balance in our conflict is power; whoever has the most power gets to call the shots. As it stands, that puts me in control,� Owens said as he increased a sedative drip on Val�s IV and watched him fade back to sleep.
Owens returned to an observation room where Kayla was seated and watching his exchange with their prisoner on a monitor. He knew the man was not Blake Hunter. Earlier that afternoon a crosscheck with California DMV records confirmed the prisoner they suspected was Blake, was someone else, another FBI operative. Owens hadn�t sorted out the details yet, but he now knew that Blake Hunter was still unaccounted for, as well as the Bio Suit and its data.
�They still haven�t spotted any vehicles near the perimeter that might be Hunter�s, and there�s no sign of any hikers,� Kayla informed him.
�He won�t be moving until dark. That suit gives him an advantage. We need to anticipate where he�s going.�
�They said they�ll concentrate the helicopters near the wildlife refuge tonight, as you instructed.�
Owens thought again about how he would conduct such surveillance in the desert. How he would sneak on the base. He would need a lot of portable gear. Protection from the elements. Close and direct access � the Nevada Test Site.

CHAPTER 50

The nightfall Blake thought would never arrive brought with it an increase in helicopter activity: the steel insects buzzed through the sky like giant mosquitoes looking for a heat source to attack. Black helicopters. No lights. Nothing to suggest where the crew focused their attention. They flew in side-by-side formations working back and forth across the valley like crop dusters, and Blake knew it was him they wanted to eradicate.
Before venturing from his lair, Blake double-checked the Bio Suit�s temperature display, making sure it was in synch with the air temperature and eliminating his heat signal.
He moved at a furious pace, his body aching, drained and weak, but he was motivated, knowing his journey was short. His body could rest later, behind the wheel of Val�s truck with a large cup of coffee to keep him awake as he drove home.
His trek turned steep almost immediately. Twice he lost his footing and fell. He could see the top of the desolate mountain though, and pushed himself to climb harder, often using his hands in synchronicity with his feet for stabilization as he scaled, crawled and pulled his way upward from Papoose Valley.
With Val�s ATV hidden less than a mile away, Blake had one more hill to conquer. As he neared the top, he heard another helicopter, faintly at first, and with the Bio Suit�s helmet acting as a buffer, it was harder to pinpoint the direction. As the sound increased, Blake realized the helicopter was in front of him, blocked from view by the mountain. He fell to his stomach, not on flat ground, but across a rock, his butt higher than his head, and froze with his neck kinked sideways, his eyeballs straining to look above. Like a soaring hawk searching for food, the helicopter flew into view, cresting the mountain and swooping downward along the contour of the mountainside, passing not more than a few stories over Blake. The sound was deafening and the rotor wash slapped his back.
As quickly as the chopper had appeared, it vanished into the distance. Close call. Blake reached the mountaintop and increased his pace, traveling much of the last mile downhill. The GPS guided his every step with its LED arrows on the head-up display pointing in any one of twelve compass positions to keep him on course. Val told him if he followed the course, he didn�t need to worry about perimeter cameras or motion sensors. Blake never broke pace, pumping his arms and legs, unaware of when he crossed the invisible line of demarcation between Air Force property and the Department of Energy�s Nevada Test Site.
The ATV was where Val had told him it would be, hidden with brush and camouflage netting. He drove conservatively, guided by night vision, keeping a watchful eye out for the treacherous nuclear sinkholes and radioactive sites Val warned about. Blake knew if he made a wrong turn, it could be years before he was inflicted with the cancerous consequences. So he took his time, riddled with anxiety that overwhelmed any sense of accomplishment he might have felt from successfully traversing Area 51 on foot.
Blake found the Nevada Test Site an eerie place. He passed barbed wire fences that cordoned off contaminated soil. Radiation warning signs hung from the barbed wire. The biohazard insignia on the signs gave him a ghoulish feeling, like he was driving through a graveyard. Shivers tingled his spine. The shivers turned to panic when something moved ahead on his right. Death, graveyards and distant movements in the dark were not things he cared to contend with in combination. He cut the quiet electric motor on the ATV and eased to a stop. Whatever was out there wasn�t alone and wasn�t small. He strained to decipher the movements, but they were too far away. Then he remembered reading about the zoom feature on the helmet when he read the help program. �Zoom five times,� he commanded. Nothing happened. He then recalled needing to first turn the voice-activation system on and used the keypad on his forearm to do so. �Zoom five times,� he said again. The picture through his face shield enlarged and he found himself watching a herd of wild horses. Val had said something about horses at the Test Site. Their survival didn�t seem possible, but there they were, grazing.
The GPS indicated Blake was nearing Val�s campsite � less than half a mile. He couldn�t see anything yet. Stopping a quarter mile out, he used the zoom to pinpoint Val�s truck. The tent had blown over, but everything seemed as Val said it would be. Blake gunned the throttle, gripping tight on the handlebars as he shot toward the truck and trailer.
He aligned the ATV�s wheels with two wheel-ramps that extended from the rear of the trailer, then loaded and secured it as quickly as possible. He didn�t care about any of the camping equipment, only removing the Bio Suit and leaving.
�At least I don�t have to worry about sneaking you off the base,� Val had told him in parting, but Blake still didn�t have a Test Site identification badge. Retrieving Val�s from the glove compartment, he pinned it to his shirt and took Val�s cap off the dash and pulled it over his sweaty and matted hair. Val�s photo on the badge had a lighter shade of brown hair and narrower facial features, but Blake hoped the late hour, the darkness and his facial hair would be enough to make him a convincing Val, or Charles Eckert as the identification badge read. Blake stuck the key in the ignition and turned it. The engine hiccuped a couple times as the neglected battery struggled before starting the engine. �Next stop,� he said aloud, �the checkpoint at Mercury.�
Val�s stern instructions were clear about not speeding. Flooring the gas pedal wasn�t yet a temptation for Blake though because a rut-laden dirt road jarred at the trailer and sent vibrations through the truck�s shocks and into the steering wheel whenever he exceeded twenty miles an hour. He followed Nye Canyon Road to Mercury Highway where after fifteen miles of seeing nothing but pavement, he doubted Val�s directions, not realizing how expansive the Test Site was. As he continued, road signs reminded him this wasn�t normal desert land; Blake passed typical green and white road signs with atypical names like Plutonium Valley, Control Point-1, Radioactive Waste Management Site and Weapons Testing Tunnel Complex.
When he reached the town of Mercury, he followed the highway as it slowed and wound through the small government settlement. He saw no activity and few lights inside the buildings. The Mercury Highway descended a quarter mile from the edge of town to the security checkpoint that separated Blake from freedom. He could see the checkpoint�s large carport that spread across the road, illuminated in yellowish lights. One exit lane was open and a guard stepped outside his booth when he saw the truck and trailer approach.
�Hello,� Blake said through his rolled-down window, trying to be cheerful.
The young guard nodded, serious and straight-faced. He was a thin, but toned guy, not much older than Blake. �Kind of late to be pulling that trailer around.�
�First thing Monday I�m supposed to have a report done and I�m running behind,� Blake said, following a script Val had given him. �About an hour ago the motor on my generator blew. I�ve got another one at our shop in Vegas. The trailer was already hooked up so I figured I�d take the ATV back now since I don�t need it anymore.� He handed Val�s badge to the guard and kept rambling. �Besides, it�s not like I can go any faster without it. That Nye county sheriff already gave me a warning for speeding.�
The guard seemed disinterested. �Kill your engine,� he ordered. �We�re in the middle of a heightened security op. May be a drill, but either way, my CO has to clear you to leave, so sit tight.�
With the engine off, Blake watched the guard return to his booth and hunt and peck at a keyboard before picking up a phone. After a brief conversation he hung up and leaned his head outside, �They�ll get back to me in a few minutes.�
Thoughts raced through Blake�s mind. Where was Val? What happened to Trevor? Was the military looking for him? Should he take off? The unsettling knot in his stomach constricted further. He just wanted to be home.
The guard�s phone rang. Life suddenly slowed down for Blake. The ring seemed to last forever. His heart pounded. His brow started to sweat. A door from the distant security office flew open and two more guards, older, guns in hand, were sprinting the fifty yards to Blake�s truck. The younger guard dropped the phone and fumbled for a gun he had never removed while on duty. Blake reached for the keys to turn the ignition � still in slow motion. He heard the sound of metal tapping on glass, and a muffled scream: �Don�t do it! Don�t do it!� Looking back at the booth, Blake saw the young guard aiming his gun through the glass. �I�ll shoot if you move.�
Val hadn�t given him instructions for this scenario. And he couldn�t reach for the Bio Suit to activate the distress signal.

CHAPTER 52

�� vlek shaunt dars perbum ��
Damien Owens hit the pause button on an audio recorder, rewind, then he slowed the playback speed and listened again: �Dar ez a pro-blum,� the voice on the recording stated.
Owens was listening to a recording he took while interviewing Aaron Liebowitz. He played the section of tape in reverse a third time: �Dar ez a pro-blum.�
Owens switched directions and listened to the recording forward: �Everything has been good.�
Listening to a person�s speech in reverse was not as simple as pronouncing words backwards. Roughly one in twelve spoken sentences gave subliminal clues to what the person was thinking while they spoke. The phenomenon first became known when people played records backwards and heard phrases in the songs. They were not intentional messages, nor coincidences, but subliminal thoughts that transcended the mind. Reverse speech was a technique Owens used to analyze people without them knowing he was doing anything more than conversing.
Through one-way glass, Owens studied Liebowitz as he sat in an interview room at the Groom Lake facility. Owens knew there was a leak at the base. Someone on the inside was sharing details about security: how to bypass, when to bypass, where to bypass. He first suspected the leak when the Chinese agent was captured. Blake�s penetration across the perimeter furthered his suspicions, and the subsequent interrogation confirmed it, but Blake couldn�t tell him who it was. Now he wondered if Ben Skyles� condition was related to the security leaks. He started interviewing other workers involved at Papoose. Casually. Looking for a clue, a hunch. Liebowitz had just given him his first clue.
Through an intercom, Owens asked Liebowitz, �Are you finished with that list?�
Liebowitz nodded his head yes.
Kayla left Owens� side and retrieved the list of names from Liebowitz. Names Owens had told him to jot down. Names of all the people he recollected having contact with outside work the last two months.
Four names were on the list: Jimmy, Rebecca, Teneil, Trace Helms.
�Aaron,� Owens said through the intercom, �how long have you known Trace Helms?�
�I�ve known of him ever since I began working at the base.�
�And how long have you known him on a social basis?�
�He helped me when I had a problem with my badge. Turns out we both live near Alamo. He invited me over to play poker about three weeks back. The other people on the list were there too, but I don�t know their last names.�
�Are you a big poker player?�
�It was my first time.�
�You have anything else in common with Trace besides being neighbors and working here?�
Liebowitz thought for a moment. �Not really.�
Owens turned the intercom off. �I didn�t think so.�

CHAPTER 53

The last scheduled flights and buses had departed Groom Lake for the evening. A quiet night was on the docket. Trace readied himself to leave, thankful for having made it through the day unscathed. He was well aware of Blake Hunter�s capture, but clueless as to what happened to him, what information they extracted, and how or if it might come back to him. One last check of the security program and he�d take a slow drive home, but Trace�s computer showed that Aaron Liebowitz had not checked out for the day. Why is Liebowitz still here? That had greater implications than any connection they might make from Blake back to him.
There was a point when Trace�s extracurricular investigations into the government transcended the realm of personal fascination and became what his superiors would consider a breach of his security oath. Trace was aware he had reached that point. He understood and accepted the risks and repercussions that might follow, but his disdain for the secrets he helped to protect had overcome his desire to protect them. As such, he had planned for the day when his actions would warrant reactions. He had cast stones on a dry lake and hit water, starting a rippling wavelength that had expanded and was now at his feet.
As Trace drove Groom Lake Road, knowing it would be the last time, he realized he had yearned for this moment. He had pushed further, contacted ever more individuals, leveraging his risks until his veil of secrecy could shroud him no longer.
Like many disgruntled employees, Trace wanted his superiors to recognize his frustrations and acknowledge their shortcomings. And most of all, Trace wanted his superiors to know they were now his adversaries. He had reached the pinnacle of employee revenge; he had outsmarted his employer and was now thumbing his finger by leaving with the last word.
Unlike a classical western ending would dictate, Chief Trace Helms drove east on Groom Lake Road, away from the sunset. His truck�s primary and secondary gas tanks could get him to Utah, maybe Colorado, before he needed to refill.
At Highway 375 he turned north, traveling away from Alamo and the ranch he had transferred into his father�s name a year earlier. His assets, including the bulk of his IRA and deferred compensation accounts, were liquidated and safe. He knew how to change his name, how to become reborn in the USA. All they could take from Trace was his pension, but after two decades of living alone, married to his employer, he had saved enough not to be reliant on his pension. That was a factor from the beginning; he didn�t need the government. Trace Helms had morals, and they weren�t for sale to Uncle Sam�s mind-control Gestapo.
Eventually he would have to stop and call Rebecca, tell her he was coming, but not for a while, not until he was far, far away. He felt a warm sense of giddiness inside when he thought of seeing her and sharing every day with her. Thoughts of Rebecca took his mind off of Aaron Liebowitz, but the mental vacation was short-lived, and so was his journey � a Pave Hawk helicopter zoomed past Trace as he drove along Highway 375, close enough that he made eye contact with a man staring at him through one of the side widows. The helicopter touched down in the road ahead. Trace slowed to a stop and in his rearview mirror noticed a second helicopter landing behind him.

CHAPTER 54

Owens had superiors, the men in charge, twelve to be exact. Once the majestic group was apprised that a congressional task force was attempting to investigate their operations, a decision was made to change a standard policy, a change that gave Owens greater discretion when protecting their secrets.
Time lost its relevance: Val Vaden was not sure how much had passed as he faded in and out of consciousness. His recent recollections were brief visions of hospital room ceilings, and straps securing his wrists and legs. He recalled his last conversation with the man in the black suit in silo four. He gazed to his right, and saw that his cement-wall surroundings hadn�t changed enough for him to consider himself free of his captors. As he gazed left, Val was horrified to see that now he was no longer alone. The FBI had been brought to him: Grason Kendricks lay unconscious only a few feet away. Beyond Grason were more occupied beds, but Val couldn�t make out the other individuals. How could his own military justify holding two FBI agents hostage, he wondered? Certainly there would be a culmination to this event, followed by nothing short of congressional hearings. How could they justify capturing and bringing Grason to this facility? By what right? Under whose orders? And for what legal reason?
With his hands strapped tight to the side of the bed, Val crunched his stomach muscles and lunged his chest up off the mattress, lifting his head high enough to see beyond Grason to the third bed. Upon seeing the man strapped to the third bed, Grason�s presence seemed insignificant: they had the congressman too. This would be worldwide news when they were released. Why would the military take actions to bring so much attention to the base and the situation, unless they knew this would not be leaked? But how would they, how could they keep anyone in the room from talking? An overwhelming feeling of helplessness and sadness struck Val when he considered the dismal prospects for his future � if he had a future at this point. Whoever was controlling the situation had confidence they could mitigate the potential damages, mitigate the kidnapping of an FBI agent, a US congressman and whoever else was in the room.
Watching his prisoners on surveillance monitors from the next room, Damien Owens saw Val wake and struggle to search his surroundings. He entered through a door behind the row of beds and approached Val, stopping behind him at a table holding a bank of electronics with cords attached to Val. Owens pecked at the control panel for Val�s IV and increased the dosage of medication.
Val tried to turn his head and see behind him, to see who was there, but his eyelids were getting heavier. His head sunk back into his pillow.
Owens had nothing to say to these men at this point. No debates, no arguments, no explanation and certainly no mercy: being weak would only make his job more of a mental challenge. The decision had already been handed down. They wouldn�t remember anything about this time anyhow, so there was no use in doing anything but the mechanics of the situation. His feelings and considerations for the men in the room were as relevant as feelings for cattle being led to slaughter. He would act humanely, but was there really humanity in what he had to do?
Owens strolled the length of beds, reviewing the medical devices monitoring each man. All were in a peaceful unconsciousness: Val Vaden, Grason Kendricks, the congressman, Blake Hunter, Trevor Sinclair, Professor Bertrand Eldred, Desmod Wyatt and Trace Helms. He felt no pleasure, eagerness or excitement about the daunting task in front of him. A task he would handle alone before burying the memories deep in his soul. A task that could keep him busy for days, or a week, and longer if he discovered there were more individuals involved. He spent extra time studying the congressman, contemplating the implications if his actions weren�t flawless.
Maybe someday there wouldn�t be the need for this type of security. But that day wasn�t today. For now Owens reminded himself of the larger picture: the military�s secret space program. A program designed to protect the country, and the need to keep it secret to limit other countries from following suit by trying to stake claims on the moon.

PART 7
CHINA MOON


CHAPTER 55

THE WORMMEISTER
May 2004
I don�t know if the literary gods would bless my style or presentation, or even say there is cohesiveness in the way I have asked my story to be told. Certainly my high school English teacher would challenge the switch in tense from third to first person, but I felt it important for you to understand the events of 1994 in a light that did not overtly manipulate you into bonding with a particular character. Instead I wanted you to see each for their independent patriotic beliefs, as they each believed them to be, and determine your own allegiance to a particular cause. Now, however, times and intentions have changed, and I find it imperative for you to understand the current state of affairs related to this quagmire.
In my Letter of Introduction, I told of my mental challenges, which lasted over a decade. What I did during that time, and what the others in the story did are really not relevant. But it did take a decade for me to remember the events of 1994, and I didn�t remember on my own accord.
I had been living with my mother in the house and room I grew up in. I subsided on a disability check my mother deposited and used for groceries and basic necessities. She still worked, not for money, but I suppose to give herself a break each day from seeing me stare at the television with little drive or care about my future and past. Diminished mental capacity from a nervous breakdown was how the government explained my condition to my mother, and who was she to question or understand any more than that?
Sometime in 2003, I began seeing a therapist who paid house calls. I assumed my mother had arranged it, and she had assumed it was the government offering a caring hand, but the government stopped caring about me long ago. Jasmine, my therapist, was a beautiful Asian woman. She took me places, like field trips to San Diego and Nevada, sometimes meeting others she counseled.
My mind was like a storage facility, each memory locked behind rows and rows of steel doors. Jasmine was slowly beginning to open those doors, letting me sift through the memories sequestered in the doldrums of my mind. I won�t delve into the technological details of how she did it. The government�s mind control programs and technologies were addressed earlier. Rest assured, in the years after 1994, even with the national focus on the Middle East and presidential affairs and ineptitudes, a few groups around the globe furthered the science.
So Friday, May 21, 2004, I�m sitting on my bed watching television, a packed duffle bag at my side, and Jasmine arrived to take me on another field trip.
�Hello, Wormmeister,� she said, her usual greeting for me. At one point it had a subliminal implication, like a pass code, but no longer. I already understood the purpose of this trip. Jasmine had unlocked enough doors that I could put the pieces together.
We drove to the airport, neither of us saying much as we considered the seriousness and implications of our journey. I also knew while we drove that my bond with Jasmine was more than a therapist-patient relationship. I first met Jasmine in 1994. She went by the name of Janice back then. We shared the same psychological demise at the hands of the shadow government. I, Ben Skyles, knew Jasmine as the Chinese intelligence operative who tried to seduce and manipulate me when I worked for the government at Groom Lake.
While the Chinese military lacked the ability to transcend the seas, they had over a billion minds contributing to catch the United States in other technological areas that could help bolster China�s position in the superpower arena. Psychological weaponry was one category the Chinese strived for years to perfect, and had achieved greater success than most realized.
After being captured and questioned in the Nevada desert back in 1994, Damien Owens had his agents return Jasmine home to China, minus her memory. Her mental state was intended to be a warning: Don�t send spies to Area 51. What Owens never envisioned was China�s ability to combat the psychological technology used on Jasmine.
Manipulation of the mind presented a new era of espionage; gone were the days of breaking and entering a filing cabinet and snapping pictures with a miniature camera. Instead, foreign agents were breaking and entering the minds of top-secret workers. In my case, however, the process of having China break and enter my mind was also rescuing me from psychosis.
Jasmine told me about aspects of my past that she learned through countless hours of working with me in a drug-induced hypnotic state. She claimed I had worked for the government in an Unacknowledged Special Access Project. She said I was an astronaut, and flew to the moon to retrieve payloads of rock that were dusted with an element called helium-3. But her claims did little to fully enlighten me, as she was struggling to unlock details about those memories. I did remember my wife, who Jasmine said absconded with a large severance package I had received from the government in 1994, as well as the rest of our marital assets. Jasmine claimed I was America�s most accomplished astronaut, but not only was America unaware of my feats, so was I. And apparently my duties and accomplishments were not confined to the moon harvesting project because she also claimed I was part of a deep space program. Jasmine said some day I would be remembered for one special trip, a pioneering trip, as I was the first human to navigate a wormhole in space.
Her words were little more than conjecture to me. Initially, she couldn�t dig deep enough in my mind to unlock the necessary snapshots to make me remember. Some might argue she was lying as a means to involve me in her scheme. But why me? Certainly the Chinese government had better options at their disposal. Why choose me, Ben Skyles, a certified psychological imbecile, to assist them in their most secretive espionage efforts? Unless there was some truth to their claims. But wormholes?
While I had no specific memories of the claims Jasmine made, her work was having an effect on my mind. I began to have random flashbacks I could not comprehend � the moon, the stars, Earth, spiral galaxies � frequent feelings of d�j� vu. Jasmine encouraged me to follow these thoughts, insisting they were paths to the memories locked in my subconscious, the memories and details she needed. Despite Jasmine�s efforts, however, and modern Chinese secrets, she had reached a dead end.
The wormhole information, I�m sure, was fascinating to the Chinese, but not an imminent concern. Their primary objective was to obtain details about the moon-harvesting project: landing sites, mining coordinates, spacecraft technology � information the US accumulated over time, through trial and error, and research missions. The Chinese needed immediate results. They wanted to harvest helium-3 on the first trip and make maximum use of the payload. They needed answers to questions an astronaut in the harvesting program would have. Are all rocks the same? Did helium-3 accumulate more in certain locations? Was it non-existent in others? What existed on the dark side of the moon? Did the US have surveillance equipment, weapons? All questions that Jasmine tried to retrieve from me, unsuccessfully, through a combination of drugs, frequency stimulation and hypnosis.
Mind control technology worked similar to the remote controls you get from the cable company, which don�t control your television or DVD player unless you have the codes set to the proper frequency. Jasmine didn�t know the frequency, or combination of frequencies, necessary to unlock my deepest secrets. And that is why we were traveling today. She hoped to take me someplace where the government was broadcasting the proper combination of frequencies.
We were catching a flight from LAX to Las Vegas and then transferring to Salt Lake City. The cattle-call boarding procedure at the gate inspired one of my d�j� vu moments. I remember having a strong desire to sit in front and not be the last one off in Vegas.
A brief layover in the Vegas airport wasn�t brief enough, as I managed to squander twenty-dollars on twenty-two pulls of a slot machine; a sign I still had one foot in life�s port-o-potty of luck.
In Salt Lake City I claimed two duffle bags from the baggage belt and lugged them over to Jasmine who was signing for a four-wheel drive Durango she had reserved. Jasmine�s bag was much larger, not due to womanly necessities, but various surveillance gadgets. We made a couple of stops at a market and sporting goods store to buy provisions, then headed out of town.
To better understand the purpose of this trip, let me shed some new light on government affairs in the latter half of the nineties, and why Jasmine, and the Chinese Regime, brought me to Salt Lake City.
The feds knew during Bush senior�s term that a new facility would be necessary to replace the Groom Lake complex. Various government arms, controlled by the same mind, began acquiring acreage in the Rocky Mountains, and not in Colorado as most associate the Rockies with, but the vast unadulterated lands of Utah; a combination of government and private holdings that appear in the records as independent plots of land. Some plots were already in the federal government realm. Most people don�t realize that, like Nevada, a significant portion of Utah is federal land. A new base was conceived � Air Base One � generations more advanced than the Groom Lake and Papoose Lake facilities.
The contractors and construction workers were put in transport planes and flown around for over eight hours before landing at a nearby staging facility and taken by helicopter to the site. They thought they were at a military base somewhere in Europe. Most worked on only a portion of the project, limiting their understanding of the full concept. Any roads that existed to facilitate building Air Base One were temporary. And rest assured, the few individuals that had an understanding of what they were building at the time probably have little recollection now. Today, Air Base One is accessible only by air, or determined feet. The entrance is a portal in a mountainside, large enough for spacecraft and helicopters to enter, but invisible to satellite surveillance, or Google Earth, I tried. Underground exists a self-sustained spaceport, larger and more advanced than the dated predecessor complexes in Nevada. An exceptionally small number of people consciously know of its existence and exact location. Anything that exists at Air Base One might as well not exist.
So Air Base One had become the new Holy Grail of black budget secrecy � the new Groom Lake. Jasmine hoped getting me close to the base would expose me to frequency transmissions used on the workers, at which point she could unlock my deepest memories about the moon.
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Jasmine drove the Durango while I tried to nap in the passenger seat, but our first stop came within twenty miles when she exited the interstate and detoured several miles on a rural road to a horse farm � apparently you can rent horses the same as you can cars. I�m not big on horses, but Jasmine insisted it would make the first leg of our trek easier and faster.
With steeds in tow, we traveled on highways for about two and a half hours before turning onto a county road that took us ever further from populated areas. I couldn�t help but stare at the remote farm houses we passed, or entrances to farms � I couldn�t always see the buildings � and wonder about the people living in this area. Some wanted their privacy, a fact reinforced when they used the term compound instead of ranch to describe their property. And while I don�t have empirical data to offer, I am of the strong opinion that an individual owning a compound probably has a weapons cache to protect said compound. Jasmine was of the same opinion, and thought it critical not to trespass on these grounds during our journey. Technically we had to trespass to reach our ultimate destination, but she just didn�t want any trouble in the earlier stages.
One problem the government encountered at Groom Lake, and a key factor in blowing the decades of secrecy, was that some of the surrounding land was ranch land. And when the ranchers started seeing strange lights in the sky, they called people. Compound owners, however, would be less apt to call people under similar circumstances. Another reason Utah was a more suitable location for a secret air base.
Jasmine�s plans were quite detailed, and obviously devised with insight from satellite surveillance and other Chinese intelligence documents. We traveled to a point where the road neared national forest land. Jasmine stopped several times, looking at satellite photos that showed clearings just off the main road, large enough to park the SUV and trailer, but hidden from passersby. The first two sites proved unsuitable to pull the trailer off-road, but the third site Jasmine had specked out served our purpose.
Jasmine downshifted into a low, four-wheel drive gear and eased the Durango from the shoulder to pristine terrain. Some ruts jostled the trailer as we began to drive into the forest and I heard a whinny from one of the horses. I�m sure this was a violation of the rental agreement, for both the vehicle and the horses, but Jasmine knew what she was doing, managing the wheel with relaxed austerity, and I didn�t foresee any trouble coming from this task.
Upon parking, I stepped from the vehicle into a calm, high-sixties afternoon that featured puffy cotton-like cumulus clouds dotting a blue sky. Jasmine had been studying the weather patterns and tried to time the trip so atmospheric conditions would not hinder our journey. Weeks earlier and we might have been marching those horses through snowpack. I guess weather prediction is another thing we can say the Chinese intelligence agents are good at � certainly better than the bozo weathermen in LA who can�t confirm rain until some imbecile slips on wet pavement. Good weather or not, we were still anticipating a nighttime temperature in the forties, and Jasmine had the appropriate sleeping bags, jackets and camping supplies to get us through the cold. As we were unloading the gear from the back of the Durango, the horses suddenly seemed like a good idea. I just wondered who would be carrying the brunt of the load once we left the horses, and thought about myself dragging the bags through the airport.
Jasmine was fearless in her quest � no sign of nerves or indecisiveness in her actions. During my recent years of staring at the television for much of the day, I once watched a program on prison inmates that discussed the psychological makeup of lawbreakers, and a genetically based lack of fear was what allowed them to operate in situations that made most people unnerved.
With the Durango and horse trailer covered under camouflage tarps, we mounted the horses and disappeared into the woods with Jasmine and her horse leading the way. My horse�s name was Snow because of his mostly white coloring, but I called him Beacon because you could see me riding him a mile away. At least Jasmine had a brown horse; she was the one that needed to stay out of site. What could the government do to me at this point that it hadn�t already done? Jail would be less humiliating than being in my forties and living with my mom.
The elevation when we started was somewhere around 6,000 feet. This region was an extension of the Rocky Mountains, a wooded area, unlike the high desert and Joshua Tree Cacti of Area 51. We would be traveling to higher elevations, but Jasmine said she plotted our course to stay in valleys and cross divides at their lowest point. Otherwise the high altitudes would make our trek on foot difficult, if not impossible.
Utah has about nine million acres of National Forest, and in 2001, with White House backing, the National Forest Service initiated a Roadless Plan that prohibited the building of new roads, and in turn limited access, development and logging of remote areas � perfect timing for those developing a secret military installation and using the remote land as a buffer.
Jasmine and I were not violating any laws at this point as we road the horses deep into primeval aspen and spruce forests, rich with deer and high-altitude lakes. So although hunting, fishing and camping were allowed, the chance of us seeing someone was about as remote as the land we were on. (Please take note that in the description above I�m talking about the North American quaking aspen with coarse toothed leaves that tremble in the slightest wind � a little fact I learned while reading one of Jasmine�s travel guides on Utah, and I wanted to mention so if you�re struggling to comprehend the discussions of mind control or moon missions, you can at least finish this story believing at least one fact.)
We camped the first night with pup tents and a roaring fire, luxury conditions we could only enjoy on the national forest land. Jasmine woke me at dawn and we saddled up. She used a GPS to guide us, and we blazed our own trail, pushing the horses hard, with only enough rest to keep them going. Our journey was dusk to dawn and traversed a path of nearly thirty-four miles up and down mountainsides, across plains and through streams and small rivers.
We slept in past dawn the second day, not needing as many hours to reach our next destination. I made sure the horses were securely tied to ropes that allowed them to roam far enough to eat grass and sip from a stream. Our larger duffels we hung from a tree to keep them out of reach of curious animals.
Jasmine and I set out on foot, each of us toting a small pack with minimal provisions. We carried canteens, but packing large quantities of water wasn�t an issue because there were ample amounts available along the way that we could purify with tablets. We brought food in the form of freeze-dried meals, sleeping bags and a camouflage tarp to sleep or hide under, and we each had a camouflage poncho. The plan was to walk part of the day and lay up until nightfall as we neared the perimeter of the military property.
I don�t know how far we hiked, but let�s say it was a hundred miles because that is what it felt like. I certainly wasn�t in shape to be doing what we were doing. I started off sore from riding the horse and the pain only got worse as my feet ached, blistered and begged me to stop. In reality, we had hiked about seven miles by mid-afternoon. We setup a makeshift camp and rested until dark.
Jasmine said we were about a mile from what she suspected was the base perimeter. As I stated before, we were headed to a government facility, but it wasn�t noted in land records or maps as military property the way other bases and installations were. This was government-controlled land, but managed in part through third party corporations and trusts, which held the titles.
Shortly after sunset, with little rest, we gathered our belongings and started hiking again. There were no signs or fences marking our transition from the national forest land to private land, but Jasmine was watching her GPS device closely, tracking our coordinates, and soon became more critical of our surroundings. She was starting and stopping with greater frequency, continually telling me to wait, stop, and be still, while she scanned ahead and peered through the various sets of binoculars and monitoring equipment she had stowed in her pack and hunting vest.
Jasmine figured we would walk through the night and spend the next day sleeping under our tarp. Hiding was much easier in the forest compared to her ordeal sneaking around the desert at Groom Lake, but we had to get through the night first before we could worry about keeping ourselves hidden during the day. Her intention was to make it out of the valley we were currently in by climbing to a ridge before sunrise and setup camp with a view to the next valley.
I decided it was time to have some fun with Jasmine and began talking so she could hear me up ahead. �Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me.�
Immediately she turned with a crazed look on her face. �What are you doing?� she hissed in a harsh whisper. �Be quiet!�
I knew precisely what I was doing, and exactly where we were. I hadn�t been there before, but studied it on a map. I knew the names of the valleys and mountains we were surrounded by. I knew the base was beyond the next valley, and I knew what was on top of the ridge in front of us.
I smiled and said, �Keep going, we�re almost to the top.�
She was a bit confused by my remarks, but shrugged it off and kept hiking. We stopped atop the ridge, which flattened out and sprawled several hundred yards before it dipped into the next valley.
�What were you saying back there?� Jasmine asked between sips from a water bottle.
I didn�t reply. Instead I just stood in silence � waiting.
A branch broke to our right. Jasmine dropped to her knees and pulled me down with her, fumbling for her night vision glasses.
�Beijing,� I said, �we have a problem.�
A radio squawked to our left. In the distance up ahead, a light beamed upwards from the valley below. Then a helicopter could be heard rumbling, the source of the light.
Jasmine punched my chest in anger. �I rescued you,� she said with a betrayed look on her face.
A red laser appeared on her chest, then two, five, ten, bushes rattled and feet scuffed in every direction as soldiers emerged from their ambush positions and methodically closed in around us. Jasmine could do nothing but sit still.
Obviously I haven�t presented certain facts to you in linear sequence, but I think I have made it quite clear my mind hasn�t worked in a linear fashion in over a decade, and I am certified by the government as an imbecile if I may be so direct as to ignore politically correct jargon. My point is that Jasmine was a little more successful in accessing my memories than I let her, or you, know. One memory she triggered is what a devout patriot I was.
The helicopter landed in the distance ahead, its lights illuminating a cloud of dust from its rotors that rolled in like a bank of fog. From the haze, two silhouettes emerged, one man, one woman, but not in battle fatigues like the soldiers; their uniforms were dark suits.
�Wormmeister,� Damien Owens said, addressing me in his patentable raspy voice, and using the subliminal codename Jasmine had given me.
�Hello, Copernicus,� I answered, eyeballing Jasmine.
I guess I failed to mention that in between visits with Jasmine, I was seeing Damien Owens. Don�t be too offended, Jasmine was equally in the dark before this moment, but the dour expression on her face revealed she was processing thoughts, realizing that I remembered a little more than I shared with her, remembered enough to discern her actions were wrong.
Owens brushed Jasmine�s face. �It�s been many years. I always knew our situation with China would escalate. Your country has the greatest need for our technologies. But I never expected to see you again, Yee Yang,� he said, using her real name, or at least her documented name when she first entered the country in the nineties. �You�ve matured well, both in beauty and knowledge. You�ve also taught me a valuable lesson: I can�t return spies to their home country.�
I didn�t take another step further ahead, never saw into the next valley, and certainly was not taken to the new base. I was close, but the exact whereabouts are still unknown to me. Federal agents could have easily arrested Jasmine before our journey to Utah, but this was a test. Owens wanted to learn how much the Chinese understood about the location of the new base, and determine if the moon war was upon us. Unfortunately Jasmine had proven the Chinese knew quite a bit.
Before we parted that night, Owens reached in his pocket and retrieved the small gray rock he enjoyed caressing with his thumb. �This is my good luck charm,� he said. �You gave it to me over ten years ago, Ben. I want you to keep it now as a thank you, an apology, and a pledge that we�ll get your life back on track.�
I vaguely remember giving it to him, but he didn�t have to explain any further: I knew a moon rock when I saw one.

CHAPTER 57

In the years following the Utah incident, Damien Owens kept in contact and helped me to rebuild my past. A stark change from the Damien Owens who discarded me years earlier, but does he care about my future or am I still just a pawn in the government�s latest plan? Maybe a little of both, as it was Owens who encouraged my story to be told, this story. Instead of secrecy at all costs, dissemination seems to be the new trend. Owens also provided me with briefings that helped explain about the others in this story, their roles, destinies, and the outcome of the fate stew I mentioned in my introduction. Owens even handpicked the author, Bryan O, my intermediary, who made three pilgrimages to Area 51 in the early nineties that etched his license plates and name into the intelligence databases, and warranted further attention when he applied for a background check to get clearance for a tour of the Nevada Test Site in 1996.
My true identity was withheld for the sole purpose of keeping me safe from the Chinese, as I still possess information they want. Jasmine was just one of many determined MSS agents that live among us.
You probably have some lingering questions about the other individuals in my story � the FBI task force, Trace Helms, Blake Hunter � let�s just say if they read this book, they might not realize they were reading about themselves.
As for deep space travel � did I ever traverse a wormhole? I�d like to think I did, but there are a few of my mental possessions the government still possesses. Maybe the Chinese could have enabled me to consciously remember that information had I continued cooperating with Jasmine, but I�m not so selfish I would sellout to a foreign threat for a few memories. If it did happen, I hope to recall it before I die; if not, I�m sure we�ll evolve to the point that it no longer needs to be classified, and hopefully at that time I�ll be given credit as a pioneering explorer, remembered as we remember Columbus, even if it is awarded posthumously.
The events I have presented transpired in 1994 and 2004; the Nobel Prize in physics for 1996 and 2003 were related to advances in helium-3. More cases of the public catching up with America�s shadow programs. Just think how much further along the shadow programs are today, how much helium-3 has been stockpiled, what is being done with it, or what could be done with it?
Owens and his confidantes did not rescue me from my dilemma; the Chinese did that, but Owens did seize the opportunity to use me as a change agent. My situation did not spark any new ideas. A comprehensive plan called Project Meshing was already in motion, and the timing of my situation was one more story Project Meshing could exploit.
So there you have it � believe it or not � the bizarre story of the Wormmeister. I hope I have at least stimulated some thoughts that will lead readers to conduct their own research. In parting, I leave you with a note from Damien Owens � he insisted on the last word.

Sincerely,
XXXXX XXXXX
a.�k.a. Ben Skyles
www.thewormmeister.com

PROJECT MESHING

In the annals of man, as little as a hundred years in the future they may look back upon our understanding of life as primitively as we consider the caveman, due largely to our exponential advancement of technology. Math is a constant factor throughout the universe and our continued development of computers enables us to excel further in the field of mathematics as we also continue to probe deeper into space. In time, the common man will have a far greater comprehension of the universe. But the focus of this book, and your parting thoughts, should not be solely about the future of space travel; this book was designed to enhance conscious thought and open minds on a number of fringe issues. Issues that have been smeared and manipulated in the public eye for decades, prohibiting the positive advancement of our culture in certain technological fields. Additionally, the past tactics have furthered the rift between what was known and what was shared, thus ignoring President Eisenhower�s warning to maintain the proper meshing of industrial and military machinery with America�s peaceful methods and goals.
For decades our leaders have pondered over our secrets, wondering if, when and how they should be disseminated, fearful that releasing the wrong information at the wrong time would jeopardize our sovereignty. But with secrecy comes power, and as fringe technologies evolve so does the accompanying power. Our military advances with helium-3 present scenarios too devastating to remain controlled by so few. While I am confident my past actions to sequester technology would never have jeopardized society, I am an aging man, and soon will not have a say in these matters. Younger, more vigorous individuals will manage the shadows.
In 1835, Alexis de Tocqueville wrote in his treatise, Democracy in America, that America�s vigor and not its impotence would probably be the cause of its ultimate destruction. I have always considered de Tocqueville to be a wise man for his ability to anticipate and predict the impact of democracy on the world. Our secrecy has now reached the point of parting from democracy.
In the beginning there was never the intention to form and maintain a shadow government. There were concerned individuals trying their best to comprehend and manage an onslaught of technology in ways that could benefit and protect the country. In some cases the intention was to shelve information and do nothing until such time that it was better understood. Soon this practice became a routine, and thus the secrecy rift and the shadow government was formed. Good intentions with bad implementation and execution. In recent years though, enough individuals in the shadows have come to realize the faults of these practices and wish to see change.
The challenge my associates and I face is meshing our understanding of the fringe with the current status quo in a controlled fashion that is not botched or taken over by special-interest controlled politicians. But how does one go about revealing a secret space program and related fringe sciences? We are planting a new seed with this novel and other mediums that don�t shock people with facts, but make them consider and ponder new ideas. You don�t have to believe the information in this book, but we hope you will at least consider it after turning the last page. See where the journey leads if you Google such topics as helium-3, China�s moon initiative, antigravity, Project Stargate, Majestic 12, and underground military bases. Ponder whether this book is fact disguised as fiction, or fiction portrayed as fact; that is raising the public consciousness, and the first stage in creating a practical meshing between civilians and the shadow government.
All that said, the black programs still exist and continue to develop. If our attempt to enlighten fails, rest assured you certainly will not be an alert and knowledgeable citizenry, and more than ever before, America should beware of the military-industrial complex.

Sincerely,
XXXXX XXXXXXXX
a.�k.a. Damien Owens
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As resolved per our meeting of last week, I
am forwarding a copy of our latest data. The
original has been delivered to our historian.
I find it relevant for you to obtain input on
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