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Аннотация
Ben Witter, age 34, is one of the world’s youngest billionaire entrepreneurs. He has spent his adult life searching for his sister, Hannah, after the two were torn apart when they became wards of the state at a young age. His relentless search has turned up a clue leading him to the United States’ most covert military installation, where the U.S. government, and the enigmatic and darkly beautiful Colonel Jennifer Maldek, guards the nation’s deepest secrets. In this opening installment of the new Rogue Three sci-fi thriller series, Ben risks everything to discover the truth about his sister. Can an unlikely partner and a mysterious ally help Ben on his quest to find Hannah and uncover the ultimate purpose of Area 51?
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The friction beneath the tires of the plane crept into Ben Witter’s white knuckles. Inertia sat fat on his chest as the twin-turboprop barreled along the runway. When the plane leapt off the airstrip, launching him into the Nevada dusk, the noise and vibration gave way to a disquieting calm that made him shift in the plump, leather seat. He looked out the window to his left at the sun gleaming off of the massive glass façade of the MGM Grand. Beyond it, a hundred miles into the desert, was his destination.
“Most people call it Area 51, but the JANET crew calls it Dreamland. Those of us that work there just call it ‘The Ranch.’”
Ben turned toward the petite brunette sitting across the aisle to his right who had spoken to him. He had done his research and knew that JANET was the official ferry airline of Area 51. Appropriately, JANET stood for “Just Another NonExistent Terminal.”
“I assume there will be little green men to welcome us when get off the plane,” Ben said. He forced a tight smile over the clinched fist in his gut. Despite recently earning his pilot’s license, he wasn’t a huge fan of flying, especially when someone else was behind the stick. He would be the first to admit he had control issues.
“Don’t be ridiculous. First of all, they’re not little or green, and secondly, we keep them locked up underground,” she said with a smile.
He learned from the DoD itinerary he had received Colonel Jennifer Maldek was the Installation Commander and senior medical officer at the remote facility located on the Nevada Test and Training range. It failed to mention she looked like Liz Taylor circa 1970.
“So, do you always fly to Vegas to personally greet contractors?” Ben asked.
“No. It’s pretty rare, actually. There are more contractors at the facility than there are service personnel. If I had to personally fly each of them out to the Ranch, I’d never get any work done.
“But,” Maldek continued, “you aren’t the typical contractor. Witter Biotech keeps the Ranch in business.”
“That’s kind of you, but I just make medical equipment. I’m sure the Air Force wouldn’t fold up its tents if it didn’t have the latest MRI machine.” Like Maldek, Ben spoke modestly but was proud of his achievements.
“You might be surprised,” she said.
Maldek was familiar with Ben’s public persona. Early in his entrepreneurial career the press labeled him a genius, the sexy, single Einstein of the biotech industry. When he rejected celebrity, the jilted media pivoted and painted him as a Bond villain, but the image never stuck, and in the end, most of the world saw him as a brainy James Dean, a rebel with a lab coat. He never wanted for female companionship, but neither did he ever want it for more than a night. He had work to do and no time for romantic entanglements.
After a moment, Maldek broke the silence. “We’ll be landing soon. We can grab a bite in the dining facility, and then I’ll show you to the guest quarters.”
“What about the medical facilities?”
“First thing in the morning,” she said. “Right after I introduce you to the little green men.”
“Wait — if I see them do you have to kill me?” Ben asked with a lopsided grin.
“Some things are worth the price of admission, Mr. Witter,” she said with a wink.
The plane banked right and began to descend. He could feel a knot drawing tight in his stomach, and he wondered if it was caused by the enigmatic Air Force installation on the ground below or by the beautiful officer to his right, or both.
###
After breakfast, Ben and Colonel Maldek climbed into a Polaris Razor four-seater ATV, and a young Airman chauffeured them to the far side of the base. Along the way, Ben saw several pieces of military wartech covered under the Non-Disclosure Agreements he had been required to sign prior to his trip: F-22 Raptors, F-35 Lightning IIs, and others he’d read about on dark net message boards.
When they arrived at the medical facility, Maldek swiped her key card and then pressed her palm to the laser scanner. A green light flashed twice and the elevator doors slid open. The two stepped inside, Maldek swiped her key card again and the doors closed. She punched a series of buttons on the key pad and Ben’s stomach rose into his throat as the elevator dropped like an amusement park ride.
“Where are we going?” Ben asked. He thought the only thing this deep underground was Hell.
“You’ll see.”
The elevator eased to a stop, like it landed on a marshmallow, and the doors slid open. Ben and Maldek stepped out into a cavernous room. Stainless steel and glass as far as the eye could see. Scores of men and women wearing white lab coats or baby blue medical scrubs passed by, walking with a purpose. Ben saw only a few military personnel in their Air Force uniforms, most of those manning security desks or shadowing non-uniformed persons.
“Wow,” was all Ben could muster.
“This is the largest medical facility in the world.”
“Why?” Ben’s shock leaked from his brain one word at a time.
“Careful, Ben,” Maldek said. “Don’t ask too many questions. Let me just say that this is a national security issue of the highest magnitude. The U.S. government contracted you because it needs the brightest mind in bioengineering, and that happens to be you. It also needs your discretion. ‘Don’t ask, don’t tell’ has a unique meaning at the Ranch.”
“This is incredible.”
“It is, and it’s so Top Secret even the State Department knows its classification. Follow me to your lab.”
Ben stayed glued to Maldek’s left elbow as she led him away from the masses of people, down a long, white hallway, and to an isolated area of the facility where their footsteps echoed like thunder rolling down a canyon. As they walked, Maldek discussed the reason for Ben’s visit.
“We have a lot of Air Force personnel that reside here at the Ranch, and we have even more government contractors that are more or less permanent fixtures. The population here is in the tens of thousands. People of different ages, races, religions, and gender.”
She stopped walking and looked him in the eyes. “Gender, Ben. You know what that means, right?”
“I like to think I do,” he said with a half grin. His eyes, lingering on the curve of her hips, the swell of her breasts, backed up his claim.
“It looks like you are familiar with the concept. Eyes up here, cowboy” she said, snapping her fingers next to her temple. “It means lots of babies, Ben. That’s where you come into the picture. Like the rest of our medical facilities, our neo-natal unit runs on Witter Biotech, and several of the pieces of equipment have fallen offline. We aren’t sure if the problems are hardware or software related. Either way, we need you to get us up and running again, pronto.”
They approached a door on their left with a young Military Policeman standing guard. The MP’s right hand snapped up to a salute, his fingertips hovering at the corner of his brow. Maldek returned the gesture with equal vigor.
“Ben, this is Airman First Class DeShaun Downsen,” Maldek said. “He will be posted outside your lab in case you need anything.”
My own, personal babysitter, Ben thought. “Nice to meet you, Airman. I’m Ben Witter.”
“Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Witter.”
Maldek swiped her key card and opened the door to small lab with a black, shiny floor and gray walls. There was a minimal sofa on the right and framed photo of the President on the left. In the middle of the room, a lone computer terminal sat on a black, Ikea desk.
“This is where you’ll be working,” she said. “I have your temporary credentials to access the network, and here’s your badge. It’s a key card like mine, but you only have limited, contractor access. It will get you in and out of your lab and in and out of the small breakroom across the hall. I’ll be back at five o’clock, and we’ll grab supper. My treat,” she said with a smile.
She had him test his keycard on the lab and the breakroom, and then she was off to tend to colonel business. Pretty sure she didn’t learn that strut in basic training, Ben thought as he watched her walk away.
Ben fixed himself some coffee and settled into the chair at his work station. He noted the time: 8:45. He logged into the network and started running diagnostics on all Witter Biotech equipment, looking for any devices not talking to the network.
By noon he completed the testing cycles. He took a short break for lunch and then started pouring over the results. It only took him a moment to find the pre-programmed glitches in the reports — some minor compatibility issues between a recent DoD security update and Witter Biotech hardware peripherals. He knew he could get his equipment updated and back online by five p.m., but if he did that, the government would likely have him off the premises and back in Vegas before dark. That would defeat the purpose of the intentional incompatible coding that had been his ticket into Area 51.
Ben decided his first step was to test the security of the base’s servers. A frontal attack would likely have him applying for asylum in Russia, so, under the guise of fixing his equipment, he assumed remote access to one of his hardware processors and began crawling the network.
Too quickly, Ben had accessed areas of the Pentagon that nobody with fewer than five stars or a Presidential seal on their jacket has clearance to view. As a U.S. citizen, the ease and freedom with which he was able to invisibly move through the DoD’s network, like a ghost roaming the halls of an old hotel, made him dry in the mouth and wet in the palms. After minimal site-seeing, he dropped down a level and resumed his electronic exploration of Area 51.
###
The Witter family was a tragic three-ring circus. Momma Darla left their south Dallas home every day smelling like cigarettes and Enjoli perfume, and she came home smelling like diner grease and Old Spice. Daddy Jim was a paper mill layoff cliché with a liver that was melting like wet toilet paper. Neither of them were parent material, so Ben was left to care for his intellectually disabled sister, Hannah.
In normal families, a dearth of cash would be the flame that ignited the smoldering powder-keg of frustration, but Ben’s family lived just across the state line from normal. In the Witter world, it was the exact opposite: Darla brought in more money than any double-shifting waitress in the history of food service.
Ben was fifteen and Hannah was six on the night his dad got whiskey-bent on a Hank Williams level and drove his pickled ass up to the diner to see his wife in action. He stumbled into the restaurant and looked around for her, his head swinging side-to-side like a busted barn door. When he couldn’t find her, he told Pastor Arnold’s wife to stop gawking or else he’d shove her hamburger up her cooter, then stormed through the kitchen and out the back door where he found Darla in the cab of an eighteen-wheeler with a Yankee truck driver’s progeny dripping off her chin.
Jim pulled a squared-off little .38 from the back of his britches and popped a neat hole in the truckers chest, then he used the little six-shooter to pistol-whip the teeth right out of Darla’s pouty little money maker. He grabbed the wad of cum-stained twenties from his wife’s purse and jumped in the car. He tore out of the gravel parking lot, flicking his tongue between the V in his fingers at Mrs. Arnold, who was staring out through the plate glass window. He made it six miles up the road before he wrapped himself around an oak tree.
Drama like that doesn’t go unnoticed, and the next day Child Protective Services started nosing around. Darla was arrested for prostitution, and the kids were sent to live with good ol’ Uncle Texas. Six-year-old Hannah was adopted quickly, but being a fifteen-year-old male, Ben had no such luck. He bounced around a few foster homes until he was eighteen. His off-the-charts test scores, and the shitty end of the stick life had handed him, opened college doors and the scholarship coffers.
With a PhD in bioengineering from Stanford, he was heavily recruited into the private sector, but after a couple of years he walked away from six-figures and launched Witter Biotech. He dedicated his personal life to finding Hannah and replacing the last image he had of his sister: her screaming “No, NO! Help me Bonk-Bonk!” as she was carried kicking and clawing from the courtroom by a squinty-eyed mole-man with a CPS badge.
Witter Biotech’s medical patent portfolio made its founder and sole proprietor a rich man on paper by age 30, and when Ben took the company public and sold a slice of the pie, he became one of the youngest billionaires in the world. He took pride in contributing to the human race, not just developing a new tech to keep people digitally sedated while you get Bill-Gates-rich selling off every scrap of their personal data you can mine. He viewed today’s social media entrepreneurs as modern-day forty-niners, but instead of risking their lives for gold nuggets, the current breed of prospectors were little more than geeky vampires with ethics that made the tobacco industry look like Mother Theresa.
###
Ben’s knife pierced the seared crust and slid into the hot, pink meat on his plate. “I’ve always heard the military feeds soldiers well, but this steak is amazing. And a glass of merlot, too?”
“Dining — it’s one of the few luxuries we have here at the Ranch.” Maldek said.
“Luxury is certainly the right word. A good steak is a rare treat these days.” Mortar shells of flavor burst in his mouth. His business dealings had taken him to the far corners of the world where, despite the prolonged Global Livestock Famine, he’d tasted the finest steaks — the lean, ruby-red Fassone beef of Italy; tender Kobe steak, swirled pink with intramuscular fat, from the Tajima cattle of Japan — but the cherry-colored filet on his plate rivaled any cut from any region.
“So? You like?” she said.
“Very much.” He made no effort to be discreet as his eyes caressed Maldek’s feminine features like a blind man’s fingers. Her beauty brought to mind the flavors of exotic flesh with Venus dimples and luxurious manes. “So is there a Mr. Maldek?”
“No, there’s not,” Maldek said from across the table, the claret juices of her steak glistening on her plump lower lip, her eyes studying his.
Ben hid the happiness that played at the corners of his mouth behind his wine glass. He was pleased she was warming to him, lowering her guard. He pulled the chalice from his lips and asked, “Is there a missus Maldek?”
“I am currently between relationships. Can we leave it at that?”
“Of course,” Ben said. He felt a mild, reflexive shock of electricity in the tip of his manhood as he considered the many scenarios that her response begged him to consider.
“Business, Mr. Witter,” she said, pushing the heavy haze of lust from between them. “How was your progress today? I should hope your diagnostics turned up some answers as to why much of your equipment is offline.”
“Yes,” he said. “I was able to identify a coding conflict with one area of the DoD’s recent update to its security program. DoD security takes priority and overrides the coding of the equipment. That way security is maintained, but at the expense of functionality of the device. I should have everything back online by end of day tomorrow.”
Ben knew exactly the opposite to be true. By the end of tomorrow, the United States military’s most guarded and secretive installation would be in utter chaos. If that wasn’t the case, it would mean he had much bigger problems than his company’s medical equipment being offline.
“Great,” Maldek said. “I assume you can update your equipment so we won’t have this issue every time the security programs are updated?”
“Yeah, it should be a simple fix,” he said, his ego stung by her aspersions. “I’ll update the code in the morning, and then I’ll have a few hours to run diagnostics and test it against changes to the other programs the equipment communicates with.”
“Excellent. My medical staff will be glad to have everything back up and running,” she said. She dabbed the corner of her mouth with her napkin and then, without looking up from her plate, added, “I hate to bother you with this, but my personal laptop is giving me fits, running really slowly — any chance I could get you to stop by my apartment before you go back to your quarters?”
He swallowed the last bite of his steak and chased it down with a sip of wine. “Absolutely.”
###
The next morning, Ben sat in his tiny work lab, seventeen stories below the surface of the earth, wearing the same clothes he had worn the day before. The MP stationed outside the lab’s door had looked at Ben with a raised eyebrow when he and Maldek had arrived just before seven a.m.
After Maldek left him, Ben dove into the cyber-brain of the base and picked up where he left off the day before, exploring Area 51 from the backside.
The U.S. Government claimed that it let the rumors of alien UFO research ferment in the public consciousness in order to deflect attention from the “true” purpose of Area 51: top secret, experimental military aircraft and weaponry. His descent into the installation’s digital nervous system, like a diver passing through multiple thermoclines, bore this out.
First were collections of documents on media reports of Area 51-related UFO sightings and whistleblower “interviews.” Apparently all were staged by the Air Force and the DoD. Next were analyses of the national security implications of these reported sightings and interviews with an emphasis on how these red herrings diverted the public’s attention from the official activities of Area 51. Beyond that level of records Ben hit a wall of security that took him a full hour to circumvent. He could have simply disabled the security firewall, but that would have set off alarms at the highest levels at the Pentagon. Better to slip around until he found an unlocked window than to kick in the front door.
When he made it past the security wall, he had access to all types of documentation on Top Secret aircraft dating back to the early days of the Cold War. But unless the Air Force had an airplane named Hannah Witter, Ben didn’t give two shits about covert aircraft development. He rubbed his forehead red and slammed his fist on the desk. Where the hell is my sister?! he thought.
In searching for Hannah, Ben had long used Tor to surf the dark net. It was during one of these sessions that Ben had first come across a message board in which a handful of ghost-sources claimed that there was a deeper, darker secret hidden below the Nevada desert. Referred to on the dark net as JOMA Secret, the name sounded much more mundane than extraterrestrial autopsies and reverse-engineering UFOs, but, if the rumors were true, the desert held a darker and more sinister secret than the American people could ever accept — that Area 51 was a U.S. Government human research facility, and not the kind with institutional review board oversight. More like Mengele-Auschwitz-twins. For years Ben found the paranoid ramblings of these schizophrenic conspiracy theorists entertaining. He particularly enjoyed the shit-house-rat ramblings of a self-labeled ghost-source calling himself invisiblepatriot92, who often talked about doing contract work at Area 51.
In one lengthy post that was more manifesto than narrative account, invisiblepatriot92 claimed he caught a glimpse of a thrashing pregnant woman being held down by three men in scrubs who strapped her into an obstetrical examination chair. The whole scene sounded like sensational fiction until invisiblepatriot92 quoted the last words he heard the poor woman scream as the heavy, soundproof door sealed shut: “No, NO! Help me Bonk-Bonk!”
When he read those words, Ben’s heart nearly exploded from the adrenaline spiking his bloodstream, and fuzzy images from the CPS hearing of Hannah and the beady-eyed mole-man swirled in his head.
People on the dark net don’t want to be found, and that was true of invisiblepatriot92. Ben posted in response to his message, and invisiblepatriot92 followed up with a lot more crazy rambling and very few additional facts. When Ben tried to direct-message him with pleas for help finding his sister, invisiblepatriot92 made good on his name — he vanished.
There, in the lab two hundred feet underground, Ben reached the bottom of the experimental aircraft documents and slammed into a digital wall. Beyond this wall resided the true nature of Area 51: the human research program that invisiblepatriot92 and his ilk called JOMA Secret. Ben’s fingers flew over the keyboard as he tried to get around this second, more complex security wall, but the clock was melting like a candle. As the clock ticked past one p.m., Ben’s armpits grew increasingly damp.
“Son of a BITCH!” he growled after another failed attempt to get into the JOMA files. He stood and flung his chair, sending it skidding across the shiny, black floor. It slammed into the far wall with an explosion that reverberated in the clinical shell of the lab. He paced and chewed his fingernails and barked the occasional “piece of monkey shit” at his computer station. He eyed the clock; Maldek would be back in just over three hours.
Ben resigned to break straight through the firewall. He knew it would set off red alerts in Seattle and Washington, DC, and every military installation in between. As soon as he infiltrated the database, he would have to search quickly to locate Hannah. With any luck, he could find her records quickly. He prayed she was still alive, that he could get to her, that they could get topside before the entire installation went to DEFCON status Round House and seal him in this subterranean tomb. Of course, best-case scenario, he and Hannah would still be in the middle of the Nevada desert, but he would deal with that situation if he was lucky enough to get there.
This was a mess of his own doing. He had told Maldek he would have his work completed today; there would be no coming back to try again tomorrow. He hadn’t counted on running face-first into an impenetrable database. He had overestimated his hacking abilities and put himself in a box. Time to kick down that door, he thought.
He fetched his chair, hunched over the keyboard, and started clacking keys. When he had typed out the last crash code to punch through the security wall and into JOMA, he paused. His pointer finger hovered over the ‘enter’ key. It shook uncontrollably as he weighed the shitstorm that was about to be unleashed with his next keystroke.
“Please God…,” he whispered as he closed his eyes and slowly lowered his finger toward the little button that would end life as he knew it.
Bam, bam, bam! The three sharp raps on the lab door made him stop and open his eyes. He looked at the clock; it wasn’t yet two p.m. Maldek shouldn’t be back yet, he thought. Besides, she wouldn’t knock; she would swipe her card and walk in.
Ben exited the lab and snapped his head to his left then right. There was nobody around except the MP.
“Airman, did you knock?”
“Yes sir,” he replied with military brevity.
After an expectant pause, Ben realized the kid wasn’t going to elaborate and asked, “Do you need something?”
“No, but I think maybe you do.”
“Really? Please explain, Airman.”
“Please call me DeShaun,” the MP said. “What I mean is, you’re still in that room, and I know you’re here to do something else besides work on that computer. Plus, I heard you slamming stuff around, and I figure that means you’re jammed up.”
“DeShaun, I’m not sure what you think you know, but I’m here to work on some computer coding for some medical equipment that my company sold to this installation. What you heard was me tripping over my chair when I got up to stretch my legs a bit ago. Now if you don’t mind, I need to get back to work.” Ben started back into the lab.
“I misunderstood the situation, Mr. Witter,” DeShaun said. “Sorry to bother you, won’t happen again.”
“Thanks DeShaun.”
“I’m here if you need me. Otherwise you won’t even know I’m here. Just an invisible patriot.”
Ben stopped in his tracks and slowly turned back toward the MP.
“Actually, DeShaun, can you step into the lab for a moment?”
###
Jennifer Maldek watched Ben on the computer monitor in her office in the underground medical facility. She didn’t fully trust the man. He had declined her advances last night, and that didn’t sit well with her. She was sure he was straight, and he seemed cocksure. In addition to the DoD brief she received, she had Googled him before his arrival. She was aware of the media reports of his eligible-bachelor status. The current word on social media and the tabloid websites was that Ben was single. She knew men were attracted to her, and she had felt his eyes sliding over her body. She never would have believed he would come to her apartment, de-frag her laptop, and then fall asleep on her bed without making a move on her. Definitely something shifty about this guy.
The closed-circuit camera hidden in the air vent relayed video of the playboy biotech geek in his natural environment: the computer lab. For most of the morning he had been planted in his chair, fingers twitching atop the keyboard, but close to noon, he started to fidget with his right ear. She couldn’t read any characters on his screen, but she could tell it was a page full of geek-code jibberish. A little bit later he flung his chair across the room and stalked around while nibbling on his fingers.
Maldek was amused. Serves you right, you limp-dick nerd, she thought. She knew she was the epitome of the woman scorned cliché, but she didn’t get many male visitors as good-looking as Ben Witter. Plus he had put off clear signs of attraction, staring at her chest, looking at her the same way he had looked at the steak on his plate. Maybe he’s not straight after all, her ego consoled.
She was enjoying watching him pace in anxious frustration when he stopped and looked toward the door. Then he walked over to it and swiped his key card.
“Where the hell are you going?” Maldek said aloud. “And why the hell don’t I have audio in there?”
The camera didn’t have a good angle, but she could tell the door was open and she could see his feet. He was just outside the lab, apparently talking to the MP. That’s a no-no, boys, she thought. Then Ben re-entered the lab with the MP following behind him.
“Not cool, Airman!” she said to her monitor. “What are you guys doing?”
Maldek slapped a few keys on her computer and pulled up the live relay of the hallway outside the door. The hallway was empty save for the MP’s vacant chair. She rewound the video a little and watched the interaction between the two men, again cursing the lack of audio on the closed circuit cameras. She rewound the feed to a few seconds before Ben opened the door. The Airman was seated immediately to the right side of the lab door. With a motion so smooth and quick it was almost imperceptible, his right arm dropped to his side and reached over and knocked three times on the lower part of the lab door. That’s what brought Ben out of the lab. What did you have to say to him, Airman…?
Maldek switched the camera back to the current feed in the lab and saw that the MP was seated at the computer, Ben standing just off his right shoulder. The MP’s fingers were a blur. Oh, shit, Maldek thought as she jumped up and flew out of her office.
###
“You said online you were a contractor,” Ben said to DeShaun.
“Yeah, well, I couldn’t say I was an Airman. Can you imagine the shitstorm?”
“You know I thought you were nuts when I starting reading your posts, right?”
“That’s ok, it’s better if most people don’t take me too seriously. The folks that count know I’m legit,” DeShaun said. “You figured it out.”
“Why’d you disappear without responding to my private messages?”
“Sorry, man. There’s no way I could know one-hundred-percent I could trust you. Couldn’t risk the communication.” DeShaun’s fingers rapped on the keys with calculated precision, hammering home the ‘Enter’ key after each completed section of code.
“Are you sure you can get past the firewall? How do you know how to do this? How did you know I was coming? How did you get assigned to this detail?”
“Whoa — slow down, Ben,” DeShaun said. “First off, I’m better at this than you. You just gotta accept that.” He cracked an easy smile. “I’m self-taught for the most part. Ma passed away when I was little. My brothers played sports, but me and my pops, we played computer games when I was growing up. He passed away right after I enlisted, and now I’m out here in the damn desert. There ain’t nothing to do when I get off shift, so I started messing around, hacking. Turns out, I’m pretty much brilliant.” DeShaun looked up at Ben and shrugged his shoulders.
“How much longer?” Ben asked. He looked at his watch for the thousandth time since DeShaun got on the computer. He had been firing the keystrokes like a machinegun for ten minutes. Ben wiped the sweat from his forehead with the palm of his hand.
“Not long… Just about there… Okay!” DeShaun slapped the ‘Enter’ key one final time. “This is the map of all areas of the underground complex.”
Ben’s mouth fell open. The hallways on the map looked like tunnels in an ant farm. Tunnels sprawling everywhere, leading to chambers that were multiple levels deep. The web of passageways extended off the screen on both sides. He felt like Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson had just punched him in the stomach.
“Take note of the path you want to follow. Here’s where we are now.” DeShaun pointed to a spot left of the middle of the map. “See this area?” DeShaun pointed to a section of the map on the far right of the screen. This room is where I saw your sister being strapped to the chair, but over here…” DeShaun scrolled further to the right, to a part of the map that wasn’t initially visible because it was so far from the computer lab. “Over here are the dorms. This is where you’ll find your sister.”
“Oh shit…” Ben said. “I can’t save her.” His eyes stung at the corners.
“Why not?”
“I don’t have clearance on my badge to open any doors except this lab and the breakroom. I can’t get past the end of this hallway.”
###
Maldek and the four MPs flanking her left and right turned the corner of the hallway, and she could see DeShaun’s empty chair forty yards down the corridor, sitting beside the lab door.
“Airman Downsen abandoned his post. You two…” Maldek looked at the two guards on her left, “arrest him and take him away as soon as we get in there.”
“Yes, ma’am,” said the two MPs in unison.
“You two stay with me until I decide what to do with Mr. Witter. Unfortunately, he’s a damn civilian,” she said to the MPs on her right just as the group arrived at the door to the lab. Maldek swiped her badge and yanked the door open.
###
“While I was in the lab, I adjusted your clearance level. Your badge now has Colonel Maldek’s clearance access, which means you can go anywhere you damn well please,” DeShaun said.
“You sure about coming with me on this? There’s a very high chance this day will turn out very badly,” Ben said. “I may never see the sun again.”
The pair walked at a crisp pace, like they were on important government business. To the eyes around them, they were a high-level contractor and his MP escort. When Maldek realized they were gone, they were going to be the most wanted men in America and trapped in a two-hundred-feet-deep hole.
“This day was going to end badly for me from the moment I stepped into that lab. I’m in with both feet, Ben. When Maldek realizes I’ve helped you, I’ll likely be charged with treason.”
Ben considered DeShaun’s situation for a second. “Yep, you’re screwed. Let’s go get Hannah and find a way out of this maze.”
The two approached the wide double doors to the medical unit in which DeShaun saw Hannah being forced into an exam room. Ben’s hand quaked like he was ninety years old as he reached to swipe his badge. He paused.
“Ben, don’t act nervous. Swipe the card. It’ll work. If it doesn’t we will figure out a plan B, but you’re going to draw attention to us.”
Ben knew DeShaun was right. He steeled his spine and swiped his badge. The little pad chirped and turned green and the doors slid open with soft swish. He looked at his partner.
“You’re about to step off into a whole new world, baby,” DeShaun said.
“Show me where you saw her,” Ben said.
The little exam room looked like any obstetrical exam room in the civilian world: A bulky chair with stirrup foot rests, a round stool on wheels, a big light on a swinging arm that extended from high on the wall, and a computer terminal sitting atop a counter with storage below and cabinet space above. Against the far wall sat a Witter Biotech transvaginal ultrasound station on a mobile cabinet.
The scene was a stark reminder that Hannah had been pregnant, a thought that was hard for Ben to wrap his brain around. The last time he had seen her, Hannah was only six years old. Now, she would be twenty-four, still mentally disabled, and a mother. Ben felt a heavy weight in his limbs and a big fish flop in his belly. He closed the door so he could talk to DeShaun without others overhearing.
“We don’t know where to go from here, DeShaun. Hell, I don’t know her name since she was adopted, or even that she’s still alive. You saw her, what, a year ago now?”
“She’s still alive, Ben, and I know where her room is in the dorm. After your posts and your private messages, I crawled around in the system. I knew the time, date and the exam room in which I saw her. The whole thing stuck with me — it’s the only time I’ve seen anything like that going on here. I’ve only been in this part of the installation that one time. I was assigned to a General that day, and he passed through here on his inspection.
“Anyway, I hacked into the system and checked the room reservation schedule for that day, November 17. The room wasn’t scheduled under a name; it was for patient number MM-4162.”
“Just initials and a number…” Ben said to the floor. A frustrated tear rolled down his cheek. “Can you believe that evil bitch Maldek tried to sleep with me last night?”
“She’s attractive, I’ll give her that.”
“But she has to know about all this, right? I mean, she’s in on it? She’s kinda the boss down here.”
“Ben, she knows about it all. She runs the whole show. She’s not kinda the boss; she’s THE boss.”
Ben started opening cabinet doors, and he quickly found what he was looking for: a pair of white doctor’s lab coats. “Put this on,” he said and tossed one of the coats to DeShaun.
###
At the security desk Maldek hovered over a guard that was pulling records on a computer.
“I want to know where Ben Witter and Airman DeShaun Downsen have swiped their cards today,” Maldek said. “There will be a record of every swipe, and we’ll follow their dumbasses like they left a trail of breadcrumbs.”
“I’m pulling the records now, ma’am,” said the young MP.
Maldek could see his hands were jittery and his cheeks were flushed. She often had this effect on men, but at times it was hard to tell if it was due to her rank or her beauty.
“Colonel Maldek, there have been no swipes on either of their badges since early this morning. According to this, they should both still be in the lab.”
“Do you think I’m blind, Airman? I must be, because I was just at the lab, and I didn’t see them.” She turned to one of the four MPs that she had pulled onto her detail. “Did you see them Airman Gonzalez?”
“No ma’am, I did not,” replied the woman.
“Well, I guess you’re blind, too.”
Maldek turned back to the young man working the computer. “I really don’t think I’m blind since I can see you sitting there being useless, so why don’t you pull the records for the security door on the lab hallway, and tell me everyone that’s swiped in and out of that door today.”
“Yes, ma’am.” The Airman stroked a few keys and then said, “Um… Colonel, I think we have an issue.”
###
Ben swiped his card, and the double doors to the dormitory opened with a swish. He and DeShaun looked out from the upper floor of the massive, three-level chamber before them. It reminded Ben of an indoor shopping mall, with a walkway around the perimeter and the middle cut out so that he could look down over the bottom level. The room was an expansive rectangle, twice as long as it was wide, and medical robots and medical personnel in white lab coats were buzzing about the wide walkways on each level. The middle area on the bottom floor was a football-field-sized nurses’ station, a blue and white hive of frocks and scrubs.
“Holy crap,” Ben said.
“The dorm rooms line the outside,” DeShaun said. “She’s on level two. Follow me.”
Ben fell in behind DeShaun as he turned to his left and followed the walkway until they were halfway down the length of the room. They stopped in front of an elevator, Ben swiped his badge, and the steel doors parted. Ben’s heart spasmed when an Air Force doctor followed them into the car.
She cut a sideways glance at Ben and DeShaun. “I don’t think I’ve seen you guys around. Are you new here?”
DeShaun hit the ‘2’ button to take the elevator to the next level down. The doctor hit the ‘1’ button.
DeShaun’s pulse fired like a strobe light, and the skin over Ben’s knuckles glowed white-hot as she reached over and looked at the name on his badge.
“Oh, are you the Ben Witter? As in, Witter Biotech?”
“Yes, I am.” Ben had to shove the words out of his throat. “This is DeShaun Downsen, my senior staff doctor.”
“Welcome guys. I hope you’re here to get your equipment back online. Great stuff when it’s working; not so much, when it’s not.”
“We are doing our best,” DeShaun said as the elevator doors opened to the second level and he and Ben stepped out. The doors closed behind them and he winked at Ben.
DeShaun turned to his left once again, and the pair followed the walkway past a dozen dorms. He stopped outside the one with MM-4162 on the small placard next to the door.
“This is her, Ben,” DeShaun said and put a hand on his shoulder.
Ben took a deep breath, vacated his lungs with a whoosh, and then he reached toward the swipe pad with his badge.
###
Maldek’s face was glowing hot like a raging blast furnace when the Airman explained to her that every time one of the two — either Witter or Downsen, he was unsure if it was one or both — swiped his badge, it registered as Colonel Maldek.
“How?” was the only word she could say. Anything more than that and a dam would have burst, unleashing a torrent of four-letter words.
“One of them must have hacked the security system and reprogrammed his badge. That’s the only explanation.”
“Well, UN-reprogram it!” Maldek said.
“I’m sorry, Colonel, I can’t. I don’t have that level of access. You’ll have to go through security administration for a change like that,” the young Airman said.
Maldek didn’t want to have to play by the rules. She knew that such a request would tip off the higher-ups that there was a breach of security. The brass from DC would swoop in like vultures to pick her apart. Men that had always raised an eyebrow at the idea of a woman being in charge of the Government’s most secret and important installation would pour in on a line of aircraft, one after another, chest puffed out, dicks semi-erect from the vindication coursing through their veins. No, for every single woman soldier in the United States military, she had to put this down firmly, quietly and off the record.
“That’s not necessary. Can you do me a favor and tell me where I last swiped my badge?” she said.
“Colonel, you just accessed a room on the mid-level of the dormitory facility. Dorm 81-B. Habitant is MM-4162”
“Thank you, Airman,” she said. The she turned to the four MPs that she pulled onto her detail. “You four, come with me, we need to stop by my office on the way to the dorms.”
While the four guards waited outside her office door, Maldek accessed the database files on dorm 81-B. What the hell are you up to Witter? she thought. When she reviewed the file on the dorm’s occupant, Meat Mother 4162, aka Lisa Rodriguez, formerly known as Hannah Witter, she nearly lost control of her bowels.
###
When the dorm door slid open, Ben had a hard time wrapping his brain around what he saw. In Ben’s mind, Hannah was still a child, but the beautiful grown woman sleeping on the twin bed against the far wall bore only a slight resemblance to the little girl he remembered.
“Hannah!?” he blurted.
Her drowsy eyes opened and blinked the sleep away. “Bonk-Bonk?”
“Yes! It’s me Bonk-Bonk!” His arms locked around her in a vise-grip embrace and tears tumbled down his cheeks.
“Bonk-bonk, I knew you’d find me. What took you so long?” Her voice quivered with the wonderment of a child walking into Disney World.
“I don’t know. I’m so sorry. I tried.” He pushed the words out past the sobs he was holding back.
“It’s ok,” she whispered in his ear and a tear rolled down her cheek as well.
DeShaun interrupted the reunion. “Ben, we gotta hurry up and find a way out of here. It’s not gonna take Maldek long—”
On cue, Maldek’s voice fell like acid rain from an overhead speaker. “Lisa… Hannah, this is Doctor Maldek. You are not to leave your dorm. Doctor’s orders. Stay right there until I get there.
“Ben, I know why you’re really here. I need you to wait there for me, and we will sort this out. We had no idea Hannah had family. Let’s talk about this, and I’m sure it will be no problem to discharge Hannah and send her home with you.”
Ben’s eyes, wide with adrenaline, searched DeShaun’s face for guidance. Deshaun spoke to Maldek:
“Colonel, this is Airman DeShaun Downsen. I have the situation under control. We will wait here for you. Mr. Witter is good now that he’s found his sister.”
“Thank you Airman. I’m on my way. Leaving my office now.”
Ben looked at DeShaun, unsure if the Airman has just sold him down the river or if Maldek really would honor her promise to let Hannah go. The answer was neither.
DeShaun held his index finger to his lips to shush Ben and Hannah, then he pointed to the overhead speaker. Then his eyes widened and he silently mouthed a single word:
“RUN!”
###
“Thank you Airman. I’m on my way. Leaving my office now.” Maldek punched the elevator call button as she spoke into the little microphone wire that extended from the telecom earbud in her right ear. As soon as she finished talking she tapped the earbud twice with her finger, muting her microphone.
“Lock and load,” she said to her MP team. “This is a clear and present danger to national security, and I am giving you the command to shoot to kill, on sight. Do you understand?”
The four MPs bobbed their heads in a unison nod, and racked a live round into the chamber of their suppressed nine millimeter pistols. The elevator opened onto the second level of the dormitory, and Maldek and her team double-timed it to Hannah’s cell. The MPs lined up with their pistols aimed at the door as Maldek gave them a nod of assent and swiped her badge on the control panel. When the door whisked open, the air was filled with the slams of the pistol slides and the sharp odor of burnt gunpowder as the MPs emptied their firearms. Smoking ammo brass leapt from the handguns and bounced off the waxed tiles with the tinkling of a thousand wind chimes.
When the MPs lowered their emptied sidearms, Maldek stepped inside the cell and peered through the firing-squad-fog, looking for the bodies of the troublemakers. She cursed the bullet-riddled furnishings in the otherwise empty room and stormed out, splitting the MPs like bowling pins. Her eyes scanned the perimeter walkway of the dormitory level, and she saw a black man in a lab coat exiting the dorms through the large double-doors on the far side.
###
“What’s going on, Bonk-Bonk?” Hannah said. “Something bad, right?”
“Doctor Maldek is mad at me,” Ben said.
“And me, too,” DeShaun said.
“Yes, him, too,” Ben said.
“But not me too?” Hannah asked.
Ben stopped and put his hands on Hannah’s shoulders. “Of course not. You haven’t done anything wrong. Doctor Maldek isn’t mad at you.” He smiled at Hannah and when she smiled and looked at her feet Ben cut a worried glance at DeShaun who was running his hands over the buzzed stubble on his head.
“Let’s move,” Ben said.
“Follow me,” DeShaun said, taking the lead. “I think she saw me. She will be on us in no time if we don’t find a way out of here, quick.”
As they followed DeShaun through the hallways, Ben asked Hannah about her time at the Ranch, eventually asking her if she had a child. He had no idea where the child would be found, and he knew that trying to find him or her would likely lead to all of their deaths. His knees nearly buckled when Hannah said she had been pregnant eight times, each time delivering multiple babies. He steadied himself against the wall.
“Wuh — where are the kids?” Ben stammered as his heart slid down his ribs and landed in his gut.
“I don’t know,” Hannah said. “Doctor Maldek says they go to live with people that can’t have kids. She says I’m like an angel, helping people have babies to love.”
Ben pictured his infantile nieces and nephews on stainless steel tables, being dissected under Maldek’s blade. Ben tasted the lubrication that precedes vomit, but fought back against his body’s natural reaction. “Oh, wow, Hannah. That’s just… amazing. I am so proud of you.”
“C’mon kids, we gotta make tracks,” DeShaun said. He took Hannah by the elbow and led her away while Ben unleashed a primal scream into the inside bend of his right arm.
At the end of the hallway, the three fugitives came to another set of automatic double doors.
“Where are we at?” Ben asked.
“Not sure,” DeShaun said and swiped his card.
When the doors swung open and they stepped inside, Ben and DeShaun thought they had stepped through the gates of Hell. For as far as he could see, row after row of skinless, pink carcasses hung on eighteen-inch steel hooks that swung from a serpentine mechanized track on the ceiling. The carcasses were gutted and headless. All four limbs remained attached, but the extremities had been lopped off. However, there was no mistaking the anatomical form of the human body.
Ben looked to his right, and, through a large window, he watched a horrific silent movie play out. A grown man hung upside down, naked and thrashing around. A man and a woman donning blood-covered butcher’s aprons circled around the hanging man, careful to stay just outside the reach of his flailing arms. The woman was carrying a baseball bat, and she finally stepped in for a swing, catching the hanging man in the back of the skull. Ben saw the small spray of blood, and the hanging man’s arms fell limp, his fingers still a good three feet from the floor. The butcher man stepped forward and light flashed off his long, curved blade when he slid it across the man’s throat and unleashed a crimson torrent.
“Oh my God.” Ben turned away from the gore.
Hannah buried her face in his chest. She quaked like a leaf.
“That’s fucked up,” DeShaun said.
The tracks howled from above and the bodies lurched a few feet. Ben looked over and saw another upside-down, flopping person, this time a woman, arrive at the station where the two butchers were draining the blood from the human cattle.
The sound of the track snapped Ben and DeShaun from their mesmerized states. Ben pointed to a door in the far right corner of the cavernous meat locker. “There!” he said.
They were nearly to the door, weaving through swinging, skinless human bodies when Maldek called out from behind them.
“Ben! Stop right there!”
He stopped and turned, peeking around cadavers until he could see Maldek and her MPs, careful not to abandon his meat shields lest the soldiers start shooting.
“What the hell is this place, Maldek?” he asked.
“What does it look like, Ben? The nation has to eat!”
No sooner than the words left Maldek’s lips, a wet slap, like a sledgehammer hitting mud, erupted from the cadaver hanging to Ben’s left. The body twisted and swayed on its hook from the force of the silenced gunshot, and its cold, handless right arm smacked Ben across the face.
“You’re nuts, Maldek!”
“You think that meat in the grocery stores and your fancy restaurants just falls out of the sky? The government takes the weak and worthless dregs of society and we give their life purpose! They fuel the rest of us so that we can keep this planet spinning!”
Ben looked at the human meat that surrounded him. He thought about the babies Hannah had birthed, and he wondered if any of the bodies hanging from the meat hooks were his nieces or nephews, then he thought about his steak from the night before, and vomit shot out of his mouth before he realized what was happening.
Another bullet whistled by his right ear, and he turned to see DeShaun ducking out through the doorway, guiding Hannah, shielding her. ‘C’mon Ben!” he shouted over his shoulder.
Ben sprinted for the door as flecks of flesh speckled his face after another close cadaver was rocked with a moist THAP! Ben slammed the door shut behind him and jammed a metal-frame chair under the door handle.
“Let me help you with that,” DeShaun said. He pulled his sidearm and fired a round into the access panel, wrecking the keycard reader and leaving the three fugitives momentarily deaf. Ben gave DeShaun a thumbs-up.
Ben looked around at the large meat saws, grinders, and wrappers that lined the wall to his right. To his left were massive stainless steel tables, refrigerators and freezers. The slack-jawed, dead-eyed severed heads and discarded hands and feet made Ben feel more like he was standing in Jeffery Dahmer’s apartment than a United States government facility. His wide eyes finally registered what he had been searching for.
“Go, go!” Ben yelled to DeShaun and Hannah as he pointed to the sliding metal doors with a sign above them that read SERVICE ELEVATOR.
“Ben, I need help!” DeShaun said.
Hannah was sitting on the sticky floor with her knees pulled up to her chest, rocking gently while she rubbed her ears with her hands and mumbled under her breath.
Oh shit, she’s going into shock, Ben thought and shot an uneasy glance at DeShaun.
“Hannah, we need to keep going, okay. We need to go home. Are you ready to go home with me?” he asked his sister. No response, just more ear rubbing and mumbling.
A quick barrage of slams shook the door and Ben’s head snapped up; he spied four protruding, bullet sized pimples pointed at him like fingers leveling accusations.
“Hannah, please listen to me. We’ve gotta hurry.”
She held up a finger as if to say ‘just a second’, then she opened her eyes and smiled at him.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
“I’m fine. I just needed to talk to my friend. I told him I was leaving, that Bonk-Bonk had come to get me, but we need his help. He said he’d help us! Let’s go, Bonk-Bonk!”
“Okay, Hannah, let’s go!” he said, glancing up at DeShaun who was already halfway across the large room. Ben helped Hannah to her feet and shuttled her to where DeShaun was waiting in the open elevator. The panel had two buttons: ‘Up’ and ‘Down.’ Ben punched the ‘Up’ button. He could hear Maldek screaming like a wounded lioness from beyond the barred door as the elevator doors closed.
Gravity pushed their feet harder against the floor as the elevator trundled upward toward daylight. Ben turned to his sister, afraid their reunion might be short lived.
“So tell me about your friend? Who were you talking to?” He couldn’t recall if she’d had an imaginary friend when they were kids.
“I was talking to my friend that lives here. We talk to each other in our brains. He says the humans think they’re studying him, but really he’s learning about them.”
DeShaun jumped in. “Oh yeah? What’s your friend’s name?”
“His name is hard to say. He’s not from Earth. I call him Bob.”
Ben smiled, put his left arm around Hannah and gave her a squeeze. He extended his right hand to DeShaun, who took it in his own and gave it a hard pump. No words were necessary.
The trio emerged from the elevator into a large refrigerated hangar. Meat, packaged on white foam trays and wrapped in clear plastic, spilled out of giant baskets with wheels. At the far end of the hangar, men and women in white meat market frocks sealed the packed meat in large, waxy, cardboard boxes for transport, then stacked the boxes on wooden pallets. Orange forklifts slid their prongs under the pallets, lifted them, and then drove up the ramp and through the heavy plastic drapes that held the refrigerated air in the cargo hold of the C-130. Its matte grey paint communicated no affiliation with the United States government.
DeShaun gawked with disbelief. “This… this… I knew the UFO thing was a cover for experimental aircraft, and I knew experimental aircraft was a cover for something else, but I never thought our government was capable of this.”
“We gotta roll, guys,” Ben said, taking Hannah by the hand and slapping his new best friend on the shoulder, breaking his trance.
Ben led the trio out of the hangar. A couple hundred yards down the airfield he spotted a twin-turboprop airplane, white with blue trim, sitting just inside the open doors of a small hangar. A JANET fleet Beechcraft 200C. Ben had familiarized himself with the aircraft in the JANET fleet in case it had come to this, and now he was glad he had been so thorough in preparation for this trip.
“This way,” he shouted over the choppy chatter of airplane engines and giant four-wheelers.
Jogging up to the hangar, Ben was relieved to find the plane unguarded, but then again, he thought, who would be stealing an aircraft from an Air Force base in the middle of the Nevada desert. The thought made him smile.
“Ben!”
He had buckled Hannah into her seat, completed an abbreviated systems check, and had sparked-up the twin engines when DeShaun barked his name from the copilot’s chair. DeShaun pointed toward the main entrance to the medical facility. Maldek and her coterie were pouring out like blue ants. Ben gave his friend a thumbs-up.
“We have plenty of head start on her; we’re home-free,” he said.
He taxied the small plane out of the hangar and onto the tarmac, guiding it toward an empty stretch of runway. He looked back to see if Maldek was chasing after them, and she wasn’t. The smile evaporated from his face.
“DeShaun, we got a big problem.”
“Oh shit.”
She was running in the other direction, toward two F-22 Raptors, waving her hands like she was on fire and pointing toward Ben’s plane.
Ben glanced over his right shoulder to check on Hannah, secure in her pillowy cabin chair, eyes closed, rubbing her ears, moving her mouth in silent conversation. “Hold tight, Hannah!” he hollered over the roaring engines.
He guided the small plane down the runway, white-knuckling the throttle higher and higher. The acceleration pushed him deeper into his chair until the plane broke free of the earth like a flung dart. The small plane clawed its way high into the western sky, then banked hard to the left, looping around to the south.
Ben looked out his side window, down on the airstrip below. He saw the pair of Raptors rolling toward the runway, and he knew they were screwed. Catching the little twin-turboprop would be about as difficult for the Raptors as two cheetahs taking down a baby gazelle. They don’t even need to catch us, just lock on and launch a Sidewinder.
He had hardly completed the thought when a jagged gash bisected the runway, cutting across the path of the Raptors. The two pilots likely never knew what happened. One second they were streaking down the runway, and in the next, the fighters hit the fault and popped into orange balls of fire like two giant firecrackers. Within seconds, the ragged opening encircled the installation, and the earth below Ben’s plane collapsed in a titanic crater.
A dozen red tentacles, each the length of a city block, sprouted from different areas of the mile-wide sinkhole and whipped side-to-side like alligator tails, obliterating the remains of the broken buildings.
“What in the world…” DeShaun said, looking past Ben at the surreal scene playing out below.
“It’s Bob! Thank you, Bob!” shrieked Hannah while rubbing her ears.
Ben leveled the plane and looked over at his shell-shocked copilot. “You got anywhere you need to be tonight?”
“I think my schedule just got cleared. You?”
“Yeah, actually, I’ve got a guy waiting for me at an airstrip outside of Mexico City with a clean airplane and some cold cerveza. First stop on my way to Brazil, where I’m going to need a new partner. How’s that sound?”
“I’ve always wanted to see Brazil,” DeShaun said through a wide smile.
“How about you, Hannah, you wanna go to Brazil, see the ocean?” Ben asked, looking back at his sister.
“I wanna see the ocean,” she said softly, staring out the window at a sky she hadn’t seen in years.
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