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Аннотация
BLACKSTAR is an intriguing tale of Area 51, stranded visitors, cutting edge technology, and a megalomaniac General.

Fantastic things are going on at Groom Lake, things that defy our imagination. The greatest scientific minds of our day are working there. Several of them have disappeared when their usefulness was deemed over by General Devin.
General Devin reports only to the President. When President Sampson became concerned about the lack of accountability for the General, he asked his old friend, Raymond Eller, the Director of Homeland Security to assume a supervisory role over General Devin. The General could not have Eller or anyone else snooping around “his facility” and potentially discovering his most secret high tech weapon project, the BlackStar. Eller had to disappear as had the others who didn’t suit General Devin’s purposes.
When the BlackStar was finally completed and tested, the aliens made a surprise visit. It was clear that they were not pleased with the latest development. J, the alien who has been on Earth since the Roswell crash, remained behind, seeming to be deteriorating in health, but watching, always watching.

This is a gripping techno-thriller that you will find almost impossible to put down. If you enjoyed THE END (Book I of The Event Series), THE BEGINNING (Book II), THE REVELATION (Book III) or THE BRINK series by this author, you will want to read this book.


M. W. Huffman
BlackStar

— But what is the greatest evil? If you are going to epitomize evil, what is it? Is it the bomb? The greatest evil that one has to fight constantly, every minute of the day until one dies, is the worse part of oneself.
— Patrick Mcgoohan-
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CHAPTER ONE

- Roswell, New Mexico -
- July 1, 1947 -
Until today the weather had been typical for this time of year in New Mexico. July was always dry and arid and weeks would pass without a single cloud in the sky. The lack of moisture made the stars in the night sky appear so copious that it was often difficult to differentiate the constellations. Of course you have to be careful at night if you decided to go stargazing in the desert. Nocturnal creatures such as snakes, scorpions, and an occasional coyote were always potential dangers to those who were not familiar with the New Mexico desert.
This night, however, was not typical because heavy clouds had started to roll in during the late afternoon. The small sleepy town of Roswell would roll up the sidewalks around 9:00 p.m. and all decent and respectable citizens were expected to be tucked in their homes at that hour.
James “Jimmy” Emerson was just such a person. He had gotten off work at the usual 5:00 p.m., stopped in at the only pool parlor in town and shot a few rounds with his friends. By 7:00 p.m. he was standing in the kitchen, looking into the refrigerator for something to eat.
His wife, Amy Lou, had gone to Santa Fe to help her sister recover from a gall bladder operation. She had only been gone two days and Jimmy was already tired of fending for himself. He wasn’t a big man but he could put away a fair amount of food at a meal.
He decided to drive back to the mom and pop greasy spoon on Highway 101 to get something to eat. He started up his pickup truck and left a dusty cloud as he took off out of the gate and headed for the highway.
He lived five miles off of the main road as the crow flies, down a mostly sand and gravel road. It was supposed to be all gravel but it was losing the battle to the drifting sands that would cover everything. Mother Nature still held the upper hand and always would.
The neon sign on the café said Ed and Erma’s iner. The ‘D’ had burned out long ago and they never got around to fixing it. He climbed out of the pickup and used his hat to dust off his shirt and pants before entering the café. Ed Morgan sat behind the counter, reading the weekly newspaper. The round black faced clock with pink neon numbers that was visible above his head said 7:18 p.m.
“Erma, come look at what the cat's done drug in,” he yelled to the back kitchen as Jimmy entered.
“Damn, Ed. You sure aren’t getting any better looking. How does a pretty girl like Erma stand to look at your ugly face?”
“Why darlin’, you know how to talk to a lady,” Erma said, coming through the swinging doors.
“I’m still trying to steal you away from that grumpy old fart,” Jimmy said laughing.
“Take her,” Ed said.
Erma slapped him on the back of his head. She was short with dark brown hair and eyes that looked like they were made of milk chocolate. She was obviously a good cook. You could tell by looking at Earl. Erma was pretty hefty too. She had once been a real beauty when she was in High School but time and her own good cooking had taken their toll.
“What?” he said, trying to sound innocent.
“Sit down sweetie and Erma will make you something special,” she said to Jimmy.
Jimmy plopped down on one of the stools and put his elbows on the counter.
“What ya got that's good tonight Erma?” he asked.
“We have Beef Manhattan, red beans and rice, meatloaf and mashed taters and of course our good old burgers. We had ham and beans until Ed polished them off.”
“The Beef Manhattan sounds good. I’ll have that.”
“Be right back sweetie. Sorry, but you’ll have to talk to Ed until I get back,” she said as she disappeared into the kitchen.
The diner had been around since before World War II and it looked it. Booths were situated along the front offering a view from dusty glass windows. The red topped vinyl stools would groan when someone sat down on them and tried to spin around. A pass-thru window separated the kitchen from the back counter where a large coffee machine sat along with an ancient brass cash register. It always said ‘No Sale’ no matter what Ed rang up. A two year old calendar hung on the wall next to the pass-thru.
“So what brings you to our fine dining establishment? Get tossed out on your ear?” Ed asked.
“Nah. Amy Lou is up in Santa Fe helping her sister out,” Jimmy said.
The two men sat, just chatting about what was going on. Each one would try to throw in an insult occasionally, whenever the chance presented itself. They had been friends since elementary school and Ed had actually dated Amy Lou in junior high.
“It’s gonna rain. Look at those clouds,” Ed said, glancing out the window.
“Yep. Kind of strange for this time of year. July isn’t much for rain and that looks like a mean one blowing in."
"Unusual looking clouds,” Jimmy replied.
“It’ll cause flash floods for sure,” Ed predicted, turning the page of his newspaper.
“I suspect it will. When we go this long without rain, it usually does. Probably wash the road to my place away again,” Jimmy lamented.
“Hell, no one wants to come see you anyway. It will give Amy Lou a good excuse for not coming back,” Ed teased.
“Then I would just have to convince Erma to run away with me,” Jimmy joked.
“Honey, that wouldn’t take much convincin’,” Erma said, bringing a plate with mashed potatoes, brown gravy and roast beef, all piled high on two slices of white bread.
“Damn woman, feed me like this and we can leave tonight,” Jimmy said.
“I’ll get her suitcase,” Ed murmured, which prompted another slap to the back of his head. The three of them sat and talked while Jimmy wolfed down his dinner. Thunder rolled across the desert and the sky grew even darker.
“Looks like it might be a big one,” Ed observed.
“Why thank you Ed, nice of you to say so,” Jimmy said with a slight smile on his lips. It took Ed a second.
“You pervert. I was talking about the rainstorm.”
“Oh. That might be a big one too.”
Erma just chuckled.
The banter continued as Jimmy ate his food. Finished at last, he leaned back rubbed his stomach and smiled.
“That was satisfying food.”
“Don’t you have some place you have to be?” Ed asked.
“Actually, I guess I had better get my butt home. If it really lets loose, it may very well wash away my road,” Jimmy said, laying three dollars on the counter.
“Hon, it’s not that much,” Erma said.
“It is to him,” Ed said, scooping the three dollar bills off the counter.
“Gotta run. Good grub Erma. I may have to come back for you later if this old grouch doesn’t shape up,” Jimmy said, opening the door.
“I could deliver,” Ed said, trying to duck as Erma took another swing at his head.

CHAPTER TWO

- Foster Ranch, Roswell, NM -
- July 6, 1942 -
The wind had really picked up and large splatters of rain dotted his pickup’s windshield as he headed down highway 101. By the time he got to his turnoff it was starting to come down in torrents. He pulled up as close to the house as he could and then made a dash for the door. He looked back from the kitchen and saw that he had tracked mud across the living room floor. He would have to clean it up before Amy Lou came home. He took off his wet shirt and threw it across one of the dining room chairs. A beer would taste good right about now, if he actually liked beer. He settled for a Coca Cola.
~~
Mac Brazel sat in the kitchen watching as the rain hammered at the window. The rain was blowing sideways at times and he knew the little creek that ran through the property would be overflowing. As he was watching, a huge flash of lightning made him squint and he turned his head away. He thought it was strange because no thunder followed.
One thing for sure, when this did let up, he was going to have to go check on the cattle. Anytime the weather got like this he knew he would have to spend several days rounding up strays. Maybe he could get Floyd and Loretta, his nearest neighbors, to help him when this passed. Then he would help them round up their strays.
The violent storm lasted well into the night on July 6th. He was beginning to wonder if he should just saddle up and try to start out now, but a fresh gust of wind convinced him that waiting was a better idea. His lights flickered twice and then went out. Damn, he thought, now the power is out.
He picked up the phone and got no dial tone. Son of a gun, he might as well go to bed, he thought. He found an oil lamp, lit it, and went up to the bedroom. He emptied the bucket he had placed under a roof leak, undressed and climbed into bed.
The rain seemed to be less intense now; maybe he could get an early start tomorrow he thought, as he rolled over and pulled the sheet over him. Within minutes, he was snoring softly, dead to the world.
When Mac woke early the next morning, the rain was gone and the sun was bright. There was not a cloud in the sky. He dressed, went to the kitchen and made coffee. While it was brewing, he went out to the barn and saddled his horse. The coffee was ready by the time he had finished. He drank two quick cups and ate a piece of dry toast. The phone was still out so he decided to head out and see how his cattle had fared. He mounted up and headed towards the creek that would certainly be swollen by now. He knew some of the cattle would be trapped on the other side. It always happened when the creek rose.
He was about a mile from the house when he noticed a trench that look like it was freshly dug. It went on for a hundred yards or so and then stopped only to start again a few yards further on. He got off his horse and scratched his head.
What the hell could have done this? He followed the trail and started to notice pieces of metal. The trench went for several hundred yards and more and more metal pieces and parts were lying all over the field.
His first thought was that an aircraft must have crashed in the storm last night. He climbed back on his horse and followed the trench. In the next few minutes his life changed forever as did the small community he lived in.
Mac rushed into the house and picked up the phone, he was relieved to hear a dial tone again.
“Sheriff Wilcox’s office,” the voice said.
“Is the Sheriff in? This is Mac Brazel.”
“Hi Mac. No he isn’t in. He has been out helping clean up some of the mess from the storm,” she replied.
“Any idea when he may be back?”
“Well, not really. I could call him on the radio if it’s important,” she offered.
“Hummm. Well I do think it is important. I think a military or some type of aircraft crashed on the property during the storm,” he said.
“Oh dear. Did you find anyone hurt?”
“Uh, well sort of. I think the Sheriff needs to come have a look for himself,” Mac said.
“Goodness, I’ll call him now. It should take about an hour for him to get to your place. Can you wait at the house for him?”
“I’ll be waiting,” Mac said as he hung up.
He didn’t want to say what he thought he had just seen. Everyone would think he was crazy or worse yet, all come out to the ranch and start tromping around. Mac liked people, as long as they stayed away from his space. He ate a tasteless sandwich and sat on the porch waiting for Sheriff Wilcox.
~~
“Bonnie, I don’t have time to just stop what I’m doing and take off to the Foster Ranch,” the Sheriff said.
“He said he thought he found an airplane wreck. People could be dead or hurt,” she said.
“We have no reports of missing aircraft. Look, tell him I’ll get out to his place as soon as I can. It may be a couple of hours.”
She called Mac.
“The Sheriff is really busy right now. He is trying to break away and plans to get to your place as quickly as he can. We have a lot of damage from the storm last night. He will try to get to the Foster ranch within the next hour or two,” she said.
“Well, I’ll be here,” was all he said as he hung up.
What the hell could be more important than a plane crash, he thought to himself. He examined the piece of metal he had picked up at the crash site. It was incredibly light weight but no matter how hard he tried, he just could not bend it. He went out to the tool shed and placed the metal in a vice on the worktable. He lit the cutting torch and adjusted the flame. As he pressed the oxygen lever the flame grew intensely hot.
He started heating the metal first before trying to cut it. He played the flame back and forth across the metal but it didn’t glow red like other metals. He increased the temperature but the metal still didn’t heat up. It looked exactly the same.
He tried cutting through the metal but had no success whatsoever. He turned off the torch, flipped up his shield, and scratched his head. He reached over and got some water on his hands and flicked it on the metal. Nothing. No sizzle, no steam vapor, no sound. He placed his hand near the metal but could not feel any heat coming off of it. Using just the tip of his finger he quickly touched the metal. It was not the least bit hot. He scratched his head again.
Next he picked up an eight pound sledge hammer and took a hard swing at the metal but all the hammer did was bounce off. It hardly made a noise, almost like the blow was absorbed. He looked at the spot he had hit and not even a mark was visible on it. Whatever this metal was, it wasn’t anything he had ever run across before. He was just about to try something else when he heard a car coming up the road. It was Sheriff Wilcox.
“Hi Mac.”
“Sheriff,” Mac said, shaking the officer’s hand.
“What’s going on? Bonnie said you found an airplane wreck,” the Sheriff said.
“I think so. I’m not really sure what I found.”
“Now Mac,” he said, placing his hands on his hips, “You would know it if you found an airplane crash.”
“Well, why don’t we just take a ride and I’ll show you what I’m talking about,” Mac replied.
“Can’t we just drive? You know I don’t exactly have a deep love for animals bigger than me,” he said.
“You’re welcome to give it a try but I think you will get bogged down. The ground is really soft right now.”
“Oh hell. All right, let’s get this over with,” the Sheriff said, resigned to the fact that he was going to have to get on a horse if he was going to see this alleged plane crash.
Mac already had the horses saddled up and within minutes the Sheriff was seated uncomfortably on a large grey Arabian. Mac led the Sheriff back down the path to the spot where he first saw the trench.
“See there,” he said, pointing to where the ground had been dug up.
“Where does it go?”
“About three quarters of a mile through there,” he said pointing.
“Let’s go,” the Sheriff said. They rode in silence until the Sheriff finally said, “Lot of metal around. You could be right. It sure looks like something crashed around here.”
“There,” Mac said, “Pointing to the wreckage.”
“What in God’s name?” the Sheriff said, his mouth hanging open.
“That’s why I called,” Mac said. The two men dismounted and walked toward the wreckage. Debris was spread all over the area.
“What the hell is this thing?” the Sheriff asked.
“Your guess is as good as mine,” Mac replied.
The two men stood looking at the crumpled craft.
“No way,” the Sheriff finally muttered.
“I know. That’s what I said.”
“Did you look inside?”
“Nope. I didn’t know what the damn thing was and I wasn’t about to poke my head inside of something I couldn't identify. Let me show you something else,” he said walking around the strange looking aircraft.
Mac pulled back a crop of tangled brush and showed him a body.
“Holy Mother of God!” the Sheriff exclaimed stepping back. “What the hell is it?”
“Sheriff, I have no idea but I think we are looking at the future.”
With Mac's help, the Sheriff hauled some pieces of the metal back to the ranch house in his saddle bags. When they got back to the house he placed several pieces of the metal in the trunk of the car. Mac took him out to the work shed and demonstrated what he had tried to do with the metal. He also showed him some strange markings he had found on several pieces.
“What the hell is this stuff made out of?”
“Don’t know. Listen. When you hit it, it doesn’t even make a noise,” Mac said, slamming the heavy hammer into the metal.
“I’ll be damned. That is just too strange. I’ll take that stuff in the trunk with me and maybe someone can analyze it for us,” the Sheriff said.

CHAPTER THREE

- FOSTER RANCH, Roswell NM –
JULY 7, 1944
“509th, RAFF, Lieutenant Cody.”
“Lieutenant Cody, this is Sheriff Wilcox. One of our local ranchers has discovered what appears to be some kind of airship crash. Who would I need to talk to about that?”
“I can take the information for you and pass it along,” Cody told him.
“Well, I really would like to talk to someone about it right now. It’s kind of a strange thing. I really don’t know where to begin,” the Sheriff stammered.
“I understand sir. Let me connect you with Colonel Blanch. He is the commander for the 509th Bomber Group.”
The Sheriff had rehearsed what he intended to say but now it sounded kind of crazy.
“509th Bomber Group, Colonel Blanch, how may I help you?”
“Colonel, this is Sheriff Wilcox. A local rancher called about what he thought was a downed aircraft. I went out to his place and well sir, I’m not sure what we saw. It was not an aircraft in the usual sense.”
“Meaning?”
“Well, it is round. Like a disk. Maybe the military has such a craft but I’ve never seen one like it.”
There was a long pause on the other end before the Colonel spoke, “A disk? Are you referring to a flying disk?”
“I honestly don’t know. It is round, made out of some kind of metal I have never seen before and….”
“Yes?”
“Well, we found a body. It doesn’t look human to me.”
“Sheriff, this is on the up and up isn’t it? Not some kind of practical joke?”
“Sir. I am the duly appointed Sheriff and I can assure you that I take my responsibilities very seriously. I wouldn’t waste my time on a practical joke,” the Sheriff said, raising his voice slightly.
“All right, Sheriff. I just wanted to make sure before I sent people out to check on this thing, whatever it is.”
“Understood. So you will send someone?”
“I’ll send Major Morsel and a team out. I want to see what you are talking about as well,” the Colonel said.
The Sheriff gave him directions to the Foster Ranch and made arrangements to meet him there at 7:00 p.m. It would give the Colonel enough time to organize a team and the Sheriff enough time to go back to the crash site and look around more.
At exactly 1900 hours, Major Morsel, followed by a 6 X 6 truck pulled into the Foster ranch. The Sheriff and Mac Brazel went out to meet them.
“Where is this craft?” the major asked after introductions were made.
“About a mile back, near a creek that runs through the property,” Mac told him.
“Can you lead us there?”
“Sure. I’m not sure the truck can make it. I’ve been going on horseback. The ground is pretty soft.”
“Do you have a horse I can borrow?”
“Why sure major. What about your men?”
“They can hike back and meet us. Sheriff, if you wouldn’t mind, could you show my men where they are going?”
“Sure. I guess I can do that.”
The major seemed surprised when the Sheriff mounted a horse.
“I don’t do marching major,” the Sheriff said, and headed to where the men were standing around talking and smoking. Mac brought another horse from the barn and handed the reins to the major.
“Damn. I miss riding. If nothing else, I’m going to enjoy this part.”
“It might be the only thing you enjoy,” Mac said, starting out toward the pasture.
He pointed out where the trench started and they dismounted several times so the major could inspect some of the debris scattered around the field. When they were close to the crash, they again dismounted and tied off the horses.
“Son of a buck,” the major said, his eyes transfixed on the crashed disk.
“What do you make of it?”
“It beats the heck out of me. I’m not aware of anything in our arsenal like this thing,” he said, rooted to the spot.
“Yeah. That’s kind of what I figured.”
Finally, the major started walking toward the craft. His eyes were darting around trying to comprehend what he was seeing. No matter what his eyes reported, his brain seemed to reject the information. It looked like a spaceship and he definitely did not think it was from this world.
As a military man, this was going against everything he believed. Spaceships were a hoax, and those that said they saw them were crackpots. Now here he was, looking at what was undeniably a ship from some other world.
“Over here,” Mac said, leading him to a clump of bushes.
“My God,” he said as he looked down on the small, grey-green hairless body. The large black eyes were open but not moving or blinking.
“Holy shit. What the heck is it? An alien?” he asked, but it was a redundant question and he wasn’t really looking for an answer.
“Never saw anything like that before. Looks like it’s dead. It hasn’t moved since the last time I was out here,” he said.
He was talking just for the sake of talking, more than anything else.
“Has anyone looked inside yet?” the major asked.
“Well, I was going to but decided it might not be the best idea. Not until I found out what we were dealing with here,” Mac replied.
“Alright. I’m going…”
“This way,” the major and Mac heard, coming from down the trail.
It was the Sheriff and the rest of the men from the base.
“Wait here if you don’t mind,” the major said and headed to meet the men.
“Hold it,” the major said as he approached.
“Men, I want you to set up a perimeter around this area. No one is to come closer than they are right now. I want the ten of you to stay within line of sight of each other, is that understood?”
“Yes sir,” came the standard military reply as the men began to deploy.
The major and Sheriff walked back to the base of the crash site.
“I’m going to look inside. Sheriff, would you mind giving me a hand? Maybe you should keep your sidearm handy as well,” he said.
“There is no time like the present. Let’s see what is inside this thing,” the Sheriff replied.
With the Sheriff’s help the major climbed on the side of the disk. He thought he could feel the thing vibrating under his feet but decided it must be just his nerves. He slowly crept toward an opening in the top of the craft. Getting down on his stomach he crawled the last few feet and carefully peered into the gap.
It was lighter inside than he expected and he could clearly see what he thought must be an instrument panel and four individual seats. Everything was much smaller than the aircraft he was accustomed to, like it had been built on a toy scale. He stuck his head in further and saw two figures lying on the floor. They did not move or react when he looked down at them.
“Hello,” he said in a soft voice. Nothing.
“Hello. Is anyone alive?” he said, slightly louder this time.
Still nothing moved. Just as he was about to lower his upper body inside the hole he caught movement out of the corner of his eye. One of the creatures was moving its fingers, almost like it was beckoning for him to come on in.
He pulled his body out of the hole and sat down, leaning back on his arms and hands. What the hell was going on here? This was too big for him to handle. One of those creatures actually appeared to be alive.
He scooted back down off the craft and said to Mac and the Sheriff, “Men, I don’t know what we are dealing with here but we are not equipped to handle this. I think something is alive inside. I saw it move.”
“Should we try to get it out?” Mac asked.
“No. I don’t know how safe that is and I don’t even know what it is. I’m going to get some men here and close off this area. Sorry to do this to you Mr. Brazel but I think we are dealing with a potential National Emergency issue.”
“I still need to round up my cattle,” he said.
“That’s no problem. I just want to secure this area,” he said, sweeping his hand in a semicircle around the downed craft.
“Can I get a couple of hands to help me?” Mac asked.
“I don’t see why not, as long as they stay away from this area,” the major replied.
The major left his men stationed at the site and returned to the house where he called the base. He arranged to have three 6 X 6s brought in along with men from the 1395th Military Police Company (Aviation). He also brought an additional ten men from the 1st Air Transportation Unit.
The Military Police took over the security and the other men were reassigned to follow the orders of the Transportation Operations Officer. For the next three days, the site remained closed and even Mac was not allowed to venture into the area. He could stand and watch as they loaded bits and pieces of the wreck into trucks as long as he remained outside of the perimeter cordoned off by the Military Police.

CHAPTER FOUR

- ED and ERMA’S Diner,
- July 11, 1947 –
“What in the hell has been going on at your place?” Jimmy asked, turning to Mac, seated a couple of stools away.
“Damn military tromping all over the place,” he grunted.
“I could see that, but why?”
“They are picking up bits and pieces of a downed aircraft,” Mac said.
“Plane wreck?” Erma asked.
“What the hell else would it be,” Ed chimed in.
“Actually, no one seems to know what it is,” Mac said, stirring his food around on his plate.
“What the hell does that mean?” Jimmy asked.
“Just what I said. The military doesn’t think it is one of theirs. Guess it could be a Russian craft or ….” He left the sentence unfinished.
“Or what?” Erma asked.
“Something else,” was all he would say.
“Something else like what?” Ed pressed.
“I don’t know. A flying saucer maybe,” he said.
They all started to laugh but noticed Mac wasn’t joining in. He had a serious look on his face. It fell silent in the room.
“You’re serious?” Jimmy finally asked.
“Hell, I don’t know. The thing is, no one seems to know what it is or where it came from. And the bodies they recovered. Very strange,” he said in almost a whisper.
An awkward silence again filled the diner.
“What kind of bodies?” Erma finally asked, pouring Mac another cup of coffee.
“Small. Like children. Only four, really long fingers. Huge eyes. I’ve never seen anything like them in my life.”
“Aliens?” Jimmy asked.
“I just don’t know. The military has taken over the area. I’m not even allowed near the crash now. Hell, I was the one who found it in the first place. Now I can’t even go where I want on the property.”
“Damn. They must think it’s serious if they are going to all that trouble,” Ed said.
“Have you told anyone about this yet?” Jimmy asked.
“Sheriff Wilcox, the Army, Floyd and Loretta, and now you guys,” he said.
“What about the papers? Have you told them yet?”
“Nah. They would just think I was a crazy old coot. I don’t need that,” Mac said.
“You have to tell them,” Erma said, “If a flying saucer crashed out on the Foster property, everyone should be made aware of it. Who knows what this could mean. The military will just hush it up. You need to go to the papers with this story.”
“You really think so?” Mac asked.
“I know so. This is too big to just let them sweep it under the rug,” Jimmy added.
“I hate to admit it, but I think Jimmy is right this time. You should go to the papers with this before they get everything carted away,” Ed said.
“I’ll think about it,” Mac said.
“Want me to tell them?” Jimmy asked.
“No. I’ll go. It should be me. I know more about the thing than anyone,” Mac said.
“Come on. I’ll drive,” Jimmy said.
“No. I’ll go. I just have to think about what I want to say. I don’t want to come off like some fruitcake who has spent too much time in the desert sun,” Mac replied.

CHAPTER FIVE

- FOSTER RANCH, Roswell NM –
- July 14, 1947 –
On the last day, a large platform truck was brought in to the Foster Ranch and the remaining section of the craft was secured. Mac watched from his horse with another man as they covered the disk with large tarps. You could still tell the general shape but it was fairly well disguised by the time they finished.
“I would never have believed you if I hadn’t seen this with my own eyes,” the newspaper reporter said.
“Yeah. That’s why I brought you out here. I figured if I just showed up on your doorstep you would think I had been in the heat too long. Nothing like seeing it first hand,” Mac said.
“Nothing,” the man agreed.
“Now what?”
“I’ll talk to Major Morsel and see what he has to add. I wonder what the official position will be?”
“Denial?”
“More than likely. That’s what the military does best,” he said.
“So are you going to write the story?”
"Bet your butt I am. With or without the help of the military.”
~~
The room had the typical military green walls and no personal touches of any kind. The standard grey metal desk, chairs, and filing cabinets were the only furniture items in the room. The Colonel opened the shades and a bright shaft of light filled the room.
He sat down behind his desk, introduced Major Morsel and said, “Just how can we help you?”
“I am doing a story on the spacecraft that crashed at the Foster Ranch. The one Mac Brazel found” he said, opening up a notepad and taking a pencil out of his inside jacket pocket.
“Spacecraft? You mean the disk?”
“Whatever you want to call it,” the reporter said.
“All right. We recovered what we believe to be a flying disk. We do not know the origin of the vessel yet so calling it a spacecraft doesn’t seem appropriate at this time,” the Colonel said.
“But you did find a disk that crashed out at Mac’s, right?”
“We found what appears to be a disk. It did appear to have crashed into the earth at the Foster Ranch and was reported by the ranch supervisor, Mr. Brazel.”
“Can you tell me what you found, exactly?”
“Just what I said. It was a craft that looked like it had crash landed. It was disk shaped. The metal that it was made out of was certainly different from anything I have ever come across,” the Colonel confirmed.
The reporter threw out question after question and to his surprise, the Colonel let the Major answer the majority of them. Major Morsel was more candid than he expected.
“May I see it?”
“I believe you already have. You were with Mr. Brazel at the ranch when we loaded it on the truck,” the major said.
“Touché,” the reporter said, suppressing a smile, “I meant, up close. Could I take a good look at it, without men with guns standing around,” he asked.
“Sorry. Until the investigation team from Texas gets here, no one is allowed to see it,” the major said.
“What about the bodies you recovered?”
“I have no comment about that. I do not recall recovering any bodies. There was a lot of wreckage but no bodies that I am aware of,” he said.
“So Mac made that part up?”
“I can’t speak for Mr. Brazel. We did find a dead coyote near the wreckage, but no bodies,” he insisted.
After an additional string of questions, it was apparent that he had gotten all he was going to get from the Colonel or the Major. When he got back to his office, he immediately started working on the copy for the paper. Within an hour, however, Lieutenant Walter Haut from the base walked into the office with a press release.
While it did confirm much of what he was writing, it had been sanitized in typical military fashion. Lieutenant Haut was the Public Relations Officer for the Roswell Army Airfield. The reporter wrote his article and had the press release from the base included.
All hell broke loose the following day when the papers hit the street. The phones started ringing off the hook. The same thing was going on at the air base as well as at the Foster Ranch.
The story was quickly becoming a national event as it was picked up by the national news service. Boy, did I open a can of worms, the reporter thought, as he tried to block out the persistent ringing of the phone.
It wasn’t enough that the phone was ringing, but people were starting to drop by and wanted to ask questions. He tried to explain that what he wrote was all he knew at this time but few believed him.
Finally around noon, Lieutenant Haut came back in with another press release. It was rescinding the previous statement. According to the new release, the object recovered was nothing more than a high altitude weather balloon. The mix up was due to the fact that it was an experimental balloon and few knew of its appearance.
Several test dummies used for high altitude experiments were recovered as well, according to the release. The Lieutenant produced a picture, showing pieces of the balloon in the Colonel's office. The picture was to be distributed with the new press release.
The reporter looked at him for several seconds and then just said, “Yeah, right.”
The Lieutenant pulled at his tie, nodded his head and left. So, it’s started already, he thought. He was very accurate indeed. It was just the beginning of sixty years of cover-up and denial by the government.

CHAPTER SIX

- PRESENT DAY -
“Now let me get this straight. You’re saying that you have firsthand knowledge of the Government’s cover-up of a crashed alien spacecraft? That they have not only visited us before, but they are still coming here? On top of that, one of these aliens is even working with our military?”
“That’s not exactly what I said. I said I had hands-on experience. That’s not the same thing. I actually saw and worked on some of these projects.”
“Mr.?”
“You can call me Robert for now,” he said.
“All right, Robert. You’re sitting here telling me this, but what proof do you have?”
“Well, I can tell you about several projects I was involved with,” he said.
“I would have no way of verifying them, so I would need more. A hell of a lot more.”
“All right. I will tell you this. I worked on projects at Groom Lake,” he said.
“Groom Lake?"
“Area 51. Dreamland. The Nellis Gunnery Range. They are all essentially the same thing.”
“You worked there?”
“Yes, for three years.”
“I’m sorry..uh, Robert. I would like to have a long chat with you but unless you can prove any of this, I afraid I can’t be of much help,” the interviewer said.
“I understand your reluctance to take this at face value but let me tell you about what has been going on in my life. Essentially, because I left the program and they are afraid I will spill the beans, so to speak, they have made every attempt to not only discredit me, but to make me vanish as a person.”
“Vanish? You mean kill?” the interviewer asked, becoming a little more interested.
“No. I mean vanish as if I never existed. My hospital records, military service records, employment records, and even my education records have disappeared. Vanished. Wiped out. Gone.”
“How can that happen?”
“You tell me. All I know is that when I try to access my school records, none exist. It is the same for my military service records and everything else. Whomever is responsible, they are trying to make me seem like some nut running around yelling the sky is falling. Well, for me the sky is falling,” he said.
“So you can’t prove any of this. For that matter, Robert, you can’t even prove you are who you say you are.”
“Correct. I have become afraid for my life now that they have managed to erase almost all of my past existence,” he said, closing his eyes.
“Almost erased?”
“Yes. They still have some loose ends but who knows what will happen after that?” he said.
“What kinds of loose ends?”
“Here,” he said, handing over a backpack that was loaded down.
“My real name is Lake. Doctor Lake. Maybe I should have said that from the start but I have to be very careful. It’s my life I’m gambling with here.”
“Alright. Let’s stick with Robert for now if that will make you more comfortable. What are you giving me?” he said tapping the bag with his foot.
“Inside the backpack you will find a lot of leads that will prove I am not only who I say I am but that what I am telling you is the truth. You will have to dig for some of it, but if you are really interested, and the investigative reporter that I have heard you are, you will find what you’re looking for.”
The interviewer played with the strap of the bag, trying to make up his mind. This could be something really big. It could possibly be his ticket to fame and fortune. The thing was, if this was a hoax, it could drag him down and end his career.
“Let’s say I buy your story for now. I would have to make damn sure that this is all on the up and up. My career would be on the line here,” he said.
“I appreciate that but my life is on the line. You can start a new career but it’s harder to start a new life.”
“Well Robert, let me look into this a little more and I will be back in touch with you one way or the other, I promise,” the interviewer said.
“That’s all I could ask for. If you find the material in there,” he said, tapping the backpack with his toe, “to be factual, and you will, you can reach me at this number.”
He scribbled out a phone number on a slip of paper and handed it to him.
“I’ll be in touch.”
“Good,” Lake said as they shook hands.
~~
Lake climbed into his car, checking around before pulling out. He wanted to see if anyone was following him. Sure enough as he passed a line of parked cars, one pulled out a little ways behind him. He turned left to see if they would follow and they did. He slowed down and they slowed as well. He was trying to time the light so he could just slip through on yellow. He slowly crept toward the cross street and when the light turned yellow, he floored the car.
The dark car sped up as well but was unable to make it without going through on the red. He quickly raced up the street and made a quick right turn followed by another right. He wanted to make sure they had no idea where he was headed.
After a few minutes of turning and backtracking, he decided he was safe and headed back to his house. Shack was a more accurate description. Most of the windows had been boarded up and he had no electricity. His bed was a mattress on the floor with a couple of worn blankets. Water he could get from a well outside the back door but it had a heavy sulfur smell and covered everything with a light brown residue. He hid his car in a barn that was just barely standing. He thought it might collapse at any time.
When he got home the ice in the chest had melted and everything was floating in water. Just great, he thought. He dug around in the water and found a soggy lump of cheese. It would have to be his dinner tonight. He wasn’t about to take a chance going out again.
He had run a phone line from the booth at the edge of the street back to the house. Now all he had to do was stay out of sight and let the reporter do his job. If he was any good at all, he would find proof that Lake was telling the truth.
The investigative reporter Lake had talked to, George Snapp, wasted no time in trying to sort out the truth. The backpack contained copies of a birth certificate, high school and University yearbooks, medical records, a DD 214 discharge form that verified that Lake had served in the Navy, and a stack of newspaper clippings.
He spent the rest of the day just organizing and planning how he was going to proceed. The last thing he wanted to do was leave some stone unturned or show his hand too soon. If what Lake had said was true, they might come after him too. Whoever ‘they’ were. Once he had finalized his plan of attack he got down to work.
“Hello. My name is George Snapp. I’m an investigative reporter and I'm doing a story on a student who graduated from your high school.”
“Just a moment. I’ll transfer you to records.”
Terrible music filled the phone while he waited.
“Records, can I help you?”
“I’m looking for the graduation date of one of your students. I don’t need his grades or anything like that; I just need to verify that he graduated when he said he did. His name is Lake. Robert Lake. He graduated in 1971. Can you verify that for me?”
“Just a moment,” she said as she placed him on hold again. Within seconds another voice came on the line.
“Sorry, we have no one by that name on record here.”
“You’re sure? It certainly didn’t take long to check,” Snapp said.
“We do not have a record of anyone by that name. Sorry we can’t help you.”
“Wait. Would you check again? According to your yearbook, which I have in my hand, he graduated in 1971,” Snapp said.
“Your information is incorrect. We have no one by that name on our records. Goodbye Mr. Snapp,” the man said and severed the connection.
Snapp put a check mark by the high school and began calling the Universities he was supposed to have attended. He got the same answer at each place. No such person on record as having ever attended their University. Even when confronted with the signature of the University President, his existence was denied.
A call to the hospital revealed that according to their records he had never been born at that location. Every search ended up the same.
When he tried to confirm that he had worked at the Los Alamos Atomic Lab, once again it was a dead end. Even when he read a newspaper clipping to them with a picture showing Dr. Lake standing inside one of the buildings at the facility, he got the same answer. Sorry, we have no such record on file.
Lake really didn’t exist. So who the hell was he talking to? Why would anyone go to such great lengths to erase the past of someone? Whomever it was, they had to be big and powerful. Only the Government or some clandestine branch could make someone disappear off the face of the earth. Out of sheer dumb luck, or as he liked to think of it, good investigative reporting, he happened to mention what he was working on to one of his colleagues.
“Hey, you should hook up with a Doctor…what the hell is his name. Botcher, Bonner, something like that. He had a similar story. You remember Langford? He was going to do a story on the guy but could never verify what the guy told him.”
“Really? Where is Langford now?”
“At Channel 5, the last I heard.”
Snapp called over to Channel 5 and was able to locate Langford.
“Hey George, what’s up? Long time no see,” Langford said.
“I was talking to Royster and your name came up. I just thought I would see what you were up to,” he told him.
“Sure it did. I know you too well Georgie-boy. What do you need from me? A job or information?”
“Can’t a guy check up on an old friend?”
“Sure he can but…”
“Okay. You win. Royster said you were doing a story on some doctor by the name of Botcher, or Boyer or something along those lines. He couldn’t remember exactly. I came across some material and I wanted to check the source. I think he might help me,” Snapp told him.
“Not the UFO stuff? Look, I talked to the guy. Nothing he said could be verified. He is a nice enough guy, if a tad eccentric. Basically it was not worth much as a story. Believe me, I tried to make a go of it,” Langford said.
“Would you mind if I took a look at it? My story isn’t about him. I just need confirmation on some details.”
“Well buddy, I wouldn’t risk my professional career on anything he confirmed or denied. He is a bit of a fruitcake,” Langford said.
“I’ll be careful. Can you give me his name?”
“Doctor Dan Barnett. Doctor Dan to his friends, the few he has.”
“Where can I find this guy?”
“Hell, you want me to write the story for you too?”
“Don’t bust my chops. I saved your ass plenty of times over here,” Snapp said.
“Oh sure you did. Well, the last time I talked to him he had a home over on Locus Street. Some place in the 3200 block. Big old house with a huge garage attached. It’s on the corner I think. You’ll spot it. It’s as weird as he is.”
“Thanks. Look, I owe you a beer. I’ll give you a call and we can get together and shoot the shit,” Snapp said.
“Sure, when pigs fly,” Langford replied as he hung up.

CHAPTER SEVEN

- Dr. Barnett’s House –
Snapp pulled into the drive. At one time there must have been an iron gate across the entrance. Two massive stone pillars stood on each side of the drive. The house was just like Langford had described it. Old, with peeling paint on the woodwork. It must have been quite elegant at one time but it was rundown now and seriously needed a renovation.
He parked and went up to the door and rang the bell. No one came so he rang it again. He was just starting to leave and go around to the garage when someone opened the door.
“Yes, can I help you?”
“I hope so. I’m George Snapp. I was hoping to locate a Dr. Dan Barnett. Does he happen to live here?”
“Who are you again?”
“George Snapp.”
“Why do you want to talk to him?”
“Well, it’s rather personal.”
“So you might as well tell me, I’m his personal secretary,” she said.
“I see. So the doctor does live here?”
“You’re not too bright are you? I said I was his personal secretary. Why else would I be here?”
“Yes ma’am. May I please speak to the doctor?”
“Wait here. I’ll see if he wants to talk to you. Are you a reporter?”
“Yes.”
“Thought so. You’re like bad pennies, you just keep turning up,” she said and closed the door.
He looked around the yard while he was waiting. The landscape was in much better shape than the house. He wondered if it was a hobby of Barnett’s or of the secretary.
“Beautiful aren’t they,” a man’s voice said from behind him.
He turned and saw a well groomed man, probably in his sixties or early seventies. He had a white beard and was right at six feet tall, George guessed. He looked to be in fairly good condition for his age. He had his glasses down on his nose. He looked like what George envisioned a scientist looking like. He certainly didn’t look like a fruitcake.
“Mr. Snapp? I’m Dr. Barnett. My secretary said you would like to speak to me. She warned me you were a reporter, not some of her favorite people I’m afraid,” he said, taking a seat on the porch swing.
“I’m afraid she is right. I am a reporter. I won’t try to smooth talk you and I don’t want to waste your time. I’ll come right to the point if that is okay with you?” George said.
“Then by all means, come to the point,” the doctor said.
“I am thinking about doing a story on Area 51. Specifically the facility called S-4. Are you aware of such a place?”
The doctor took off his glasses and wiped them with a handkerchief from his coat pocket.
“I take it you have had the good sense to do a background check on me. You must know that I indeed do know about S-4. I spent a great deal of time working in the EBL facility.”
“EBL?”
“Extraterrestrial Biological Lab.”
“Extraterrestrial? You mean as in little green men?”
“Whatever you would like to call them Mr. Snapp.”
“Sir, I did do some checking on you and I can find nothing to back that up,” Snapp said, sitting down on the porch banister.
“Then you haven’t been looking in the right places,” the doctor said, smiling and mopping his brow with a second white handkerchief that he took from his other jacket pocket. He folded it very precisely before replacing it.
“And where are the right places?”
“Look at the body of my work. What I was trained for. Whom I have worked for. Do you know who EG & G is?”
“No, I don’t think so,” Snapp admitted.
“You need to find out. I’ll tell you one thing. They do the hiring for the scientists who work at Dreamland. No one gets into that place until they have vetted them first”
“And they will confirm that you worked for them?”
“Good heavens no. They will totally deny it. Not only that, they will tell you that they don’t even know what or where Area 51 is.”
“So how is that supposed to help?”
“That’s what you need to find out. Who the hell is EG & G? Why do their people handle the security for the entire area? Why they will deny supplying security for many of the Nuclear Reactor sites around the US? Start by finding out just what they do and who else they don’t work for,” he said and chuckled.
“Doctor, this really isn’t helping much,” Snapp said.
“Why don’t we take a little walk? Maybe I can show you something that will put you on the right track.”
The doctor got up and slowly straightened, rolling his neck around. George could hear the creaking noise from where he sat.
“Please, come with me,” he said and led George through the house and into the large building out back. It was not a garage; that was for sure. It was a laboratory and it was exceedingly well equipped with stainless steel tables, tubes with different materials in them, an electron microscope, and many other items that he didn't recognize.
“Here,” the doctor said, opening a filing cabinet and taking out a large book. It was filled with pictures, paper clippings and documents. Right in the very front, on the first page was a badge that said:
ULTRA TOP SECURITY
LEVEL 6 CLEARANCE
DR. DAN CANE
EBL MJ-12

“It was my security badge. Turn it over and you will find who issued it.”
Snapp took it out of the plastic cover and turned it over. On the back was the date of issue, a signature that was scrawled out and property of EG & G Inc.
“How do I know this was yours? It says Dr. Dan Cane. Who is that?”
“I am, or was. No one uses their real last name for security reasons. We keep our first name most of the time because that is an easy one to get stumped on. I was Dan Cane.”
Snapp looked at him, waiting for a more satisfactory answer. None came.
“All right, suppose I buy into that; it doesn’t say anything about this alleged Area 51 or Dreamland if you like. There's no mention of this secret S–4 lab,” George said.
The doctor smiled and handed the book to him and said, “Read.”
George spent the next two hours going over the documents, taking notes and asking questions. Each page seemed to bring more questions than it answered. His head was spinning by the time he finished the last page. He saw several pictures of the man before him with the name listed as Dr. Dan Cane. Several awards for scientific breakthroughs were in the name of Dr. Cane as well. He closed the book and sat, lost in thought.
“Hungry?” the doctor asked.
“Actually yes. I didn’t realize how long we have been at it.”
“Loretta, would you bring us a couple of sandwiches and something cold to drink?” he said over an intercom.
“I’m your secretary, not the maid,” she replied back.
“She’ll bring them,” he said and smiled.
He gave Snapp a complete tour, explaining what each piece of equipment was used for and what he had been experimenting with.
A few minutes later, Loretta brought in a tray of sandwiches, a pitcher of ice tea and a freshly baked pan of brownies.
“Thank you dear,” the doctor said.
“Humph,” she said and walked out.
“Told you she would bring them. She baked brownies for us too. She must like you,” the doctor grinned, rubbing his beard.
They ate with little conversation until they had finished.
“This is way over my head. I didn’t understand half the information I read. What the hell is MJ-12 anyway?”
“You may recall that in 1947 there was a story about a flying saucer that was found in Roswell, New Mexico.”
“Sure everyone knows about that. It turned out to be a weather balloon,” George said.
“Are you sure? Not everyone else seemed so sure. Certainly not the President at the time, Harry Truman, nor the Supreme Commander, General MacArthur. Too many strange things were being spotted in the deserts of New Mexico. We were conducting nuclear tests in those days. Trinity and all that stuff. All above ground no less. They were convinced that the Russians or someone was spying on the testing. They formed a very special group of scientists to investigate. The group was called the Majestic 12. It was a top secret organization that reported only to the President. They had an unlimited budget and any government resource at their fingertips. They were based at Nellis Gunnery Range, Area 51, and all the other names that have been attached to that mystic place. When people began to find out about Area 51, they decided it was time to move some of the most secret projects, projects that were even more important than the U2, SR 71 or even the Nighthawk 117. They picked a facility at the base of the Papoose Mountain about twelve miles down the road. It was built right into the side of the mountain. The exterior was made to look as much like the surrounding area as possible even down to the textured paint on the bay doors.”
“You’re saying that we have projects more important than the stealth programs?”
“Dear boy, projects way more important.”
“You’re referring to space travel?”
“I’m referring to dimensional travel,” he said sitting back in his chair.
“Dimensional travel, what the hell is that?”
“Do you know what frame-dragging refers to?” Doctor Barnett asked.
“Sorry, haven’t a clue.”
“It’s also referred to as the Lense-Thirring effect. Time is like a framework and when a heavy object, such as the earth, is placed in the field of the frame, or time if you like, it drags it down, causing a distortion.”
“I’m not sure I get it totally, but I sort of do. Something like putting a bowling ball on a net?”
“A very, very tight net. It distorts the time immediately around the object. Now if you could distort time enough, sometimes referred to as ‘folding’, you would be able to travel tremendous distances in virtually no time at all.”
“Sounds like the hyper-space they used in Star Wars,” Snapp replied.
“What is Star Wars? The project President Reagan started?” the doctor asked.
“A movie. The Millennium Falcon?”
“Millennium Falcon?” the doctor said, looking at him like he had just lost his mind.
“Never mind. I get the concept,” George said.
“Yes, well, this isn’t a movie. This is real. We are learning how to unlock the potential. Not me actually. I was working on a different project. Others were working on the travel distortion project.”
“Any success?”
“Oh yes. It has been done, many, many times. Just not by us. They are now trying to reverse engineer the device that makes it possible.”
“Reverse engineer. Where did they get the first one to take apart?”
“Why from alien spacecraft.”
Snapp listened intently for the next hour as the doctor told a story of alien craft that had visited earth and of the ones that had crashed and were in the possession of the military.
S–4 was the facility where they were kept. He said he had actually seen one but others who worked on the time distortion project told him they had eight others. For his part, he was working on a biometric process to stop the aging and disintegration of alien cells while on earth. It was at that point that Snapp had to decide if he was talking to a crazy man or someone who was telling the truth.
According to the doctor, one of the aliens from the Roswell crash back in 1947 was still alive. His age was approximately 250 years using earth time as a measurement. The problem was that he was dying due to cell disintegration. The doctor was heading up a team to try to reverse or stop the process.
He told Snapp that the alien was referred to as J — Rod or simply J. When George had asked how they came up with that name, the doctor told them that during the early stages when trying to learn to communicate with the alien, he had drawn a figure that looked much like our J and a symbol that someone called a rod. The name stuck and he became J-Rod. Most of the team just referred to him as J.
“Have you ever heard of someone named Lake working at the S–4 facility?”
“I couldn’t tell you. Remember, they change our names,” the doctor reminded him.
“If I could show you a picture of the man?”
“Maybe. We had many additional scientists besides the MJ–12 group.”
George handed over a picture from a newspaper clipping, taken at Los Alamos, New Mexico.
“Robert. Dr. Robert. Sure I knew him. He was working on a propulsion system. As I recall, something to do with Element 115. They were trying to find a way to produce it and determine how it could be used for propulsion.”
“How did they know it could even be used in such a way?”
“Dear boy, that’s what the aliens used to get to earth. That’s how we learned about Element 115 as a potential fuel source for space travel. It acts as an anti-gravitational material. When placed in the proper reactor, for lack of a better word, it can distort time and actually fold it. I don’t know all the details but Dr. Robert was working on it.”
Snapp was dumbstruck. Not only did Barnett confirm that Lake, or Dr. Robert, was actually involved with one of the world’s best kept secrets, but he was the key to proving that life on other planets existed. A thousand questions rushed to his head but they would be better asked of Dr. Lake.
“I can’t thank you enough for all the information you have given me, Doctor Barnett.”
“It was a pleasure to talk to you. You are much less arrogant than the other reporters that have come around. Some are just prima-donnas, surly, mean spirited, and damned rude,” he said.
“Unfortunately, I’d have to agree with you in most cases”
The doctor waved goodbye from the front swing as Snapp got into his car and left. As he pulled out, a black car fell in behind him. He headed back to the office, unaware that he was being followed.

CHAPTER EIGHT

- GEORGE SNAPP -
George sat with the contents of the backpack Lake had given him strewn across his desk. He started checking his notes from his meeting with Dr. Barnett against anything that might confirm either man’s story. He was deep in thought when two men came in and asked to see him.
“I’m George Snapp, what can I do for you?” he asked a very large, dark skinned man. The man was dressed in a three piece suit and had on sunglasses which he did not remove.
“It’s what we can do for you, Mr. Snapp,” he said.
“I’m not sure I understand. What can you do for me?”
“Give you some advice. It is not a good idea to be talking to people like Lake or Barnett. They can do nothing for you except bring trouble,” he said.
George was conscious of the other man staring at him.
“Why would that bring trouble?”
“Some things are best left alone. People who start poking their noses in places they don’t belong often find more trouble than they can handle.”
“And I am doing that?”
“Let’s just say you are walking dangerously close to that line of no return,” he said.
“This is a threat. You’re threatening me,” George said, raising his voice an octave.
“No sir. This is just a visit about your wellbeing. People like Lake and Barnett are detrimental to our National Security. They do not abide by the contractual obligations that they freely signed during their employment. Your association with them could be construed as your willingness to follow them down the same path. That would not be beneficial to you,” he said.
“And if I continue my association with them?”
“It would be at your own risk. I have given you some good advice; whether you chose to follow it is your decision. Good day Mr. Snapp,” he said and turned to go out.
“You can’t threaten me,” Snapp shot back.
The large man stopped, turned and looked at him. “If I said I would kill you if you continued to pursue this matter, that would be a threat. I didn’t say that…exactly. My visit is a goodwill gesture from my employer,” he said.
Without thinking George said, “EG & G Inc.?”
The man took off his glasses, carefully folded them and placed them in his top jacket pocket.
He looked hard at Snapp for a few moments before saying, “Mr. Snapp, I cannot stress enough how precariously close you are to getting me upset. You do not want to get me upset. Do you understand what I am saying?”
George just shook his head. It was a foolish thing to do. Pissing off two guys who were making a thinly veiled threat was not the smartest thing he had ever done. The man continued to look at him; finally he took his glasses out of his pocket, unfolded them and put them back on.
“You do not want to cross my path again Mr. Snapp. I won’t be quite as magnanimous the next time we talk,” he said and was gone.
George sat down, shaking. He wiped the sweat from his upper lip and forehead. One thing for sure, they were proof that Lake and Barnett had worked for the government at one time. They had unwittingly confirmed it.
“Are you all right?” one of his colleagues asked.
“Oh sure. I just got a little dizzy. I think I stood up too fast,” he lied.
“Got to watch that at your age,” his friend joked.
“Nice. I’m ready to pass out and you want to kick me while I down. Go pick on Linda for a while,” he kidded back.
Now what? Obviously they had been following his movements. They had mentioned both Lake and Barnett. Maybe they were telling the truth and the two really were a threat to National Security. The last thing he needed was to have the Government come down on him. They could put him out of business if they wanted to, he suspected. It was a good story but was it worth the associated risk?
One thing for sure, the Government was up to something out in the desert of New Mexico. What he would have to decide was whether he had the courage to see this thing through. He put all the materials back into the backpack and locked it in this bottom desk drawer.
He needed to get some fresh air and think. He decided to walk down to Michael’s Pub and grab a sandwich. When he walked out the door he saw the two men standing across the street. He turned and started walking down the street and the two men kept pace with him.
Were they just waiting for him to get out of the office so they could attack him? His head was reeling with different possibilities. He quickened his pace but the two men remained alongside of him. He reached Michael’s and ducked inside.
He took a big breath. He was safe in here. Maybe he could go out the side door and leave undetected. Just then, the door opened and the two men came in. They ordered and sat at a table just a few feet from where he was seated. He could overhear them talking about accidents that had happened to people that they had known. Now what?
He finished his meal and decided that there was no way around it; he was just going to have to leave. When he walked out the two men were still eating. They watched him through the window as he walked back toward his office. They made no effort to follow him back. He was definitely relieved when he finally reached the door and went inside.

CHAPTER NINE

- Snapp and Dr. Lake Meeting -
“No one followed you here did they?” Snapp asked.
“I don’t think so. I’ve gotten pretty good at knowing when I have a tail on me. I take precautions,” Lake said.
“Good. Good.”
“This is some turn of events. What happened?”
“I got a visit a couple of weeks ago from two goons who made veiled threats about me continuing with this investigation.”
“So, welcome to the club. Now you understand what it is like. At least you still exist. What did you find out about my past?”
“Like you said, you don’t exist in public records. Someone has methodically erased your records. Even when confronted with the facts, they refuse to acknowledge you. It’s damned freaky,” Snapp said.
“You should be on my end,” Lake replied.
“It certainly would be disheartening.”
“More than that. It’s really devastating. No one will believe anything you say because you have no certifiable proof of who you are and what you have done.”
“I think the men were from EG & G,” Snapp said.
"Yes, of course. That would be consistent. They hire some real primates. They are as subtle as a lead balloon,” Lake said.
“I want you to tell me more of the story. I feel confident that you are who you say you are and that you have been involved in a special government project. I have been able to confirm some of the things you told me,” he said.
“Well, that’s a start. Since you have already met the good folks from EG & G you can get some feel for how they treat people. It’s the same for those who work under them. They use fear and intimidation to keep the scientists under control,” Lake said.
“Do you know a Dr. Dan Cane?”
“Dr. Cane. Sure. He was one of the MJ-12 Group,” Lake said.
“He was. I talked to him and he told me about the Magnificent 12 Group but didn’t mention that he was a part of that group,”
“Not the original group. I think he was like the fourth or fifth replacement person chosen. He is really quite brilliant, certainly the best in his field,” Lake told him.
“Replacement?”
“Sure. As someone would die or leave the program they would find a top person to replace them”
“I see. He recognized you as Dr. Robert. Is that the name you went by at S–4?”
“Yes. They always change your last name. They say it is for security reasons. I think it’s so that it will be easier to deny your existence if necessary.”
“Did you know any of the others?”
“I knew several by their cover name, later I was able to find out a couple of their real names,” Lake told him.
“Who were they? Anyone the average person would know by name?”
“Sorry, no Doctor Spock. These are real people.”
“Give me a couple of names so I can check this out as well,” Snapp said.
“Sure. Let’s see. I remember Vannevar Bush. That’s rather ironic when you think about it.”
“Bush. Yes, it is ironic,”
“Someone named Detlevv Bronk, a Hungarian, very heavy accent. Couldn’t understand half of what he said. Seems like someone named Hunsacker or Hunsaker, something like that, was also one of the twelve.
“Who was the head honcho?”
“Overall? Kennedy when I was there.”
“I mean under President Kennedy?”
“I honestly don’t know.”
“What about people like Einstein and Oppenheimer?” Snapp asked.
“I’m sure they were considered, probably on the original list of prospects, but I doubt they were actually a part of the MJ Group. They were far too famous and it would have been much harder to hold them back. They were not afraid of the government so controlling them would have been next to impossible. It would be hard to make either of them disappear don’t you think?”
“Yes, I see your point,” Snapp said. “You were working on propulsion weren’t you?”
“I was on two projects. Reactor flux impulse propulsion and reverse engineering a system that uses Element-115. Element-115 is UnUnPentium, usually referred to as UuP.”
“And this element is the key to space travel?”
“Well, it certainly is one step in the process. Element 115 creates an anti-matter effect that will allow a gravitational field to be formed. This field can be folded, allowing people to travel huge distances in virtually no time at all. If this process can be duplicated and controlled, visits to other solar systems would take minutes instead of light years,” Lake said.
“And we have this technology?”
“We have access to it. We don’t understand it and we have not found a way to produce UuP. It takes a huge amount of energy to produce it and we simply do not have that kind of technology at present.”
“But we are working on it?”
“Heavens yes. That is exactly what I was doing at S–4,” Lake confirmed.
Snapp leaned his head on the back of his chair and pressed his palms into his eyes. Was this true? Did we have technology from distant planets?
“Do you know who this J — Rod character is?” he asked at last.
“J? Sure, everyone knows him. At least we call it a him. Damned if I could tell.”
“You actually saw an alien?”
“Probably everyone at S–4 saw him at one time or another. Rumor was that his health was failing and Dr. Cane and his people were working on a cure. They were doing more than that from what I heard. There was talk about splicing human genes to alien genes to produce a new hybrid species. It seemed far-fetched to me but I suppose antimatter seems just as far-fetched to others,” Lake told him.
“Have you ever seen one of the space ships actually fly?”
“Once. We were able to make it hover a few feet off the ground and to maneuver a bit, but it didn’t take off like a bat out of hell.”
“And you are trying to duplicate the technology?”
“That is just the tip of the iceberg. There is something much bigger than what I was working on. They have some kind of master plan that is much more involved. I wasn’t privy to that,” Lake said.
“My God. What could be bigger than aliens visiting Earth with technology that would allow us to travel the Universe?” Snapp asked, astounded.
“All I know is that far below the mountain something enormous is going on. I don’t know who is working on it. I suspect many of the MJ people do. Maybe Dr. Cane had something to do with that as well. I just don’t know,” Lake said.
“How long has this been going on?” Snapp asked.
“A hell of a long time. Ever since we started tracking the first fastmovers.”
“Fastmovers?”
“What most military people call UFOs. Obviously they got their name from the speed they moved across the radar screen,” Lake replied.
“And these fastmovers have been coming to earth since when?”
“No one knows for sure. All kinds of theories exist. You know that some believe the Egyptians were so advanced because of alien help. I don’t buy it, but many others do,” he said, “You know Roswell got the most press but actually we have other ships that we have recovered. The Air Force learned a valuable lesson with the Roswell crash that has served them well. They now have specialized teams that handle all phases of the situation down to the last detail. At Roswell all they could think of was blaming it on a radar target balloon from the Mogul Experiment. It worked to some extent but it was full of holes. They are a lot more sophisticated now. Take the Aztec New Mexico crash for instance,” he told Gorge.
“What is that?”
“My point exactly. They were much more clever by then. They had a process in place so that they didn’t bungle it like they did at Roswell. They actually gained a great deal more from that one than they ever did from Roswell. I am sure it is the origin of the super-secret project.”
“The Aztec crash was more important? How could that be?”
“They were able to recover more bodies, someplace around 14, I believe. Also, it was a much larger craft, 90 feet or so in diameter. You probably never heard about it because they took the rancher and his family into custody and used trucks that looked like oil rigs to get the craft out of the area. What they found must be the key to whatever is going on,” Lake said.
“You must have some idea about the underground project. Some speculation,” Snapp asked.
“Not really. I have my own theories but I have absolutely nothing to base it on.”
“I’ll settle for speculation.”
“Anti-matter weapon.”
“Weapon? You can use this as a weapon?”
“Of course. If you can control matter or the gravitational effect on matter, you can create a weapon with unlimited capabilities. At one time I thought they may be building an interplanetary space vehicle of some kind but knowing our government’s propensity to want to control everything, a weapon makes more sense to me now,” he told Snapp.
“Wouldn’t we be better off to use this technology to explore the universe? I mean, according to you and Dr. Barnett, alien life does exist,” he asked.
“Who is Dr. Barnett?”
“Sorry. I was thinking of something else. I meant Dr. Cane."
Dr. Barnett is my hygienist,” he said, trying to cover up his blunder. The last thing he wanted was to have them get together before he was ready. He didn’t want there to be the least indication of manipulation of information.
“So President Truman originally formed this Majestic 12 group to develop new technologies?” Snapp said, trying to get away from the subject of Dr. Barnett.
“Not initially. They were supposed to find out if UFOs or flying disks were visiting Earth to invade or just make contact. It was a time of paranoia with the Koreans and Chinese acting up. Russia was developing weapons and ‘duck and cover’ was being taught in schools. If they were friendly and from space, that was one thing, but if these craft had hostile intentions or were from Russia, that was something else,” Lake told him.
“The mission has changed today?”
“Exactly. I don’t know what their mission is now but they are not worried about the Russians and they know the alien visitors are not hostile.”
“And that leaves weapons.”
Lake just shrugged his shoulders.

CHAPTER TEN

- CLANDESTINE MEETING -
The room was small and dark. Only a bit of sunlight filtering in through the drawn shades provided any light at all. Three men sat at a mahogany table with green ink blotter pads. The only other things on the table were a pitcher of water and three glasses. No one had a notepad or even a pen out. Nothing would be recorded and no minutes kept.
A slight rush of cool air whispered through the room as the air conditioning kicked on. This was not their first meeting and it certainly would not be their last.
They were determined to see that the United States of America was protected at any cost. The irony was that none of them held ‘official’ positions. It kept the tradition of plausible deniability intact in case anything went wrong. The three men together had a hidden budget that rivaled many a country’s gross national product.
“I have made the necessary arrangements. The account will be totally untraceable. We will allocate three hundred million dollars at present and adjust as necessary. Deposits and withdrawals can be made by any of the three of us, just in case something should interfere with our plans.”
He handed them a small, leather bound book that held the account number and current balance.
The second man spoke, “I have made discreet enquiries about mounting a clandestine operation and I believe I may have found our person. I am not one hundred percent sure yet so I will not divulge the code name just yet. When I am entirely satisfied I will share further information with you.”
“But you are closing in on someone? Time is becoming a factor. We don’t know how much longer we have,” the third man said.
“It won’t be long now. I am simply not willing to rush this and possibly jeopardize everything by selecting the wrong person to head up this operation.”
“Still. We cannot disregard the possible time consideration.”
“Your point is well taken,” second man noted.
“I will have no problem with procurement. I have three avenues open for everything we need, should something happen to one. I anticipate no problems,” the second man reported.
“You will let us know if you need more assets. I will make the arrangements. Anything else gentlemen?”
“I do hate to keep harping on time but I have received word that significant progress has been made since they obtained this element-115. I don’t know the source or details but they have obtained a sizable amount. You know what that could mean,” the third man added.
All three men were quiet for several seconds. Each was lost in his own thoughts. How could they have suddenly obtained an element that is nearly impossible to produce?
“They have a new source. Someone or something is helping them. You may be right about the time factor. I figured we still had a year or even more before they could obtain the necessary element. We may very well have to step up our time table,” the first man replied.
“It still has to be the right person to head it up. Going faster with the wrong person will leave the situation vulnerable to potential disaster. If we expose ourselves too quickly it could actually work in their favor,” the second man insisted.
“And waiting too long will certainly lead to disaster. We have to pick up the pace. Element-115 has been one of their biggest obstacles and now it appears that they have overcome it. We need to be ready in time,” number three replied.
“I agree. I don’t like it much, but I understand the point. I will step up my investigation and hopefully have a positive report for you at our next meeting,” the number two man told them.
“We couldn’t ask for anything more,” number one replied.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

- San Diego, CA -
He looked at Heartbreak Hill which he had decided to challenge once more. It was no use to wait; either he would win or it would win. He had already run for three miles after doing normal calisthenics and now he was at the base of the hill. It was nothing more than a huge pile of sand. Granted, it was a very high pile of sand.
He used the corner of his shirt to wipe the sweat out of his eyes, took a deep breath and started up the hill. His legs churned as he tried to dig into the loose sand. He would make progress and then slip back.
Sweat poured off of his face as the sun beat down on him. Progress was painfully slow but little by little he was making progress as sweat ran down his neck. It seemed to be taking a lifetime as the lactic acid built up in his muscles causing them to burn. Still, he pumped his legs harder. He was not going to let this damn pile of sand break his heart.
Agonizingly slowly, he advanced until he could almost see over the top. His legs were on fire and each time he dug into the sand he thought about giving up but it was only momentary. No way was he going to quit at this point. Finally, his lungs sucking warm air, he reached the top. He bent over with his hands on his knees, trying to suck in as much air as his lungs could hold. Sweat poured off of his face and formed a small damp spot on the sand. He turned and looked down the hill.
It was disappointing. It didn’t look nearly as high from where he now stood. He used his shirt once again to wipe his face but it did little good. It was soaked through with perspiration.
Born Thomas Warren Miller in Illinois, he had grown up to be a good looking boy who had not only a bright mind but a great sense of humor. He seemed to find a way to get along with everyone. Not as big as some of his classmates in height, he made up for it in personality. He could always find some amusing anecdote just about the time everyone else was ready to give up.
When he had graduated from the University of Illinois as a mechanical engineer, he still wasn’t sure what he wanted to do with his life. Finally he decided to join the Navy, a choice that was probably influenced by his grandfather.
It wasn’t long before he developed a strong interest in physical conditioning. His abilities combined with his quick mind enabled him to advance quickly.
He applied for, and was accepted by the Navy Seals. He had found a place where he could excel and sharpen his skills. The rigors of Seal training shaped him into a powerful and deadly young man. In every phase of the training he worked harder than anyone else. He was trying to both prove himself and to quench his thirst for knowledge. His talents and dedication did not go unnoticed. When he graduated from Seals training he was called in to see the Commanding Officer.
“Lieutenant Miller. You have done an outstanding job during your training. I am recommending you for the American Spirit Medal,” he said.
“Sir, thank you Sir.”
“At ease Lieutenant.”
“Sir, thank you Sir.”
“You can stop that Lieutenant. Have a chair. I have something I would like to discuss with you,” the Commanding Officer said.
“Sir…”
“Stop. Just sit down. No more of the Sir stuff for now. Can you do that Lieutenant?”
No one knew better than the Commanding Officer of how hard it was to break that habit. It had been drilled into them every day. Miller finally relaxed and took a seat. It was going against everything he had been taught.
“Miller, you have been more than exceptional in an area were exceptional is considered the norm. Every man who makes it through this program is a shining example of the best that the Special Forces has to offer. Only a few are able to excel even beyond our highest standards. You are one of those men,” he said.
“Thank you, Sir” Miller replied.
To him, all he had done was his best. He didn’t see himself as any better than his fellow Seals. With the exception of one or two of them, he felt they were all great guys.
“What I am about to tell you now is strictly Top Secret. You are to repeat this to no one outside this room.”
“I understand,” Miller said, dropping the ‘sir’ for the first time.
“The government has a special unit that only a handful of people know about. As good as the Seals are, this special unit is the cream of the cream of the cream. Very few are recommended for the program. I think you would be well suited. You possess the exceptional skills that are required to make it in that program,” he said.
“Thank you. That’s quite an honor.”
“Wait and see if you still thank me after you go through training. It is even harder than what’s been thrown at you here,” the Commanding Officer said.
“I think I’m up to the challenge Sir,” Miller responded.
“So do I or I wouldn’t recommend you. You will report to Idaho Falls, Idaho. Here are your travel arrangements and agenda. Memorize the agenda and then dispose of it. You are to wear civilian clothes and your belongings will be shipped to you. The tickets are for civilian transport. You are to let your hair grow. You don’t leave for three weeks so hopefully you won’t look quite so military. We don’t want you to stand out any more than necessary. At least that’s the theory. Seals carry themselves in such a way that it’s hard to disguise, but do your best.”
“May I ask the name of the unit I will be assigned to?”
“You will be with a group only identified as STRIKE-1. The group is made up of special men, ones like you, from different military forces and backgrounds. They are a part of the SOG program. That’s all I am at liberty to tell you right now. When you get to Idaho Falls, you are to go to the hotel identified in your travel orders, check in and wait to be contacted.”
“Yes Sir, I understand Sir. Thank you for this opportunity, Sir.”
“No. Thank you and congratulations, and good luck. Do us proud.”
Miller left very surprised and curious about what this secret Strike-1 was all about. Harder than the Seals training? It must be some organization he concluded, to top what he had just been through.
~~
Now he stood at the top of Heartbreak Hill, wondering what was in store for him when he left next week. He had immediately started on a rigorous PT program. The last thing he wanted to do was show up out of shape.
He spent time on the firing range, using the vast array of weapons available to the Seals. His hair was at an awkward stage. Not long enough to look like a civilian and not short enough to look like a Seal. He swam at least two miles every day and worked out with weights routinely.
Strike-1. What in the heck did they do? Anti-terrorist? First strike operations? A little of both? He knew what SOG was, Special Operations Group, but STRIKE-1 he was clueless about. Whatever it was, he was going to make sure he was ready both mentally and physically. He jogged down the hill and did a few cool down exercises before going back to the barracks and taking a long hot shower.

CHAPTER TWELVE

- GROOM LAKE, NV (AREA 51) -
“Damn it. I do not understand what the hell is making this thing work. I understand the principle but ‘how’ does it do it exactly?” Dr. Stone said, tossing his clipboard on the table. It bounced once and clattered to the floor. He looked at it disgustedly.
“We’ll get it,” his assistant replied.
“When? I don’t have forever. I’ve been working on this thing for almost three years already and I’m just as baffled as when I started. If that little green hairless blob was well, maybe I could get some answers. They say he is dying. Over two hundred years old and he picks this particular time to croak,” the doctor said, picking up the clipboard.
“I don’t think he likes it much better than you do.”
“Did I ask? Do I care? I just want to know how this damn thing produces the anti-gravitational field. What is the process that allows the core material to produce the field? Look at the damn thing. It’s just a stupid sphere. What goes on to make the process happen? Until I know that, I can never duplicate this thing. They want answers and I don't have them,” he said.
“If you can’t figure it out, no one can. You are the top expert on propulsion in the world. You’ll get it,” the assistant insisted.
“I appreciate your support but right now I would much rather have a few answers. We have missed something. I know damn good and well the sphere container is holding the key. Something interacts when the core is put in place. What? Channeling the energy released is simple, but I need to understand the process if we are ever going to duplicate the damn thing. What am I missing?”
“Short of cutting the sphere open, I think you have done everything. You can’t do that; it might destroy the model,”
“I’m all too aware of that. Besides what could cut this damn material anyway? Damn it, why did that cretin “J” have to get so sick right now?”
“You need to take a break. Just walk away from it for a few hours. You know some of your best ideas have come after you quit pushing yourself so hard.”
“You’re right. It’s just that I hate to give up. How can something that appears so simple stump me so completely?”
The assistant knew there was nothing that he could say at this point that would help so he remained silent. The doctor walked around the sphere like that would produce some magical answer but none came.
Finally he stuffed his hands in his lab coat pockets and stormed out of the lab. His assistant was right. Looking at the damn thing wasn’t doing him one bit of good.
General Devin had been watching the doctor's rant over the security cameras that were concealed in the duct work. Maybe he didn’t have the right man for the job. After three years he had accomplished very little.
Devin rubbed his chin and started weighing out the pros and cons of keeping the doctor as head of the team. Of course he couldn’t just dismiss him; it would create another potential leak source. That would mean certain arrangements would have to be made. Of course that didn’t present much of a problem really. The general already had a solution in place.
The doctor would have an accident one day and that would be the end of that. What he needed to do now was find the right person to replace him and then he could dispose of the doctor without loss of productivity.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

- Idaho Falls, Idaho –
- STRIKE-1 BASE -
Lt. Miller leaned over and looked out the window as the airplane was just about to touch down. There wasn’t a lot to see. Idaho Falls was not an international city by any stretch of the imagination.
A light dusting of snow covered the grass between the runway strips but the sky was bright and blue. When they rolled to a stop, rather than jump up like the other ninety-nine percent of the passengers, he remained seated. Almost everyone had made their exit before he stood up and took his carry-on luggage from the overhead bin. He was in no hurry. No one was going to greet him. He didn’t have to wait for his luggage; it would be sent to his hotel or it could already be there for all he knew.
He found a taxi and gave the driver the hotel name. Within minutes he was checking into his room. It was not the Ritz-Carlton but it wasn’t as bad as some he had been in. He dropped his bag on the bed and used the bathroom before unpacking the small amount of personal items he had with him.
Looking at this watch, he decided to see about getting something to eat. Heck they didn’t even give you a package of eight peanuts any longer. Airlines today suck. Fortunately the hotel had a dining room. A cute hostess seated him at a booth that gave him a view of the Snake River. The snow must have just fallen because it made everything look so clean and fresh. His waitress was very nice and good looking as well.
Maybe it was the air that produced such nice looking women in this area, he thought. He ordered a steak, rice instead of the potato, and cottage cheese.
While waiting for his food, he found a vending machine and bought the local newspaper, The Post-Register. He sat reading the paper while enjoying his meal. A large snow storm was predicted to be coming their way in the next day or so. Great, he thought, I hope my clothes arrive before then.
The waitress had paid special attention to him and had checked back several times to see that everything was to his satisfaction. Miller noticed that several of her other tables were not receiving nearly the same amount of consideration. She was certainly cute but he knew the last thing on his mind should be getting too friendly with a local girl.
When he arrived back at his room, his luggage was already inside. Not bad he thought, all I have to do is wish it, and it happens. He considered unpacking but decided to wait until he was sure where his ultimate destination was going to be.
It didn’t take long to find out. Within an hour his phone rang and he was instructed to meet a civilian charter bus that would stop for him at his hotel at 0600 hours.
Promptly at 0600 the following morning a large coach with dark tinted windows pulled into the hotel lot. Huge snowflakes were starting to fall from a rapidly lightening sky. It looked like the forecast was going to be accurate. The driver asked for identification before placing his bags in the cargo bay. Once satisfied, he had Miller board the bus.
When he climbed on he was surprised to see that only one other person was on the bus. He was obviously going to the same place Miller was. There was no mistaking the broad shoulders and trim fit of a well-conditioned military man. We could grow long hair but it would take more than that to disguise him, he thought.
The man gave him a once over as he climbed aboard. They were like two fighters, sizing each other up. Miller took a seat near the front and decided all he could do at this point was wait and see what this was all about. At 06:10 the bus pulled out of the lot. Within minutes they had left the city and were driving along a two lane highway.
The landscape became bleak as the desert began to takeover. They made two more stops, one in Fall City and one in Blackfoot. Only one person got on at each stop. It was pretty obvious that they were military too.
Each one scrutinized the others as they boarded the bus. The last man who boarded loomed over the rest of them. He was at least six foot six inches tall and looked like a NFL football player. Almost to a man they thought, ‘the bigger they come, the harder they fall’.
Again they were on their way and it appeared to Miller that they were headed deeper into the desert. At some point they turned off the two lane highway and entered a secondary road that was just barely visible with the snow falling. They drove for another half hour, not seeing other vehicle, until they stopped at a large area secured by razor wire that stretched as far as he could see.
“If everyone would disembark now and pick up your gear, you will be taken to your next destination,” the driver informed them.
Miller and the others got off and the frigid desert winter air almost took their breath away. A thermometer on the guardhouse said that it was –20 degrees. Somehow knowing that little bit of information made it suddenly seem even colder. He didn’t think it was possible to snow when it was this cold. It was just one of the lessons he was about to learn.
He was thankful his luggage had arrived or he would be standing there in a light weight windbreaker. One of the men turned and said something to the guy standing next to him but the man didn’t reply. He turned to the guy on the other side and asked a question but again he was ignored. Finally he shrugged and put his hands in his pockets and waited.
A few minutes later, two Hummers raced up and skidded to a halt. A heavily bundled up man got out of each of the vehicles and started loading their luggage. They didn’t talk and had the luggage stowed away in seconds. Each one was about the same height and build as the rest of the men Miller had seen so far with the exception of the last guy who got on the bus. He wondered if they had a little machine that spit out carbon copies. They were told to get in and within minutes they were whisked away.
The Hummer headed across the tarmac and was soon bouncing along a dirt and stone road. No one said a word or even looked at the others around him. The snow was falling harder and the road would disappear occasionally but it didn’t slow the driver as they continued deeper into the desert. Finally they skidded to a stop near a large building that was hard to distinguish from the landscape.
“Gentlemen,” the driver said, “This is your immediate destination. Please enter through that door,” he said, pointing to where he wanted them to go.
The building was a square block. It looked like it had just been dropped in the middle of the lot and had no redeeming features that Miller could see. The only windows were on the top floor of the three story building and there were several garage doors along the one wall that he could see.
“We will take care of your belongings. You will be met inside and told what to do,” the driver told them.
The four men climbed out of the Hummer and went inside.
“Gentlemen, welcome. This is the home of Strike–1. We understand that you have questions but please be patient and everything will be explained in time. Now if you will follow me,” he said, turning and leading them down a long cinder block hall.
Pictures of past Presidents were hung every three feet on one side of the wall and pictures of military men on the other. Miller didn’t recognize any of the military pictures but noticed they were from different branches of the service from around the world.
He also noticed the guide had on a camo military uniform but no rank insignia. He was cut from the same mold as the rest of the men he had seen so far but his hair was longer. There was nothing to tell them if he was an officer, NCO or enlisted. He opened the door to a large conference room and they were ushered inside and seated. It was dimly lit and a podium was situated on a small riser. Two new men entered the room. They had on the same uniform but like the other man, no identifying insignia.
“Men, I am Number One. That is how you will address me while you are in this unit. Your names are no longer a means of identification. You may have noticed that no one has an insignia to designate their rank. We have no ranking except for our numbers. Our numbers are our rank and indicate the pecking order. You,” he said, pointing to the man next to Miller, “Are 24A. You are 24B, 24C, and 24D.” Each man would only be called by that designation from this point. 24B was Miller’s new name. He supposed it could have been worse.
“You have been chosen to potentially become a member of the Strike-1 Team. Only one of you will succeed. You are already outstanding candidates simply because you have made it this far. This is only the second time we have had four potential candidates at the same time.”
For the next hour, Number One filled them in on what they would be trying to accomplish over the next few months.
Less emphasis was placed on PT than Miller had thought. It was going to be more stress related, application, and critical thinking skills. That was fine with him, he loved mental challenges.
They were next issued uniforms, given a quick physical followed by two shots and then taken off to be fed. The mess hall was set for thirty people and each of the chairs had a number on the back. They all took their places as the rest of the men filtered into the room a few at a time. There was little talk as each man found his assigned seat. Two chairs had no numbers but were occupied by men in civilian clothing.
After they were all settled in, one of the civilian men said, “We would like to welcome our new candidates. Your brothers are anxious to meet you and they will be both your mentors and evaluators. You are here to learn and your ego needs to be left behind. My associate and I will meet with each of you after lunch to discuss your training and assignments. We know that you are physically tough and determined. If you weren’t, you would never have ever known about us. That alone says a great deal about you. Now you will be asked to go beyond that to the next level. Let’s eat,” he said and immediately carts were brought in and plates passed out.
The men introduced themselves, using their number designations. Miller did likewise. Small talk went around the table but no one mentioned what they had been doing here and Miller was smart enough not to ask. He mostly watched, trying to determine the accents of the various members.
It was obvious that they were not all from the US Military. Number Eight said ‘eh’ at the end of most of his sentences and Miller took him to be Canadian. The ‘mate’ character was obviously from Australia and the Brit was instantly identifiable.
Once the meal was finished each candidate was taken to a different part of the building. Miller was taken to see a man whom he guessed to be a psychologist. He was given a seat and several pads with electrical wires were placed on his skull. A band was placed around his chest and a clip was added to his left index finger.
“Take several deep breaths and slowly let it out,” the Psychologist told him and Miller complied. “I want you to relax as much as possible. I am going to show you a short movie. All you have to do is watch it. Nothing more. You do not need to make comments of any kind. Do you understand?”
“Yes sir.”
“Fine. Now relax and watch,” he said and turned the lights down.
A second later a movie started up and Miller watched it, not sure of what he was supposed to be looking for. The movie would show one scene for a minute and then suddenly jump to another. No two were alike and it was obviously meant to evoke some kind of emotional response from him.
He let his mind go numb, letting the images drift by without trying to give them any conscious thought. Children playing, green fields, Atomic explosion, two women making love, cars crashing, the collapse of the twin towers and others flickered in front of his eyes. He sat, absorbing the information as if in a trance. A young girl was being raped and then shot followed by a priest giving mass. Miller tried to maintain the same conscious level with each new image.
“All right, we can get this paraphernalia off of you now,” the man said when the last of the images had been shown.
Miller didn’t ask any questions. He figured that they would tell him whatever he needed to know. If he did poorly he would know it soon enough so he couldn’t see wasting time worrying about it.
After that session had finished, he was taken to another room. Inside were the two civilians that he had seen earlier at the table. One looked a little like Dan Ackroyd when he was in ‘The Blues Brothers’ movie. The other was shorter and nondescript. He would make a good spy, Miller thought. You would never notice him.
“Have a seat 24B,” the Dan Ackroyd look alike said.
“Yes sir.”
“You do not need the ‘sir’ in here or anywhere else while you are in this program. Sir indicates someone superior in rank to you and we do not want that. Understand 24B?
“Yes.”
“Good. Now let me tell you why you are here. Strike–1 is a Para-military covert operation. Sometimes we are referred to as WetOps. You will retain your military rank but you will be operating as a civilian. You will receive a military discharge and become a civilian employee of Strike-1 Team. A very special civilian. No further reference to your military standing will be used from this time forward until you leave the program. Understand?”
“I do.”
“What you are going to have to decide by the end of the day is if you are willing to make the sacrifices necessary to be in Strike–1. After that it will be too late to change your mind because you start training tomorrow and you will be privy to some of the most sensitive material in the world. Not just in America, but the entire world,” the man said, looking directly into the eyes of 24B.
“And if I want to leave, I must make my choice known by tonight?”
“Actually you have until after breakfast tomorrow. By the end of today you will have been given more than enough information to make the decision. If you elect to leave, you will be sent to a Seal Team and that will be the end of it. You will resume your military duties and no record of this encounter will ever show up in your file.”
“I understand. What is it that I need to know in order to make the decision?”
For the next hour, the man filled in missing pieces of a huge puzzle. Not enough of the bits and pieces to get the total picture but he could get the drift of the overall goal of the Strike–1 Team. It was certainly an eye opener. Where did all of this information come from he wondered?
Nuclear weapons held by the Russian mafia for sale to the highest bidder, Pakistan’s northwest frontier providence efforts to systematically kill the Muhajir tribes living along the border and the establishment of a drug route from North Korea to Australia were among the issues noted. It was the charge of the Strike-1 team to go as directed to eradicate the problems. Eradicate in this case meant the total elimination of the problem by any means thought necessary by the team members.
There would be no trial of any Strike-1 member, no congressional hearings and how information was gathered was not restricted to the rules of the Geneva Convention. Each action team of the Strike–1 Force would consist of as many members as deemed necessary to assure that the mission was accomplished successfully. Often two or three missions would be underway simultaneously.
When Miller left the room, he had a great deal to think about. At the end of the evening they all met as a group in a large lounge and the current members answered as many of their questions as they could without breaching security.
Miller found it easy to fit in with these men and he was sure that this was the right path for him. Now all he had to do was prove to them that he belonged.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

- S-4 BUILDING –
- GROOM LAKE, NV -
The craft vibrated and started to lift slightly on one side and then flopped back down as the other side tried to lift. It looked like a quarter that had been spinning and was slowing down. It wobbled around the huge hanger but it would go no higher. No matter how minutely he moved the controls, the craft would simply not gather enough force to lift off. After several minutes of trying, he shut the thing down. It rotated to a stop and dropped to the hanger floor.
“It’s the propulsion system. It isn’t right.”
“Very keen observation. What the hell do you think I have been telling you for the past year?”
“I was merely confirming your diagnosis. No need to get shitty with me.”
Ignoring the remark, he said, “I think the propulsion design is right but I think it has something to do with either how the core is milled or the way it fits in the containment vessel. If we are getting an air gap someplace that may be the cause. It would cause a weakening in that area of the anti-gravity field. Sort of like trapped air in a pump. It might cause it to fluctuate under pressure and the result is what we are seeing.”
The other scientist placed his hand on his short beard, stroking it while running his colleague's reasoning through his head. He pushed his glasses up on his nose and held them in place with his finger.
“You may be right. To get the effect we are looking for the core material would have to fit in the reactor vessel with no imperfections. If we could mate the core to the vessel perfectly, we may be able to control the craft.”
“It’s more than just mating them. They have to essentially be a one unit. The core must be milled to exact tolerances to have a consistently strong field in all segments of the grid,” the other said.
“My God. You’re exactly right. We need to start over and develop a model that has perfect symmetry and alignment. Then we can decide the best way to direct the energy flow with the nozzles. I think you’ve hit a breakthrough,” he said and slapped his fellow scientist on the back.
“Now all we have to do is figure out how to achieve that small detail.”
~~
Nine levels below the main level where the two scientists worked on the flying disk, another team of scientists were at work on an entirely different project. These people had badges that said:
ULTRA TOP SECRET
LEVEL 9 CLEARANCE

The select few working almost 1000 feet below the surface were engaged in a project that only a handful knew existed. The badges were not even correct. They were actually working on level ten but no one but them and General Devin even knew the level existed. Officially only nine levels existed so they had badges that implied that they worked on Level-9.
Not even the President of the United States knew what was being developed here. It was so shrouded in secret that it never showed up on the National Budget. The money was filtered through an intricate labyrinth of military projects that was almost impossible to trace. Most of the money was earmarked for the projects taking place in the upper levels but Devin had devised an untraceable way of skimming off money to fund this own project.
“How are we doing?” General Devin asked.
“Good. Good. The initial tests are very positive. Within a few more months I believe we will have this thing up and running.”
“I would be happier if it were a few more weeks,” the General said gruffly.
Having to pussyfoot around with scientists was not a thing he enjoyed. They were a necessary evil at this point.
“Now general, we have talked about this before. If we are going to make this thing work, we need the proper time to test it,” Doctor Gimbel said.
Gimbel was a tall lanky man with thinning hair. His right eye had a persistent twitch that Devin found most annoying. He constantly chewed at his fingernails, another thing the general found discussing. The only real redeeming characteristic that General Devin could find was that he was brilliant. The design and every detail was the result of Dr. Gimbel’s ability to grasp the potential of what could be done with this new weapon.
He was the one who actually approached the general with the concept of making such a device. Devin had immediately latched on to the potential and from that point on it was just a matter of setting everything into motion.
“Haste makes waste,” Gimbel said.
The general didn’t say anything; he just chomped down harder on his unlit cigar.
“Very well, I want a status report delivered to my office by 0800 tomorrow,” he said.
It was an unnecessary command, he always had a report on his desk the following morning at 0800. He just needed to remind them who was in charge around here. The scientist didn’t reply either. He knew it was just another case of military ego. He had seen it many times before when he was employed as the youngest member to work in Area 25.
Little known, Area 25 was where project Nuclear Engine Rocket Vehicle Application (NERVA) was taking place. They were working on building a sixteen story tall rocket ship, called the Orion, to send astronauts to Mars. The project was finally cancelled when it was determined that if the rocket happened to blow up while on the launch pad, plutonium would be spread into the atmosphere.
The military brass was considered a meddlesome pain in the ass by his group of scientists. However, without them the funding for research such as this would be totally impossible. It didn’t cost much to placate their disproportionate egos. He waited for the general to stomp out, acting important before he spoke to his assistant, “What an egotistical jerk.”
“Have a report on my desk by 0800,” his assistant said, mimicking the general.
“Little boys must act important. I think that posturing is his way of covering up for the small military equipment he carries around.” They both chuckled before returning to the task at hand.
Today they were trying to align the proton generator so that it interfaced with the center of the fluidity field. It had to be in exact alignment within.00012 of an inch. If the proton stream touched the fluidity field the explosion would evaporate a ten mile area a thousand feet deep.
“Ready?” he said, taking a deep breath, “Let’s see if we can get this thing aligned.”
He knew there was no use worrying about it, if he made a mistake, he would never have a chance to realize it.
For the last two years the project, once started on Level–9, had been moved to a new facility at Level–10. No one except the team working on the project was even supposed to know it existed. Great care had been taken to ensure that none of the other scientists above Level–8 were ever allowed to go any further.
Gimbel and his team had been working on a weapon that would have the power to obliterate anything in its designated target range. Once they were able to obtain enough Element-115, they immediately set to work on expanding the research from how to make the alien craft work to the development of a weapon that would bring any country that attacked the US to its knees with the push of a button.
General Devin, without approval from anyone, had bluffed and threatened his way into control. He had clandestinely recruited several of his most trusted friends, using national security as the carrot stick, into joining the project. Only he knew that this was not an authorized project by any agency of the United States Government.
His position as base commander for Nellis Gunnery Range and the Data Repository Establishment And Maintenance Land (Dreamland) gave him access to everything he needed.
General Devin had been selected to be in charge of the Nellis Range in 2010 and was given access to everything that was going on at the base. His exposure to the alien craft and the strange creature, J — Rod, had unnerved him to his very core.
If these creatures could come to earth at will, when would they decide to take over the planet? Didn’t anyone realize the potential danger to the human race? The more he learned, the more he became convinced that the world as he knew it was in peril.
They seemed placid enough now, but how could we really know their intent? The limited communication, still after all these years, gave no indication of their ultimate plan. Why would they just pop in and disappear again? If they were truly peaceful, why abduct citizens of the US and other countries? He was convinced that something else was going on.
He had argued time and time again with the Pentagon about the potential threat of invasion from another planet but they discarded his warnings. He was considered somewhat of a crackpot by most of the senior officers.
That didn’t stop Devin. Once he had access to everything going on at Area 51 and S–4 he became obsessed with creating a means of defending against any invasion.
The longer he was in charge, the more obsessed he became. So much so that he had added the tenth level. Only the scientists that he personally selected were given access to Level-10. Like Oppenheimer, Enrico Fermi and all of the other brilliant scientists who worked on the Manhattan Project, the creation of the first atomic bomb, they became caught up in the potential good that could come out of this new power.
It could produce enough energy that no country would ever have to be dependent on oil again, farm lands could be reclaimed and millions of other potential benefits could be derived from the use of Element-115.
Every President since Truman had been briefed on the projects going on inside S-4 and was aware of the Majestic 12 and its function. All correspondence about this group was classified ULTRA TOP SECRET — MJ–12.
It wasn’t until Clinton came into office that the time was right for General Devin to implement his own plan. Clinton’s attitude toward the military created dissention in the military. Few, if any, respected him as Commander-in-Chief and most thought he was unfit to fulfill the role.
He was a loose cannon and at stake was the security of the country. To Devin this was a clear signal that something had to be done. Clinton never bothered with the projects taking place at S-4 so Devin was able to establish his own project without anyone knowing.
In talking with the scientists he realized that the materials used for travel by frame-dragging could create previously unobtainable energy. He soon started formulating his plan. The first thing he did was set up the network to siphon money from the pulse detonation project or PDP, as those working on the project referred to it.
Level-10 stood empty at the time Devin took over but once he learned of its existence he realized it would be the perfect place to hide the weapon he has going to build. Slowly he was able to find just the right mix of military and scientific minds to begin building a new energy source that would change the world like nothing before.
Dr. Webster, a typical egghead was just the right man for the job he decided. It was easy to convinced Webster that even the splitting of the atom would pale in comparison. With each passing year, Devin was slipping further and further from being a rational thinking military man into a dictator who believed that he was immune from the insanity taking place in the rest of the world. He was sure that it was he alone who could lay the foundation for creating a better world.
Since Level-9 was known by almost everyone it soon became apparent even more stringent security plans were going to have to be implemented. That is when Devin decided an ultra-secret tenth level was needed. While Level-10 was being readied for the ultimate project that Devin had envisioned, the most elaborate security devices were installed.
Everything that could be packed into the tunnel was in place and redundant systems installed. The freight elevator that took scientist down to the various levels, referred to by those that rode it as the UC, for up-chuck, because of the way your stomach reacted to the speed of the descent, showed only nine levels.
A specially embedded chip in the badges was necessary to access the new level. Once the doors opened, every movement was monitored by sound, voice, vibration, motion detectors, and laser beams. A mouse could not slip through the maze of security devices.
RTC, or rapid transit cars, took the scientists from the elevator nonstop to the blast doors that secured the laboratory deep under the earth’s protective surface.
While the project was initially started by Dr. Webster it had made only slight progress in the first year. Devin realized that a change was needed. Discreet inquiries were made to locate a replacement and the name of Dr. Gimbel soon came to his attention. This presented a minor problem. How would he get Dr. Webster out of the picture and still protect the integrity of the BlackStar project? Easing him out would not be an option and simply having him sworn to secrecy did not seem viable.
There were too many temptations to leak information about such a revolutionary new source of energy. Devin decided that there was only one sure way to maintain the security he demanded.
Dr. Webster was going to present a paper on Anti-Matter and Its Implications in Santa Domingo, Dominican Republic later that month. Devin set into motion a plan that ensured that no one would find out about the BlackStar project.
After visiting friends in New York for a few days, Doctor Webster boarded American Airlines flight 800 leaving from JFK International Airport. Webster boarded with 245 other passengers. The flight departed at 9:17 a.m. and headed out over the Jamaican Bay area just southeast of New York City.
A few minutes later the massive Boeing 747 exploded into a giant fireball and came crashing down near Rockaway Freeway and the Atlantic Ocean. All 246 people onboard, along with nine others on the ground were killed. Dr. Webster was no longer a threat to the security of the BlackStar project.
Dr. Gimbel became the new head of the team and almost immediately Devin could see not only better morale, but substantial progress. He still considered him to be another egghead with not enough common sense to come out of the rain but that didn’t matter if it resulted in the expedient delivery of the finished project.
Now they were getting close. Only a year more and they should be totally ready. Maybe sooner, if everything fell into place. He was pleased with the progress but was determined not to show it around Gimbel. He might ease up if he began to feel too secure. One thing the general knew for sure was that people worked better when they were subjected to pressure.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

- STRIKE-1 TRAINING –
- 6 Months later -
The air was perfectly still as if someone had shut it off at the source. That was making the job much more difficult. Miller, still known only as 24B to his teammates, knew that all the care and time that had gone into making his ghillie suit wouldn’t do him much good unless a slight breeze came up. He had been lying in the same spot for over an hour. Any movement would give his position away in an instant. He slowly raised his head and could see his target but it was still more than a mile away.
He knew he could get lucky from this distance but it wasn’t worth the chance. He peeked at his watch and saw that he still had at least three more hours of daylight. After that the light would be flat and the shot would become more difficult. He could wait and try for a night shot but he would have to get within seven or eight hundred yards for that. It would lessen his chance for escape but it could be done.
For now all he could do was wait in the hot sun and hope the wind picked up. He lowered his head back down and could smell the earth as he lay there and tried not to move a muscle.
Staying in the same spot for hours is not as simple as it sounds, especially under a hot sun and lying on the hard ground. Flies would land on his sweat covered face but he wasn’t going to risk trying to brush them away. This was a critical exercise for him. He had been successful in five others and so had three of his competitors for the number 24 slot on Strike–1 team. This one was considerably more challenging. The shooter had to locate the target, get into position without detection, make the kill, and escape.
Each of the three remaining contestants had twelve hours to complete the mission. Miller felt very confident as he located the target but as the day wore on and the sun rose higher and higher in the sky, the wind had died down so that none of the field grass was moving.
To get into a comfortable firing position to assure a kill, he needed to be no more than a mile from his objective. He was just a little over halfway when the air no longer rustled the tops of the weeds. Any movement he made would stand out immediately and he would be spotted. He slowly reached into one of his pockets and took out the small spotting scope. He could see the judges looking through powerful binoculars, trying to find them before they could get off a shot.
The four judges were sitting on a raised platform, under an awning. A large cooler sat on a table nearby. Miller licked his lips. His last drink of water had been warm and anything but refreshing. He took his knife from the sheath and a small orange from his side pocket. He sliced it in half and bit down on it slowly and sucked the juices down his throat. It was better than the water. Suddenly he heard shouting. He looked through the scope again and he could see the Judges all looking in his direction. How could they have spotted him? Did the movement of getting the orange out of his pocket give his position away? He watched as three men came running across the field. They had spread out and seemed to be coming straight for him. There was nothing he could do except lie still and hope they couldn’t find him.
He could hear them getting closer as they ran through the tall grass. He buried his face and waited. One man ran just to the right of him about five yards away, still going at a good pace. Another ran to his left, even closer. He could hear him talking into his walkie-talkie. All three went past him. He lay, frozen to the spot.
Something had sent them out here. A few minutes later he could hear them walking back his way. Again they walked past him and he slowly raised his head. Now there were three of them left. They had spotted candidate 24D. He was walking dejectedly between the men. He must have been coming in from the same direction but had somehow made a mistake.
Miller raised the scope to his eye and could see the judges all talking; none were looking through their binoculars. Now was his chance. He started slowly moving forward, keeping the spotters and 24D between him and the judges. He was able to travel almost five hundred yards before he felt he had pressed his luck as far as possible. Miller dropped down and looked through the scope. 24D was getting a big drink of water and the judges were starting to take up the hunt again.
The diversion had allowed him to get within 1200 meters of his target. He could make the shot from here but if he could get down to a 1000 meters he knew his chances would improve drastically. He could wait; time was now on his side.
He crept forward another fifty yards, inching his way along. He looked up and saw one of the men looking in his direction again. Had he pressed his luck too far? All four judges were now looking in his direction. It seemed like a lifetime before one by one they turned their attention elsewhere. He resolved himself not to move again until the wind picked up. He waited.
One hour passed then another before a slight breeze started to come down through the valley. Just a little more he thought and I could move. Within a few minutes, the wind had picked up sufficiently that he felt it was time.
Slowly, ever so slowly, he inched his way forward, timing his movements with the wind. He checked the distance, 1050 meters. The grass was starting to thin out. This is where he would have to take his shot from. He inched his Barrett M107 .50 Caliber rifle through the grass. Even with its 31 pounds of weight and almost 57 inch length, it was rock steady on the tripod. He flipped up the lenses cover on the Leupold 24X Mil dot fixed scope and focused on the target. The range finder said 1148.5 yards.
He made adjustments to the scope and took three deep breaths. On the third breath, he held it and slowly started squeezing the trigger. Slowly, slowly, slowly he reminded himself, keeping both eyes glued on the target. The deafening roar rolled through the valley and the target disappeared from the stand. He quickly lowered the gun, and slowly started backing up. As much as his brain said to hurry, this training said to move slowly.
The judges were looking frantically for some sign of where the shot came from. The hills surrounding the valley made the shot appear to come from all directions. He had done it, they would not locate him unless he did something stupid and that he was not about to do at this point.
He broke down the rifle and stored it in the drag bag. It could get dark now for all he cared. He noticed he wasn’t nearly as hot and uncomfortable as before.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

- GROOM LAKE, NV -
General Devin was sitting in his office going through the mail that was stacked on his desk. One was from the Government Accounting Office, the GAO. He opened it and quickly read through it. What the hell? They were going to try to do an audit on Nellis Gunnery Range and all operations under his control. He read it again with disbelief. No way was this going to happen. What went on in Area-51 was not about to poked and prodded by some meddling pencil pushing bureaucrat back in Washington.
His first reaction was to wad it up and throw in the trash. Doesn’t anyone in Washington have a lick of sense? If what they were spending the funds on was ever revealed our national security would be severely damaged. He sat seething for several seconds before he pulled the letter out of the trash and flattened it out on his desk.
He mentally went through his options. He could ignore the letter entirely. He could write or call them and explain why it was impossible to comply. Another option was to go to Washington and sit down with the director of the GAO and explain it in person.
His last option was to go to the President and let him call the dogs off. The problem with that is the President had only been in office for a short time and he doubted that he even knew what they did at Dreamland. Not only that, but what had carried him in to office was the promise of aggressive spending cuts and to balance the budget within the next four years. It was the key issue of the campaign and since taking the Oath of Office he had started to address those issues on a monthly basis.
Devin decided that for now he would do nothing, simply not respond and carry on as normal.
Three weeks later the Government Accounting Office called General Devin. Devin knew when the call came it would probably trigger a knockdown drag out fight with the bureaucrats in Washington. He was right.
“General Devin, my name is Adam Carter. I’m the director of GAO’s investigation department. We sent notification to your office asking for records of expenditures for operations under your command. To date we have not received any information. I was wondering if perhaps something happened and you did not receive our letter.”
“Mr. Carter. I did receive your letter but I seemed to have misplaced it. I was going to put it directly in the trash but somehow managed to retain it. It’s a tad crumpled but I suppose I could still use it to wipe my butt with,” the General growled.
“Sir. This is not a request. The GAO has the authority to investigate every military operation for accountability. You sir, are not exempt from that process.”
“Mr. Carter, maybe you don’t understand the nature of our work here. What we do is Ultra Top Secret. No one without authorization is allowed access to anything that goes on here. Now I would be happy to send you what we have on the Nellis Range but that is as far as it goes,” Devin replied.
“We deal in all areas that are budget items and yours is no different general. Everything we deal with is kept in the strictest confidentiality.”
“I’m sorry but I will not be able to comply with your request. I will have the Nellis materials sent to you this week,” Devin replied.
“That simply will not do. My letter was quite specific. All operations under your command are to be reviewed. You misunderstand if you think this is a request. You are hereby ordered to turn over the proper documentation,” Carter said.
“Ordered? And what are you going to do about it if I tell you to stick your order up your ass? Report me? Just who do you think you would report me to?”
“I will damn sure find out who your superior is and take the necessary steps to ensure compliance.”
“Good luck with that,” Devin said and slammed down the phone. He rubbed his hands across his bald head and leaned back in his chair. He could have just told the guy that he doesn’t have but one superior, the President, but he didn’t feel he had to explain anything to some bureaucrat. He wanted to protect the MJ–12 group’s integrity and make sure that they would be able to maintain the highest level of security.
Truman had ordered that the commander of all programs under development by the MJ group would only answer to him. It was a policy in the original Operations Procedure Manual of MJ–12 and it had not been changed since 1948. Just to be on the safe side, he decided he would make a report on all the projects under development. Well, maybe not all of them would be detailed. Level 10 would certainly not be mentioned. The Black Star project was his baby and no one was going to find out about that, not even the President.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

- She Qaleh, Iran -
“Strike–1, Fox Oscar. We have the subject in sight. You are go.”
“Fox Oscar, Strike–1, Roger go. Initiating contact now.”
The twelve men who made up this mission were dressed in total black. All had generation five night vision goggles. Two men carried Tango 51 sniper rifles with laser sights. The Tango 51 was a fluted bull barrel rifle, precision built around the Remington M700 action and used standard NATO 7.62 X 51mm rounds.
Two others on the team carried the newest H & K MP5a with Beta C magazines. They looked like two canisters on either side of the weapon and each could hold up to 50 rounds. This allowed the operator to fire 100 rounds before having to reload.
The rest of the team had the H & K MP5SDA2 integrally suppressed 9mm weapons. The team leader gave the signal to spread out and the number three and five team members were to take out the two lookouts on top of the building. Because of the speed of the bullets it was not totally possible to suppress all of the noise. The twin pops as the shooters pulled their triggers were only barely noticeable above the background din of other fighting going on in the city.
The mission of Strike–1 was to rescue four Rangers that had been captured during the fighting earlier in the week. The team leader held his forces in place until he was sure no alert was sounded. After thirty seconds he decided to have his troops move to the ingress point. The two sharpshooters stayed in place as a rear guard. The other ten men made their way, like shadows across the moon, toward the two doors that would take them inside the prison.
They had no way of knowing how many guards were inside but intelligence reports said that they could expect twenty to thirty men. The Strike-1 team split up with five going to the first door and the other five to the second. The leader waited until both teams were in place.
“Ready?”
“All set”
The team leader took out two flash-bang grenades and pulled the pins.
“On my mark,” the told the team at the other door.
“Three, two, one, mark,” he said, pushing open the door and tossing the grenades, one after the other, into the doorway. He quickly pulled the door closed as first one grenade exploded and then the second. He could hear the same thing going on at the other team’s door.
“Go. Go. Go,” he yelled as the men rushed into the room, guns ready.
Two shadows moved toward them, one brought up an AK-47 and two of the members fired at the same time. Both men went down, not moving.
They went through the building, clearing each room. One of the Strike–1 members was hit in the knee and went down hard.
“Damn,” was all he said.
He pulled himself over to the wall and sat against it. The number five member knelt down and checked the injury. He injected an ampule of morphine in his leg and placed a compression bandage around it. The others moved on until they came to the stairs that led down to the cells.
Just as they were starting down the stairs, an enemy solider fired up from below. The round hit Number Two under the chin, went up through his mouth and out the top of his head. He was dead before he hit the ground. They quickly pulled his body back and checked but there was nothing they could do. The number three member threw a flash bang grenade down the stairs and as soon as it exploded the remaining men rushed down, firing as they went.
They killed six of the opposition as they swarmed into the large room. There were ten cells and they quickly opened them, searching for the missing American Rangers. All they found were empty cells. They rushed up the stairs and exited the building to the other door. Carefully they entered, not wanting to be mistaken by their own force. As soon as the door opened a hail of gunfire greeted them. The team leader closed the door and looked at his hand. One of his fingers was missing and only a bloody stub remained.
Until he looked, he didn’t even realize he was hit. His first thought was that if there was that much firepower being thrown at them, the other team is either in big trouble or have all been killed.
“Get ready to throw grenades in there,” he said and two men pulled the pins.
“Now,” he said and yanked open the door. The grenades sailed through the air as a burst of automatic weapon fire erupted. Both grenades went off with a loud bang and he yanked open the door again. No one fired at them as they rushed in and immediately opened fire on the men inside.
When they ceased firing it was eerily still. Smoke drifted in the air but nothing was moving. This side of the building was a duplicate of the one they had first attacked. They made their way to the stairs and this time they lobbed down flash bangs before rushing down to the cells. Four of the team members were dead and the remaining one was still hanging on to life. They opened the cells and found the rangers all together. They had been shot in the head.
“They were in the cells. When we came down they poured out and started shooting. They had us in crossfire,” the wounded team member said, blood coming from his mouth. He had been hit in the thigh, stomach, chest and arm. Nothing they could do here was going to save him.
“Raven–1, Strike-1, Fly the coop.”
“Strike-1, the bird has flown. Status?”
“Raven–1, Strike–1, 5-6-2-0.”
“Roger, copy, 5-6-2-0.”
He had just informed that five team members were functional, six were KIA, two were wounded in action. No Rangers were found alive. It was not the kind of report they were used to sending.
In two minutes the Blackhawk was on location and the bodies loaded along with the others. The Strike–1 member who was wounded in the second group never made it back to base. He died shortly after the chopper lifted off. It was the worst day since the formation of the Strike–1 team.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

- THE WHITE HOUSE -
Adam Carter knocked on the door of the Chief of Staff.
“Yes. Please come on in.”
“It’s Adam Carter,” he said, sticking his head in the door. He had met the Chief of Staff only once before and didn’t particularly think he was very sharp. In fact, he wondered how he had ever maneuvered his way to such a powerful position.
“Adam,” he said, standing and extending his hand. He greeted him like he was an old friend. Larry Harper was a tall thin man who looked to be in his early fifties but was in fact going to be sixty-four in July. He had hazel eyes that seemed to see right through to your soul. He had his glasses on top of his head and looked somewhat like an absentminded professor.
“Mr. Harper.”
“Please. Call me Larry. Let’s not be so formal,” he said, taking his glasses off his head and playing with them in his hands.
“Okay Larry. I need some help and frankly I don’t know where else to turn.”
“I see. And you think the White House can be of some assistance in an accounting matter?” he said, with obvious skepticism.
“If you can’t, I’m not sure where to turn next. As you know, the President has directed us to take a look at every military expenditure and to do a complete accounting of where all the money goes. His commitment to leaving no stone unturned involves my office directly,” he said.
“And you have run into a hitch someplace. Someone won’t cooperate.”
“Absolutely refuses is more like it. General Devin is the commanding officer at the Nellis Gunnery Range in Nevada. He also oversees operations at the Skunkworks and all of the other operations within the specified area. This includes Area-51 and contains several different elements. General Devin refuses to turn over the account records for those operations. He has sent me materials on the Nellis Range but refuses to send anything else,” Carter told him.
“Why not go to his superior officer and have him order this Devin fellow to give you what you require?”
“That’s why I’m here. Devin seems to have no one that he directly reports to. So far I can’t get anyone to acknowledge exactly who he reports to.”
“Adam, that simply can’t be. We don’t have generals operating without reporting to a superior in the chain of command,” Harper said.
“That’s what I thought too but after two months of digging, I have run out of avenues to try. I thought maybe your office could help me locate his superior,” Carter said.
Harper laid his glasses down on the desk and scratched his ear. He then rubbed his throat not saying a thing.
After a long silence he said, “Obviously he runs some sort of BlackOps section. I suppose they have a system in place to protect whoever is in charge. Everyone disavows any knowledge of the facility, other than the range. For now, you let the other parts of the investigation go and I’ll check some things out on my end. I can’t promise you I will have an answer you will like, but when we’re dealing with that particular area, it isn’t quite the normal SOP,” he told Carter.
“Sir. The President specifically said no stone unturned,” Adam protested.
“This isn’t a stone. This is a boulder and I’m not sure your office has enough clout to force the issue at this point. You are just going to have to wait until I find out more. That may not be easy, even for me. When it comes to covert operations, it is on a need to know basis only, and I’m not sure even I need to know. Hell, I don’t know if I even want to know.”
“All right Larry. I’m at a dead end anyway. We will continue with the rest of the report and just leave a footnote for the Area-51 complex,” Carter replied.
“Look, I don’t want to tell you your business but you may want to consider leaving them out of the report entirely. Not even a footnote,” Harper said.
“Yes sir, if you think best,” Carter said trying to determine if it was a suggestion or an order.
“I do,” Harper said.
That pretty much cleared it up.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

- WASHINGTON DC -
November in Washington can be exceedingly cold. While the ground was only lightly covered with snow, the wind was a reminder that winter was fast on its way.
Harper pulled his car up to the gate and the Marines on duty, snapped to attention. They looked into his car, noted his pass and waved him through. He pulled around to the south side of the White House and went into a covered parking garage that few knew about.
An attendant opened the door for him and slid into the driver’s seat. He would park the car and turn it over to security personnel who would check for any suspicious devices, including bugs or tracking transmitters. It would then be washed, vacuumed and ready for him when he returned. It was the same for every car that parked in the White House garage.
Harper took the elevator up to the main floor. When he stepped out a Marine checked his credentials and saluted. He walked to his office, greeting people along the way and chatting about various subjects. When he got to his office, his secretary took his coat and hat and went to bring in a pot of coffee.
Still standing, he went through the stack of calls he needed to return and quickly scanned the mail. Ten newspapers were neatly piled on the coffee table, just like they were every morning. He turned on the four television sets, lowered the volume and sat down. The conversation with Adam Carter was still rolling around in his head. A general who answered to no one could be a potential loose cannon.
So who would someone like that answer to? The Secretary of Defense? That is the only other person he could think of with the power to hide secret government projects. It had to be Craig Hollister. He was the newly appointed Secretary of Defense and Harper didn’t think he was the right man for the job.
Already they had crossed swords on two occasions. It wasn’t bad blood yet, but it could certainly turn out that way with a few more confrontations. He hated to call Hollister and ask him if he was over the operations at Area-51 but who else could he ask? Why not ask the President during a private moment? If he didn’t know, no one would.
He decided he would wait until the President was alone after this afternoon’s meeting and ask him. If the President didn’t know who it was, then someone had damn sure better find out and right away.
He continued to work in his office, making notes, reading, and getting ready for the daily noon meeting. This President was different from past ones. He liked to have the morning meetings with others from his staff and have the cabinet members hold their briefing in the afternoon. He felt that by waiting, the members would have a better handle on all situations rather than trying to quickly analyze what went on the night before.
Right or wrong, he was the President so that is what they all did. Harper was uncomfortable with the arrangement at first but it was becoming routine now and he could see some merit in having more time to prepare.
His secretary stuck her head in the door and said, “Five minutes sir,”
He looked up, lost in thought, “What?”
“Five minutes,” she said again.
“Oh yes, five minutes. Thank you,” he said and started gathering up his materials.
As he started down the hall, she handed him a stack of copies he had wanted for the meeting. When he arrived at the oval office the President was already seated at one of the couches talking with the Secretary of Transportation.
“Larry. Right on time as always. I like that,” he said, glancing at his watch. Harper was two minutes early by his watch. He never wanted to be late; it was a thing with him.
“Good afternoon, Mr. President,” he said, taking an overstuffed chair that was so soft it didn’t feel like leather.
Within minutes the room had filled with those who had a standing command performance with the President. Each person gave his or her report and the President would ask questions or give directions as the situation warranted. Harper spent much of his time trying to look interested.
Clouds had started to roll in and they had the appearance of snow. It was just what they needed in D.C. at this time of year. Another snow storm that would bring traffic to even more of a standstill than usual. He was still watching the clouds when the meeting was over and the others had stood to leave.
“Larry, something on your mind?” the President asked.
“Sir, if I may, could I have a minute of your time?”
“Of course you can. Stay and I will be right back. Even the President has to pee once in a while,” he said and Harper chuckled, “Yes sir, I suppose he does.”
A few minutes later the President returned and took a seat across from Harper.
“So what’s on your mind? I could see something was bothering you during the meeting.”
“Sorry sir. I didn’t think anyone noticed. I apologize,” he said.
“Don’t be silly. I doubt if anyone noticed but me. What’s on your mind?”
“Sir, we have a General Devin who is in charge of the Nellis Gunnery Range in Nevada. He is also in charge of all other projects taking place there. Nellis is where Area-51 is located and the CIA Skunkworks. No one seems to know who he answers to. I thought you might know something that I didn’t.”
“Well he answers to someone. We don’t have generals just doing any damn thing they want. How did you find out about this?” the President asked.
“The GAO Director came by to see me about not getting what they needed for the audit you charged them with. It seems this General Devin basically told him to shove it,” Harper explained.
“Hold on. A general is refusing to obey my orders?”
“Indirectly, it seems that way.”
“I’ll be damned if that is going to happen. I want you to go see the Secretary of Defense and get to the bottom of this. I want to know who the hell he thinks he is and why he thinks he can sidestep the Commander-in-Chief,” the President said, his face starting to redden around his white collar.
“Sir, I respect the Secretary of Defense but we don’t see eye to eye on many subjects. We have a strained relationship at present. Would you mind giving that to me in writing?”
“Larry, I won’t have squabbling and petty bickering in my White House. I want you to get together with Craig Hollister and get this resolved. I do not have time to worry about hurt feelings and who is stepping on whose toes. Understand?” he said, leaning forward in his chair.
“Yes sir,” Harper replied.
He should have kept his mouth shut about his feelings about the Secretary of Defense.
“Good. Now get over to Hollister’s office and find out just who this General Devin answers to. I want to know within the next four hours.”
“Yes sir,” Harper said and took his leave.
“Damn,” Harper said when the door had closed behind him.
He would have to go to Hollister’s turf and that didn’t put him in a position of strength. It would have been better if Hollister had to come to him but the President's orders were specific enough that he knew he couldn’t claim he misinterpreted them. Grudgingly he went to make an appointment to see the Secretary of Defense.
Fortunately the Secretary of Defense was out of the office so all he had to do was make the appointment for when he returned without having to actually talk to him. If Hollister didn’t know, then someone had dropped the ball along the way, and he would have to spend additional time finding out whom that person was and why no one had looked into this before.
All of this had started because Adam Carter had been ordered to do a full investigation of military expenditures. If the man wasn’t so anal retentive about making sure everyone was accountable, this would have never come up. Now he was going to have to waste time finding the answers.

CHAPTER TWENTY

The dark gloomy weather matched the disposition of General Devin as he left the Hay-Adams Hotel. A uniformed driver opened the door for Devin and he entered the limousine that was waiting for him.
“Good morning General Devin,” the driver said.
Devin tossed his briefcase in the backseat and got in, not bothering to acknowledge the driver’s greeting. The ride to the White House, which is only a few blocks from the hotel, took twenty-five minutes.
Traffic was snarled and he considered getting out and just walking but decided if he was a few minutes late that would show he wasn’t intimidated by being summoned to a meeting with the Commander-in-Chief. After showing his credentials to the guards he was dropped off on the west side and escorted to a room, just off the Oval Office.
When he was shown into the room he stood at attention and saluted the President.
“You’re late General,” the President said, looking at his watch.
“Yes sir. It seems the traffic was worse than usual today according to the driver.”
“Mondays can be like that at times. Anyway, you’re here. You know the Secretary of Defense, Craig Hollister,” the President said, motioning to the Secretary who was seated.
“Sir,” Devin said, “I have not had the pleasure of meeting you in person,” he said and extended his hand.
The Secretary got up and took his hand, “I’ve heard a great deal about you these past few weeks,” he said, looking the general in the eye.
“I suppose you have or I wouldn’t be here this morning,” Devin replied.
“Now gentlemen,” the President said, “We need to get to the bottom of this misunderstanding about who you report to, General Devin. It seems that your commanding officer is difficult to ascertain. Just who do you answer to general?”
“My superior is the Commander-in-Chief, you Mr. President,” he replied.
“Yes, yes. Everyone in the military answers to me ultimately but I want to know who is directly above you?”
“You are. I answer directly to the President of the United States. Just like I have since I took over the Nellis Facility.”
“Wait a minute, are you telling us that no one is between you and the President. Not even me?” Hollister asked. Devin could almost feel the temperature rising in the room. He was actually enjoying this.
“Sir, Mr. President, maybe I should explain how this all works,” Devin said.
“I damn well hope so,” Hollister replied.
“My duties as the Commander of the Nellis Gunnery Range comprise only a small portion of my total sphere of operational responsibilities. It is an important part, but nevertheless, just a small part. I am also in charge of everything that goes on in the Groom Lake area. That means all Ultra Top Secret projects currently under development. This includes several different facilities, some known to the public and others no one has ever heard of. My job, besides keeping projects moving along, is to protect those assets. To do this, I, like my predecessors, answer directly to the President of the United States. I am directed to have an update each quarter for the President to review.”
“Wait. General, you’re sitting there telling me that only the President of the United States is your superior officer?” Hollister asked.
“That is correct,” Devin answered the Secretary.
“Forgive me, but I find that hard to accept,” Hollister replied.
“Well sir, that’s the way it is. I didn’t make this up. I know you checked with every source and found no one that claimed I answered to them.”
“General,” the President said, “Why would you just answer directly to me? That makes no sense at all.”
“Sir, perhaps you should read the MJ–12 Standard Operating Procedure Manual,” the general said, taking it out of his briefcase.
“What is it?” the President asked.
“Sir, I don’t mean to be impertinent but this manual is for your eyes only. Not even the Vice President is to see this without the expressed written consent from you.”
“What? Not even I can see it?” the Secretary of Defense said.
“Sorry sir, those are my orders.”
“Who gave you those orders?”
“The President of the United States,” Devin answered.
“Hold on. I didn’t issue such orders,” the President interjected.
“Your predecessors did, sir. Please just read the first page and you will understand.”
“This is the nuttiest thing I have ever heard of,” he said, taking the book from the general. He opened it to the first page:
MAJESTIC-12 GROUP SOP
STOP — ULTRA TOP SECRET
FOR THE COMMANDER-IN-CHIEF and
COMMANDER OF NELLIS GUNNERY RANGE
EYES ONLY

He looked up at the general after reading the cover and turned to the first page:
The commander of the Nellis Gunnery Range shall be in charge of all operations within the facility. All projects carried out at this facility shall be considered ULTRA TOP SECRET. No one is to divulge the projects taking place at any time. Divulgence of such projects shall be considered an act of treason against the United States of America.
The commander of the base will report directly to the current President of the United States and no other unless specifically directed to do so both verbally and in writing by the Commander-in-Chief.
The SOP manual is classified as ULTRA TOP SECRET and for the eyes only of the President of the United States and the Commanding Officer of Nellis Gunnery Range. All other persons are strictly forbidden to review the material in this manual.
By order of: Harry S. Truman
President of the United States
November 12, 1948

The President looked up after reading the page and said, “Harry Truman?”
“Yes sir, the original MJ-12 Group was initiated by President Truman and is still in effect today. Every Commander-in-Chief since has been aware of MJ-12. It should have been part of your briefing when you took the office of President and CNC,” Devin said.
“Well it wasn’t. Why am I just now finding out about this? Don’t you think you have a duty to inform me of this MJ … whatever?”
“Actually I do not,” if you will read on, you will find that it is the duty of the outgoing Commander-in-Chief to brief the incoming CNC. It states in the manual, on page four, paragraph two, that it is the duty of the CNC to review the quarterly reports and to notify the commanding officer of Nellis if further clarification is necessary. I sent a detailed report to the White House the day you took office Mr. President.”
“Mr. President, what is going on here exactly? What is he talking about? What is MJ–12 anyway?” Hollister asked.
“You know as much as I do Craig. It seems the general knows a lot more than either of us. Why don’t you start from the beginning and explain it to us?” the President said.
“I would be more than happy to go over the details with you Mr. President but I’m afraid that the Secretary will have to leave the room.”
“What? I have to leave?” Hollister said, getting to his feet, “That is outrageous General Devin. The Secretary of Defense certainly out ranks a general by miles.”
“I understand your feelings and I wish it were different but those are my orders given by President Truman and every CNC since the original inception of this department,” Devin said.
“Sir. He can’t be serious,” Craig said, turning to the President who was reading the next page.
“Just a minute Craig,” the President said reading on in the manual.
Hollister was seething while waiting for the President to put an end to this farce.
The President looked up and said, “Craig, I’m afraid the general is right. The materials in this document and all subsequent reports are for my eyes only unless specifically appointed to another person. Until I know more about this I think it best to keep it for my eyes only. Once I have waded through this I may expand the need to know circle.”
“Sir. As Secretary of Defense, I need to know everything that we are doing as a nation. I should be privy to all information that concerns our status as a world power. How can I operate without total knowledge?”
“Well, for now you are just going to have to wait. I didn’t say you won’t be given access to this material, but in the same light, I need to understand what this is all about before I make a rash decision,” he said.
“But sir…”
“Sorry Craig, that’s the way it is going to be for now. Now if you will excuse yourself, the general needs to bring me up to speed and explain just what is going on.”
Hollister stiffened at being told to leave while the general stayed. He was going to get this little pipsqueak. No general was going to waltz in to the White House and have him thrown out of a meeting with the President.
“Yes sir,” he managed to get out before leaving.
When he had gone, the President said, “Now general, I want to know just what this is all about. I want it all and don’t leave anything out. I don’t want to find out about something we are doing from any other source. I don’t want to hear of an oversight later on. Do you understand general?”
“I do indeed, Mr. President. Let’s start with the background and then I will bring you up to date,” Devin said.
“I’m all ears,” the President replied, placing his elbows on his desk and clasping his fingers.
It would be three hours and four cancelled meetings later before the President was given all the information the general wanted to divulge.
When Devin left the president sat for some time, going over what he had just learned. Flying saucers, aliens, advanced civilizations, another planet with life, this was the stuff that fictional movies were made of and now he finds out that it is going on right here in America. This can’t be true. He was going to have to see this for himself.

TWENTY-ONE

- FAIRFAX, VA -
George Snapp was convinced that he was being told the truth or at least most of it was true. He had spent the last month checking and double checking the information he had been given by Drs. Barnett and Lake. He decided he needed to either follow through or drop the whole thing. Dropping it didn’t seem like much of an option.
He dialed the number that Lake had given him. On the third ring he answered.
“Lake.”
“Hi. This is George Snapp, we met before.”
“Yes George. I assume you checked out my story and are calling to find out more about what goes on at Dreamland,” Lake responded.
“Yeah. It appears that there is a lot of truth in what you are telling me,” George replied.
“A lot? It is all true. That and much more,” he said.
“When can we meet?”
“Well, undoubtedly they have your phone tapped and are trying to trace this call. I will let you know when and where,” Lake said and hung up the phone.
“Lake? Lake?” he said and looked at the phone like it could tell him where to find him.
All he could do now was wait to be contacted but how? How did he know if his phone was tapped or not? Considering the threat from his two visitors, he decided to be on the safe side.
That night when he opened the door to get into his car he saw a note on the seat. Snapp picked it up and looked around, how had it gotten inside his car? He always locked it, and yet there was the note.
When you leave the parking lot, you will be followed. They have been keeping an eye on you ever since your meeting with Dr. Dan. You must get rid of the tail and when you feel it is safe, drive to 1201 Beacon Street.
Pull your car into the garage and shut the door. Leave through the side door and walk to the north end of end of the alley. I will pick you up in a dark blue Jeep Liberty. I will be looking for you from 8:00 p.m. until 10:00 p.m. If you can’t make it by that time, I will contact you again.
Robert

He wondered why he signed Robert instead of Lake. Maybe it was so that if someone did get into his car they would not know who the contact was. It seemed a little far-fetched but then so had everything else he had discovered.
When he left the lot, sure enough, he noticed a black SUV following him. He didn’t try to do anything to evade them since he was headed home anyway. In some ways it was reassurance that Lake was not making things up. He was certainly right about being tailed.
When he got home he changed into his darkest clothes. He put on a pair of jeans and a black shirt and a dark blue windbreaker. At 7:00 p.m. he started his car and within minutes he noticed that he was being tailed again. They weren’t being too subtle about it as they stayed the same distance no matter what he did. At 7:30 p.m. he pulled into a 7–11 and got gas and then went out the way he had come in, heading back to his house. He hoped that they would just think he was returning home.
When he went through on a yellow light he decided that he had enough time to throw them off his tail. He turned down the street to his house but instead of going straight, he immediately turned into an apartment complex. He shut off the lights and engine and ducked down in the seat. He watched with his eyes just above the dash board and within a few minutes, the SUV came down the street. He got out and watched down the street and saw that they were parking. He was sure he had lost them without doing anything reckless. He waited until they turned off their lights before he went back to his car and started it. He left his lights off as he drove to the exit and slowly went back in the opposite direction. He coasted to the corner, not wanting to touch his breaks in case the lights might attract their attention. He floored it, turning right and flicked on his lights.
He raced through the first two stop lights, watching to see if anyone was following him. He was clean from what he could tell. He headed to Beacon Street and located the house. He pulled into the garage and closed the door.
The garage door was the old wooden kind that was balanced by spring tension and had no electronic opener. It groaned as he opened it. Once it was closed, he checked his watch. It was 8:15 p.m. well within the window that Lake had specified.
He walked to the end of the alley and stepped into the light, seconds later Lake’s Jeep pulled up and the door flew open.
“Get in,” Lake said and he hopped into the passenger seat. Lake sped away before he even had a chance to put on his seat belt.
“Nice job. No one followed you,” Lake said.
“How do you know?”
“Because I was following them. When they missed you leaving from the apartment complex I came here and waited to see if they had picked you up again. They didn’t, you’re home free,” he said.
“I’m not much on this whole spy thing. I see shadows everywhere,” Snapp told him.
“You might as well get used to it. What you have learned so far is enough to make them not want to let go. I will tell you plenty more tonight that will make you sleep even less at night,” Lake warned him.
“Sleep? What’s that? All I do is worry about those goons getting hold of me,” he said.
They rode in silence for several minutes. Snapp just watched out the window as Lake drove into the country.
“Where are we going?” he finally asked as they started to leave the city behind.
“To meet Dr. Dan Barnett.”
“So you know his last name and you contacted him?” Snapp asked surprised.
“I did. We have a lot in common. We thought it better to expose you to as much as we could with as few meetings as possible. You can’t be playing lose the tail on the donkey all the time. Besides the more you try to shake them, the more resources they will bring in,” Lake told him.
“Were not headed toward Dr. Barnett’s house,” Snapp pointed out.
“No. I have a safe place for us to meet and talk. You are going to have to just trust me on this for now,” Lake said.
He was silent again as they rode through the countryside. He decided they must be in Virginia judging from the scenery. Soon he saw a sign that said ‘Welcome to Fairfax, Va. He had been right in his assumption.
A few minutes later they pulled into a large gated driveway. The house that sat back off the road looked like an old plantation house. Four tall white columns, a circular hand-laid brick driveway and massive doors greeted them as they came in.
“Some hideout,” Snapp said, taking it all in.
“Unpretentious and modest. Nice little joint,” Lake replied chuckling.
“Yeah, I should have such an unpretentious place to call home” he said.
The semicircular foyer was huge with a large crystal chandelier. Dr. Barnett came out to greet them.
“Glad you could make it Mr. Snapp. Dr. Lake said you would lose them,” he said smiling and shaking George’s hand with his big beefy paw.
“Nice little place you have here,” Snapp said, looking around.
“I wish it were mine but it isn’t. We are just using it for the night. The owner believes in our cause,” Barnett told him.
“And which cause is that?”
“Why, letting the people of the United States of America know what their government is really up to. Telling the truth about what goes on in Area-51 and other Ultra Secret Projects that they have a right to know of,” Barnett said.
“A right to know about? What about the Government’s right to confidentiality? Don’t they have the right to protect the citizens of this country?” he asked.
“To some extent, yes. When it involves the development of special security needs, but there is a line between protection and cover-up. It may be thin but nevertheless it exists,” Barnett told him.
“And you are the person determining that line?”
“No Mr. Snapp. Actually, you will be that person” Barnett said smiling, “We intend to give you what we know to be true, what you do with it is strictly up to you. You will ultimately determine what will be divulged to the public in general and what will remain a secret.”
“I’m not sure I am qualified to determine such a course of action. I’m not about to spill my guts about our government's secrets if it would be considered treason or aiding our enemies.”
“Maybe not, but you can listen to what we have to say. Is there any harm in that? If you don’t like the information or feel it is detrimental to the nation, you can just walk away,” Barnett said.
“I just want you both to understand that I am not a sensationalist reporter. I love a good story as much as the next reporter but not at the expense of divulging my country's top military secrets.”
“That is reassuring to us as well. We have no intention of telling you about any projects other than the one we were directly involved in,” Lake interjected.
“Okay, just so we are clear on that. If we all understand each other then we can get down to business,” Snapp replied.
“I think we are all in agreement.” Barnett said, “Why don’t we make ourselves comfortable in the den.”
Barnett led them down a long hall covered with huge paintings. The den was lined with dark oak and had bookshelves reaching up to the twelve foot ceiling. A large fireplace with a marble facade and mantle dominated one wall. A couch, four leather chairs with bolstered arms, a massive desk, and a credenza were the main pieces of furniture. Everything in the room looked old and expensive. The only thing that seemed out of place was the latest computer screen on the desk.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

- Snapp, Lake, Barnett Meeting -
“Now,” Barnett said, once they were all seated, “Why don’t you go first?”
“Certainly. George, you will have to bear with me for a few minutes. Most of the activity that is going on today at S–4 started back in 1948. It was after the discovery of the second spacecraft that everything went into high gear. Area-51 became the immediate focal point for attention. The military had handled the situation badly and everyone wanted to know about these flying saucers invading earth. Every movie theater had some movie about creatures from outer space. While just fictional, it caused people to question if it could be possible. President Truman wanted to know more about these alleged UFO sightings. He formed MJ–12, as they came to be known. Originally they were called the Majestic 12. Certain powers were passed down to the commander at Groom Lake and he was charged with reporting only to Truman.
For the past sixty years we have been working on trying to develop the technology to travel to distant planets. It all started with what was discovered at Roswell and other sites. A good deal of progress has been made. A few years ago they actually tried to test one of the aircraft. It was unstable and almost crashed. Eventually the two pilots were able to get it under control and land it without significant damage.”
The anti-matter propulsion system has been the main problem, not that learning how to control the device is going to be a piece of cake. They will have to have total control before they try to fold gravity. We are still a few years off by my estimate,” Lake said.
“And then we could travel to distant solar systems?” Snapp asked.
“In theory. Our first planet will probably be Cancri 55d. Usually referred to as Cnc 55. It is relatively close considering the ability to fold time.”
“I’ve never heard of this Cancri 55 before. Where is it?”
“It is located in the Cancer constellation. 55d is the fourth planet out from the sun and orbits every 14.7 years. It is huge, approximately 4.1 times the mass of Jupiter. Its solar system resembles our own,” Lake explained.
“And we are going to go there?”
“I don’t know for sure that we will, but it would be a logical choice. That’s where the ship from the Roswell and Aztec crashes came from. J is confirmation that life exists there,” Barnett added.
“Are you guys putting me on? You know for a fact that this alien, J, came from that place?”
“It is what he has indicated. We have no reason to doubt him,” Lake said.
“This all too unreal. Why doesn’t anyone know about this?” Snapp asked.
“Because the Government doesn’t want them to. They simply do not trust that the public is able to handle the truth. They fear that it would set off a general panic and rock the very foundation of the world as we know it. Think about it. Religion could be challenged, fear of the unknown would consume many and authority would be challenged. Who knows what would happen? People are very irrational when they are confronted with something as unknown, or more to the point, misunderstood as alien life,” Lake said.
“But we have a right to know about something like this,” Snapp insisted.
Barnett and Lake exchanged glances. While left unsaid, they knew they had the right person to tell their story.
“The government has the right to protect us as well, and therein lies the problem. How much to tell and when? The Government wants to be able to establish a working relationship with the alien race before going public with it. They want to be able to assure the public that we are still safe,” Barnett said.
Snapp looked at both of them like they had just dropped in from a distant planet themselves.
“George, look at the way you are reacting. You have had a chance to talk to both of us and do some research on your own. Think how the average citizen would react if the President of the United States came on the television and said, ‘Oh by the way, we have been working with aliens in a secret facility and can now travel to distant worlds’."
“So how are they going to break it to the public?”
“Like I said. First they will establish a relationship with the alien race, and slowly over several years, let it leak out that we are making contact with other beings. It will have to be done in very small bits and pieces,” Lake said.
“Hold it guys. Listen to yourselves. Are either of you married?”
“My wife died five years ago,” Barnett said.
“No, I’ve never been married,” Lake replied.
“Well, I am. I have a great wife and two super kids and this is frightening the hell out of me. You may have been dealing with this for years and have become used to it but the rest of us poor schmucks are going to react a lot differently,” Snapp said.
“Yes, you will. So will a vast majority of the people. That’s why it is critical that we start letting the public in on what has been going on,” Lake insisted.
“The government will deny it and others will try to disprove it, but…maybe, just maybe, some will start to question the government and start clamoring to know the truth.”
“You know as well as I do that anytime you bring up aliens or UFO’s people immediately label you as crazy,” Snapp said.
“True, but you have a good reputation for putting out hard news. No one has ever accused you of filing erroneous news stories or sensationalism. That is why you need to be the one who starts bringing this to the public’s attention. You can’t just go on the air and yell the sky is falling, but you could do a series of programs that get the public both interested, and prepared at the same time,” Lake said.
“Isn’t that the job of the government, not an investigative reporter? Hell, who knows what they would do if I started a series about aliens right here on earth. I could end up having one of those famous ‘accidents’ that you hear about.”
“You are absolutely right, George. We realize what a risk you would be taking. You’re certainly right to think that you would place yourself in danger. I came to you because I trusted you and felt you were the right person to get this story out to the public. Having said that, the last thing I want to do is to put you or your family at risk. Why don’t Dr. Barnett and I tell you a little more about what is going on at S–4? Then you can decide what action, if any, you want to take,” Lake suggested.
“Sure, that sounds reasonable. But keep in mind that my willingness to listen does not imply in any way, shape, or form that I will do a series on the information that you are about to give me,” Snapp said.
“Fair enough,” Lake said.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

- THE WHITE HOUSE -
It was 1:00 a.m. and the President was still at his desk in the Oval Office. He had not been able to really focus on much of the material that had come across his desk ever since his meeting with General Devin. He was tipped back in his chair with his eyes closed when his wife, Megan, came in.
“Are you ever going to come to bed?” she asked.
“Sorry honey, I was just trying to get a handle on some unusual information that I came across,” he said, sitting up.
“Do you trust the source?” she asked.
“I don’t know. I have no reason not to but what they told me is so unbelievable that it is hard to comprehend. The implications are incredible.”
“Well, why don’t you do like you usually do when something seems either too good to be true, or too bad to be true? Take a firsthand look at the information. Can that be done in this case?” she asked.
“Yes it can, but it will be tricky. I would have to do it in such a way that no one knew about it. If the press got wind of it, they would create an unstable situation for the government,” the President told her.
“Goodness that sounds ominous. To shake the foundation of government takes something earth shattering. What happened, did someone find little green men from Mars running around on Earth?” she joked.
“That is closer to the truth that you may suspect,” he said, faking a laugh.
“I know this, the only way you will be satisfied is to see for yourself firsthand what this is all about. You are clever and tenacious and you will find some way to check this out, even if it means slipping away from your staff and the press. You will never be happy just taking a third party’s say so as proof. Instead of brooding, why don’t you put that big brain to work on figuring out how to see this mystery for yourself,” Megan said.
“Honey, you’re right. I am spending time on the wrong things. I need to sit down and figure out how to get away for a few hours to see what all of this is about,” he replied.
“Good, now will you come to bed? It’s lonely up there in that big old room with no one to protect me,” she said.
“You've got two big Marines right outside the door,” he said.
“So, you think I should invite them in?”
“Don’t be a scamp. I’ll be right there,” he promised.
“You have ten minutes. After that you had better knock, especially if you don’t see two Marines outside the door,” she teased.
“Get,” was all he said.
He decided that he would call General Devin and let him know of his intentions. It would have to be closely guarded and coordinated for this to be pulled off. He had the switchboard ring the general.
“General Devin. This had better be damned important,” he said picking up the phone.
“I consider it to be,” the President replied.
“It had better be, who is this?”
“The President.”
A silence followed.
“Sorry Mr. President. I thought it might be one of my staff wanting to know if they should zip their fly after they take a leak,” the general said.
“That’s more than I need to know general,” he said.
“Sorry. What can I do for you Mr. President?”
“I want to visit Area-51 or whatever you call it. I will need your help. This has to be accomplished in total secrecy. No one can get word of my visit,” he told the general.
“I totally agree, no one should know about this but do you think it is the proper time? Everyone watches what the President does during his first one hundred days in office. The timing might make this more difficult.”
“I understand your concern and I appreciate that but I need to see for myself just what it is that goes on out there. I have a responsibility to the people to know,” the President replied.
“Yes sir, I understand. What can I do to help?”
“Not a lot initially. That will be my problem. Once I get there I want as few as people to know about this as possible. No one that is not critical to my visit, if at all feasible. I don’t know enough about how your people operate to know if that can be done,” the President confessed.
“I will see to it that no one knows about your visit except the essential people. I will handle those details personally,” he assured the President.
“Excellent. I will get back to you with the date but I just wanted to give you a heads up,” he told the general.
“I appreciate that. Don’t worry Mr. President, I will take care of everything on this end.”
“Thank you general. I’ll be in touch,” the President said.
He hung up the phone and went up to meet his wife as promised.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

- Idaho Falls, Idaho -
The gloom hung like heavy woolen curtains permeating the entire room, overbearing and depressing. Even the sounds of the night seemed subdued. Eighteen men sat, each lost in thought.
“Attention on deck,” one of the men said, but even that was lacking the usual sharpness that was a trademark with Strike–1.
“At ease. You all know why I am here. The rescue of the captured Rangers did not go as planned. Six of our brothers were killed in action. Each and every one gave his life willingly for what he believed in. I know they were your associates and friends but we cannot let this dull the effectiveness of this unit. We will be looking for replacements in the near future, but for now we will have to make do with those of us who are left. The number two team was ambushed. The enemy was ready for them. That can only mean one thing, someone leaked the information.”
Heads snapped up at this comment. Was he saying that one of us leaked the details of the mission? That simply couldn’t be. No one knew for sure who would be selected until the last minute. You never knew if there was a possibility that you would get picked for the mission.
“I know what’s going through your heads. That can’t be. I have looked at this from every conceivable angle and it always points to the same thing. An informant. I do not believe that it came from our own Strike–1 force. Keep in mind that even a clandestine operation like this takes support and coordination. It includes the choppers that take you in and pick you up and the AWACS plane that coordinates the positions. Careless words to maintenance workers or the fuel handlers could compromise us. Any number of people could have let the cat out of the bag. The point is, others knew of our operation. Not the exact details but it wouldn’t take much for them to pull off an ambush. Just knowing when we were coming to rescue the Rangers would be enough. We are going through the personnel files to see if we can determine if anyone shot off his mouth inadvertently or intentionally. If so, they will be dealt with quickly and harshly. Six good men, some of the best soldiers in the world, were killed because someone said something they shouldn’t have.”
Almost to a man they were thinking that if they could get their hands on the individual they would choke the life out of them. It could have been any one of them lying in the morgue being readied to be shipped home in a casket.
“Sir, may I say a prayer for our men?”
“Of course. Here we don’t give a damn about separation of church and state. Here we are all God’s children,” he said.
They all stood and bowed their heads and the Lord’s Prayer was repeated by the remaining members.
When it was finished the commanding officer said, “Get some rest. We have a situation brewing that will need our attention very soon. I want you all physically and mentally capable of doing your jobs.”
“Yes Sir,” they shouted in unison.
They drifted off in twos and threes but Miller remained behind. Who would have enough information to be able to pass it along and how could it be done? None of the Strike Force would talk about a mission. It had to be one of the support people but who had both access to the information and the ability to get the word to the enemy? It had to be one of the chopper pilots or someone in the AWACS. The chopper pilots didn’t seem right either. They were taking a risk by dropping them off and then coming in for the extraction and dust-off. The AWACS operator would know the exact ETA and 20 of the force. It would be easy to let the enemy know that they were on the way. They would need to set a trap to find the guilty party and he had already worked up a plan by the time he got to the commander’s office.
“Come in,” the commander said.
“Thank you. Commander, I think I know of a way to find out who leaked the team’s plans,” he said.
“That didn’t take you long. What do you have in mind?”
“I figure it had to be one of the people on the AWACS. It only makes sense. They had the ETA, the 20 and the strength of the force. Someone on board the flight that night gave away the plans to rescue the prisoners,” Miller said.
“Why does it have to be someone on the AWACS? Why not someone that knows our movements from within and gets the word out to be relayed?”
“Too complicated and too risky. Look, let’s just say I might be correct. We could check it out by setting up a fake mission. We would make sure to use the same crew on the AWACS as before. If an ambush is set up again, we would know for sure. The differences being that when the choppers took off, one person would stay onboard each one to make sure it wasn’t one of the chopper crew. We could eliminate two potential leaks at one time,” Miller said.
“I need to think about that. It sounds good but let me sleep on it,” the commander said.
“Yes sir, but keep in mind, you said we have something brewing. If we aren’t careful we could walk into the same thing all over again,” Miller replied.
“You have a good point. If we wait we could find ourselves in a pickle. Let’s set up a mission for tomorrow night. You work up the details and I’ll get the support lined up. I’ll make sure we use the same AWACS team and the same chopper pilots. You pick who you want to ride with the choppers and who you want to be in the advance force to observe what’s going on,” the commander said.
“Yes sir. I’ll have a plan on your desk by 0800,” Miller said and saluted.
“Thank you Miller,” the commander said. It was the first time he had ever called him by name since he arrived.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

- GROOM LAKE AREA 51 -
The plane arrived in Colorado Springs exactly as scheduled according to the flight plan. The huge 747 with the pale blue stripe and the logo of the President of the United States came to a graceful stop. A carpet was rolled out and a military escort and reception brigade was immediately ushered into place. The band stood a little further back.
The door to the plane opened and a Marine stuck his head out momentarily. A few seconds later, the President and his wife exited the aircraft and waved to the crowd that had gathered.
The band struck up ‘Hail to the Chief’ when he took his first step down the ladder. The men at the bottom snapped to attention. When the President reached the bottom, several high ranking officers came forward to salute and greet the President and First Lady. A bouquet of flowers was handed to her. After a few moments of introductions the President and First Lady were led to a waiting car.
The President waved to the crowd and gave them a thumbs-up sign. Several cards being held up said ‘Welcome Mr. President and First Lady. All were positive except for one that said “Don’t blame me, I didn’t vote for him”.
There is always one in every crowd who strives to be a dissident just because they can. They were taken to the Air Force Academy where the President delivered a speech to the cadets. Later he met with various dignitaries and officers of the Academy. He and the First Lady were scheduled to turn in at 2200 hours but the President just changed clothes and was rushed out a side door to a waiting car with blacked out windows.
Only two secret service escorts were aware of the clandestine meeting that was about to take place. They took him to a small airfield and whisked him aboard a HU 60L Blackhawk and immediately flew him to Groom Lake. The chopper pilots were not told who was on board, nor were the pilots of the two FA — 18E Super Hornets trying to fly slow enough to escort them.
As soon as the chopper sat down, a car was ready to take them to the Skunkworks projects location. General Devin gave him a complete tour and had only one or two technical people on hand to answer any of the President's questions.
When they were finished and back in the car Devin said, “Mr. President. I am now going to take you to our S-4 facility. You read the MJ SOP manual so you have a vague idea about some of what goes on out here but nothing I can say will prepare you for what you are about to see. I think it will demonstrate just why I only report to you and why I refused to give the GAO any access.”
“What am I going to see?” the President asked.
“Things beyond your wildest dreams. I have the head of each department standing by to explain exactly what we are working on. Please, don’t ask me to tell you. This is something you need to see for yourself.”
“Very well General, I’ll wait.”
“Thank you sir.”
They rode in silence until they came to the base of a large mountain. Only one small light was on and it appeared to be stuck right on to the side of the mountain. A guard house was tucked in the corner, almost undetectable. Devin led them to a door where he swiped his identification. A green light flashed for a second and then the door clicked open.
Once inside, two security officers, armed with M-16’s were visible standing behind a bullet proof glass enclosure.
“Please state your name.”
“General Devin.”
“Voice pattern recognized.”
A loud click sounded and the second door swung open. It looked like a regular door from the outside but when it opened it was at least a foot thick with huge rods that slid out to secure it. It reminded the President of a bank vault door.
Gentlemen, he said to the two Secret Service men, “I’m afraid this is as far as you go. You will have to wait for the President here.”
The two men started to protest but the President assured them that it was his wish to have them remain behind. It was not easy for them to do. It was not what they had been trained for.
When the President stepped inside the second door he was taken aback by brightness and sheer size of the place. He looked in amazement at size of the room carved out inside a mountain. It was a huge hanger bay and it was divided into sections. Each bay had a large ten foot high number painted on it. The bays looked like they could hold one or even two 747 planes side by side. He estimated that it was a good thirty or forty feet to the top of the hanger.
“This is our Level-1 facility. This is where we bring any craft that are recovered to do an initial survey and inspection,” the general informed him.
“You’re talking about plane wrecks? Military accidents?”
“Not exactly. It would be easier if I just showed you.”
Devin led the president to the first bay with the large number one on it.
“I need to warn you Mr. President, that once you step inside this door, you will never be the same. I honestly cannot stress that enough,” he said, placing his hand on the door of the bay.
“General. Just what are we talking about here?”
“The future. Not the past or present, but our future as a nation,” the general said somberly.
“All right general. I guess I need to see this for myself,” the President said.
Devin pulled on the door and it clicked open. He did not offer to let the President go first but quickly stepped inside and then held the door for the President. When President Sampson stepped into the room he let out an immediate gasp. His eyes became wide and his face and jaw dropped.
“Is…Is this for real?” he stammered.
“Yes sir, as real as it gets,” the general said, a slight smile on his face.
“We have developed this kind of craft? You mean all the UFO reports were actually our own aircraft?
“Not exactly sir. This is the infamous Roswell craft that we have never admitted to,” the general replied.
The President looked at the general then at the craft, and back at the general. His mind was racing with all of the implications. There in front of him was a real flying saucer. It was several seconds before he could speak.
“But, I thought all of that was just a story. This is the real thing? An actual…flying saucer?” he said, having a hard time getting the words out.
“What you see is one of nine saucers that we have recovered. The largest one we have was recovered from Aztec, New Mexico.”
“Hold it. You’re telling me that we have had these spacecraft all this time?”
“Yes sir.”
“You’re pulling my leg, right?”
“No sir. What you see before you is the real thing. This one and the others have been recovered from crash sites. Most had bodies inside or near the wreckage. This one had 4 bodies when we found it.”
“Bodies? What kind of bodies?”
“Alien, sir. They are kept two levels down but you will have a chance to see them a little later on,” Devin said.
The President looked around, almost in a daze. He was expecting something unique but nothing like this. We are not alone in the universe kept running through his head. What would this do to the nation? How would people react? A thousand questions raced through mind.
“This thing can actually fly? It came here from some other planet?” he finally asked, astonished at the sheer magnitude of what he was seeing.
“Yes sir it did. We know precisely where it came from and we have been working on duplicating the method employed by these ships for space travel,” Devin said.
“This is…I don’t know…surreal. I can’t understand how all of this could have taken place.”
“Well sir, that is why I answer only to the CNC. Our government has had these in our possession since the late 1940s. That’s why Truman formed the MJ-12 Group. He was brought here and saw them for himself. President Eisenhower was brought here as well. He helped to set up the funding program we use today to keep the project going,” Devin told him.
“Has every President been here?”
“No sir. Not all of them. Some didn’t even want to know about what was going on here.”
“Do you realize what this means? What this means to the entire world?” the President asked.
“I do indeed. So did Truman, Eisenhower, Regan and Bush. They knew the American people were not ready for this. President Bush knew what this meant and realized the potential upheaval this could cause. That’s why we hide these projects and keep this from prying eyes,” Devin said.
“And what is the goal of the project?”
“Why sir, to find out how these things work. We know they fold time but learning how to control it has been an ongoing project. We just recently were able to obtain the material necessary for propulsion. We have had only minor success at testing it. Two of our pilots were actually able to get it a few feet off the ground but couldn’t control the craft. Not sufficiently anyway. We are getting closer but it is still some time away. Maybe a few years,” Devin said.
“My God. This is incredible. I don’t know what folding time means exactly, but I can sort of get the picture. And we actually have spacecraft from other planets, right here at this facility. Do you know what would happen if this got out?”
“Yes sir I do. That’s why I send the reports for your eyes only. Not to the GAO and not to the Secretary of Defense. Only you have access to this information,” Devin said.
“No one prepared me for this,” the President said, running his hands through his hair.
It was a habit he had had for years. Whenever something was difficult to grasp, he ran his hands through his hair. It was a nervous habit that he didn’t even realize he had until his wife mentioned it once.
“No one is ever prepared for this,” Devin said.
The President spent several minutes walking around and touching the alien craft. The general helped him look inside so he could get a better picture of the technology they were trying to understand.
It doesn’t have all the gauges like our planes. How do they do that?”
“Sir, if we knew that we would have already been testing them in space. It is an agonizingly slow process. We actually reached a standstill until we obtained an element our people call Element-115. We have known for some time that the trigger for all of this was the element UuP 115. It does not exist here on earth to any degree. Unless we could figure a way to produce it, we would never be able to duplicate what these saucers do. Over time we have been able to obtain enough of this element to compress it, machine it and turn it in to fuel for propulsion.”
The general had just told a lie to the President. It was a lie by omission of how they had actually obtained the material needed. He was counting on the entire experience to keep the President off balance so he wouldn’t ask probing questions. His gamble worked.
“So now we can…what? Go to other planets?” the President asked.
“In time. The next thing is to determine how they control the craft. Like I said, we have made a small amount progress but our team today seems to be headed in the right direction. I can’t tell you when we will have an actual operational craft,” he said.
The President shook his head. This was like a movie, total science fiction stuff. Yet here he was, able to reach out and touch one of these things.
“If you don’t mind, I would like to show you something else,” the general said.”
The President followed him over to an elevator and watched as Devin inserted his card. Within a few seconds the elevator doors opened.
“I have to warn you Mr. President. This isn’t your normal elevator. It is very fast and you may find your stomach in your throat. That is normal,” he said and pushed the button for Level — 2.
Immediately the bottom seemed to drop out from the President’s feet and he gasped.
“What the….”
“Something isn’t it?” the general said, smiling.
Almost as suddenly the elevator came to a halt making the President feel like he had just been hit with a fifty pound bag of cement.
“This is designed to work that way?” he asked as the exited the elevator.
“Time. It’s all about time. The shaft goes down another 800 feet and we don’t want to spend time just standing around. It is designed for maximum efficiency,” Devin explained.
“Another 800 feet? Who knows about this place?”
“Besides the staff and you?”
“Yes.”
“No one. No one knows how many levels are below the main one and we intend to keep it that way,” he said.
Devin seated the President in one of the carts that were waiting.
“What are these?”
“We call them RTC or rapid transport carts. They are pretty fast but nothing like the elevator,” he said and pushed the only thing on the dash which was a large green button.
The cart hummed for a second and then took off down the tunnel. When it came to the end of the tunnel it gently stopped.
“That wasn’t so bad,” the President said climbing out.
The tunnel had been about three hundred yards long and twenty feet in diameter. Bright lights lit every inch of the path the carts took. When they stopped they were in front of a huge door with massive hinges. In the middle was a smaller door, similar to the one they had entered back on the surface. Devin activated the code and they were admitted.
“Please stand here,” Devin said, indicating the two footprints painted on the floor. The President did as instructed and a machine scanned his body. He could see his skeleton and everything he had in his pockets. The resolution was phenomenal.
“Thank you sir. Now, I have to go through the process,” he said and the machine once again scanned the general’s body.
“Why do we both have to go through the machine?” the President asked.
“The system is designed to ensure that no one entering the first door is carrying anything that could be concealed. Classified material, weapons, recording devices, cameras. Unless all parties go through the scan, the system assumes it is under attack and will issue an electrical jolt to the person who didn’t.”
“Good God. Are you all that paranoid down here?” he asked.
“Good question. Ask me the same thing when we get ready to leave,” Devin replied.
The second door opened and as soon as he stepped into the room his mouth opened in shock for the second time. There was a large glass cubical inside the room and he could clearly see a strange chair with tubes and wires going into it. Sitting in the chair was an unrecognizable form.
“Is that…?” the President tried to ask.
“Yes sir. It is exactly what you think it is,” the general said.
“If you would put this over your clothes” the general said, handing him a white full length gown.
He then gave him a mask with filtering canisters to put on.
“Now Mr. President, when we go inside this room, it will cause you to feel a little light headed. The atmosphere has been altered slightly but you will be able to breath with the mask and it will not cause any health risk. Devin opened the door. The room was bright and everything was brilliant white.
“Oh my God,” he said, looking at the creature sitting in a chair that was reclined.
“That’s…that’s…real?” he finally asked.
“Yes sir. This is J. We originally called him J — Rod but now we just call him J.”
“Is it alive?”
“Very much. Not nearly as healthy as he was sixty years ago but he is still doing well. The atmosphere is a big help. His cells have started to degenerate and we have been trying to figure out how to keep him alive. We have a team working on that full time,” Devin told him.
“How old is he?
“Right at 250 years old now, by our time.”
The President couldn’t even think of something to say. He was dumbstruck. 250 years old. This was just too unreal. The creature called J, never moved while they were in the room and the President asked why.
“When he sleeps, it is different from you and me. He goes into a deeper state than we can accomplish. This is also when he gets his nourishment.”
“Unbelievable,” he said, shaking his head. “So he is asleep now. Can he hear us?”
“We don’t know for sure but it appears that when he is in this state, he does not know that we are present in the room,” the general replied.
“Goodness,” was all the President could say after they left the room.
A few minutes later Devin took the President to Level 3. Once again he was amazed at what he saw.
“Yes sir,” Devin said, “Those are more of the frozen bodies from the various crash sites. We have performed autopsies on several of them and are doing various other research.”
“Beings from another world. This is almost more than a person can fathom,” the President muttered.
“I understand sir. It is a little mind boggling when you encounter it for the first time. If it makes you feel any better, I understand that Eisenhower was feeling just the same as you. It is beyond the comprehension of almost anyone that does not work with this on a daily basis. It took me a little while to accept this as well,” Devin said.
He continued to show the President some of the experiments they were working on.
“What is below this Level?” the President asked.
“Staff quarters, a recreation facility, cafeterias, maintenance rooms, labs and that sort of support stuff. Would you like to visit each one?”
“I would, but I just don’t have the time. I need to get back before anyone knows I’m gone,” President Sampson said, looking at this watch.
“I understand sir. It really is something isn’t it?”
“More than that. Much more,” the President replied.
The general took him back to the Main level.
“General Devin, I’m sorry I seemed miffed when I told you to get to the White House. This is the most important secret since…hell I don’t even know what this would compare to. Maybe nothing in our world. The point I am making is that you will not have to be bothered with anyone else snooping around. You will report directly to me as you have to past Presidents. If anyone gives you problems, direct them to me.”
“Thank you sir. I’ll take that as a vote of confidence,” Devin said.
“You can indeed. Now, I have to get back. Thank you for the tour and I will want to talk to you again about this when you have the time,” the President said.
“Sir, my time is your time. Just let me know where and when,” Devin said, saluting the Commander-in-Chief as he stepped into the Blackhawk.
Devin waited until the chopper was well out of the area before he allowed himself a pat on the back. Presidents. They never know what is really going on. They want to feel and act like they are in charge but it was all just an illusion. The real power lay far below ground on Level 10. It wasn’t a country that was or would be the mightiest, it was his own BlackStar.
On the ride back to Colorado Springs, the President replayed over and over what he had just seen. It was almost too much to comprehend. He had just seen spacecraft, aliens and technology out of the realm of our own science. Would this change the way he dealt with problems that would crop up? Knowing that at some point we would have the potential to go to distant planets.
Now he knew without a doubt that other civilizations exist. Not only do they exist but they know we exist and have been visiting us for years. What was it that Devin said? The first pictorial representations of UFO were found in caves in southern France and are believed to be from 30,000 B.C.? Have they been coming here to check up on us? To see how we are progressing as a society? Maybe the 1938 War of the Worlds radio broadcast by Orson Wells wasn’t such a fabrication after all.
He drifted off to a fitful sleep, seeing the alien creature ‘J’ coming toward him as he lay naked on a table. This time J was in control and was going to probe him. He awoke with a startled reaction when one of the Secret Service men touched his shoulder.
“Sorry sir. We’re here,” he said.
The President shook his head for a second, “Good. Good. Now if we can only get back unnoticed,” the President said looking at this watch. It was only 4:45 a.m. He should be able to get back without detection.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

- Rasht, Iraq -
“This looks good,” the commanding officer said, handing the folder back to Miller.
“Thank you. If we have a leak, I think this is where we will find it.”
“I hope you’re right. I have decided to make you Number One on this mission,”
“What about the others?”
“That’s my decision. It was your plan, you laid it out and you should lead the team.”
“Thank you,” Miller replied.
He hadn’t seen this one coming.
“Everything is arranged. You jump off at 0200. Pick the others besides yourself and Number Two and get them ready.”
He started to salute but caught himself. Old habits die hard. He had a lot of preparations to take care of with the jump off point being only a few hours away. When he got back to the barracks he put all of the team numbers in a helmet and drew out the ones that would be going with him. He informed them of the mission and immediately set up a briefing.
“So, if I got this straight, when we get to Aqa Seyyed Sharif, the four of us become the bait. Two will stay with the chopper pilots to make sure they stay honest. Our mission is to infiltrate the compound, even though we know for a fact that no Americans are inside and see if we get our asses shot off.”
“In a nutshell, that is correct. Number two and I will be covering you every step of the way. We will have M249 SAW machine guns to cover you when you enter the compound.”
Miller pointed to the aerial photographs of the site, “We will be here and here. As you can see, we will be able to cover your approach to the outdoor holding pin as well. If it is a trap, and I am ninety-five percent sure it is, they will come at you from here and here,” he said tapping the picture. We will both have unobstructed kill zones so when they pop out we can take them down.
“And we will know that it was someone on either the choppers or the AWACS that tipped them off,” one of the others said.
“That is correct. At this point the chopper pilots only know that they are on instant standby for further orders. We drew ammo under the pretense of a practice mission so even that link is plugged. The only other people that know about this mission are the commander and the AWACS crew. We let them know a few hours ago. We told them that two choppers would be coming in to these coordinates. It gives the informer time to alert the people on the ground so they can set up an ambush for us. That Number Two and I are also going has not been divulged,” Miller said.
“Do you really think someone in our own military would give that kind of information to the enemy?”
“Unfortunately, yes I do, and I think they did exactly that on the last mission. That’s how we lost so many men. I hope I’m wrong and it was just one of those things, but I damn sure intend to find out,” he told them.
“I hope they turn them over to us if it’s true. I would like to get my hands on them for a few minutes,” another said.
A general chorus of agreement came from the men.
“Alright. Any questions? Anyone?” No one asked. They knew what their job was and what was ahead for them.
“Be at the pad at 01:30. Until then, try to get some sleep,” Miller said.
He went back to the commander’s office and reported that the men had been briefed and that they understood the mission.
“You know this is a high risk mission. It would only take one crazy with an RPG to do some serious damage to the entire team. You and Number Two are going to have to be carefully on the lookout for unexpected bogies.
“I understand and so does Number Two. We realize that the safety of those four men is directly in our hands and neither of us wants that on our conscience. We will be ready.”
“All right Number One, good luck and good hunting,” he said as he and Miller shook hands and went back to the barracks.
0100 came just moments after he closed his eyes, or so it seemed. He washed his face, went to the bathroom and dressed. It was a clear night and he could hear the Blackhawks winding up in the distance. Minutes later, he and the seven other Strike-1 Team members stood on the helo-pad loading their gear onto the two deadly looking Blackhawks.
At 06:25 Miller handed the pilots the landing zone coordinates. At 06:30 the pitch of the rotors whined higher and higher and seconds later they lifted off and headed for their objective. It took thirty-five minutes to reach the destination.
As soon as they touched down at the LZ, Miller and Number Two were out the door first and headed in a different direction from the main body. They raced ahead and took up positions on high ground so they could overlook the entire compound below. A few minutes later Miller could see the four Strike–1 team members slowly making their way toward the compound entrance.
The two other team members had remained on the choppers to make sure no one on the Blackhawks was involved. Miller checked the M249 once more, making sure it was ready to let loose with 700 rounds per minute if needed. His eyes never rested, moving from one place to the other, looking for any tell-tale signs that a trap was being sprung.
He saw a door on the far side of the compound open just a crack and close again. He trained his gun on the door opening. He could see his men in his peripheral vision taking up position just outside the main door to the compound.
The team below him kicked open the door and spread out. Two broke off and headed for the holding pens. Suddenly two doors inside the compound opened and men started to pour out. Not hesitating, Miller let loose with his machine gun and Number Two did the same. The ambushers were not prepared for the onslaught of the two M249s spitting out death. The other Strike–1 members huddled together, firing their weapons as they started working their way back out the door. Miller didn’t let up. He was taking no chances that a second wave might try to come through the doors. He kept on firing until his men were well away from the compound and heading back toward the choppers.
When he stopped firing the silence engulfed him. Number Two had already packed up his machine gun and was running toward the main Strike group. Miller fired one more burst just in case anyone was thinking about coming out and then headed to the waiting Blackhawks.
He knew for sure now that someone aboard the AWACS was a direct link to the enemy. He called the base and reported to the commanding officer what had just transpired.
“8–0,” he told the commander.
“Understand 8–0, Excellent. The AWACS has been directed to land at Adkins AFB where the military police will be waiting to take them to interrogation,” he told Miller, “Good call on your part Number One.”
“Thank you. I’m just glad it’s over.”
“Our dead brothers would thank you as well,” the commander replied.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

- Groom Lake, S-4 Building -
Devin walked around the weapon, admiring its simplicity of design. Its looks were totally deceiving. Right in front of him was the most powerful weapon ever conceived by man. It would make the so called ‘super bombs’ pale by comparison.
“What is the next step?” he asked Dr. Gimbel.
“All we have to do is get the splitters installed and make the adjustments. It is time consuming as you can imagine but we are very close now.”
“How long?
“A month at the most,” Gimbel said, giving him a window.
“A month? Just to do this final step?”
“General, if we rush this and we are not within.0012 of a millimeter in alignment this thing could potentially create an anti-matter field several miles in diameter. It would wipe everything in its path from existence. Considering that, don’t you think we should take the extra time to be very sure that everything is exactly right?”
“Yes, of course. I just want to get to the stage where we can see if it works the way we think it does. It’s been a long road,” Devin said.
“I understand. Honestly I do. I’m sure Oppenheimer felt much the same way back on July 16, 1945, when they exploded the first atomic bomb. They had the same fears and doubts you have. Anytime a radical new technology is unleashed it is both thrilling and dreadful at the same time,” Gimbel replied.
“I’m not dreading it one bit. In fact I embrace the way this has the potential to change the future,” he said, running his hand over the outside of the weapon, caressing it like it was a sports car or a beautiful woman.
He wanted this weapon functional. He would become the most famous man on earth and control the most powerful weapon ever devised. His eyes twinkled at the thought of that. He would be the most powerful person on the planet.
“Alright. Keep me posted. I want to know the second you think everything is ready for testing.”
“Of course general. You will be the first to know when we button it up,” Gimbel assured him.
“Good,” he said and headed back up to the main level.
He walked into Bay–5 and saw one of the scientists he thought would be able to answer his questions.
“Where do we stand at this point?” Devin asked.
“General. We are trying to get the cone perfected to the exact shape as the rod. We think the control problems are caused by imperfections. Maybe tiny air pockets that cause the field to become unstable,” he said.
“Are you saying our laser equipment isn’t good enough to do the job?”
“It’s not so much that as it is we haven’t defined the tolerances closely enough. At least that is the direction we are going. It could prove to be wrong but if nothing else we can eliminate that as a source of the problem.”
“Damn it, we have been eliminating sources of the problem for almost sixty years. What are we going to have to do, wait another sixty?” he asked bitterly.
“Sorry sir. We are doing everything we can to discover what the problem is. It’s like untangling a huge ball of string. We get one section unraveled and find another knot that is even bigger. Each one leads to another and another. We can only remedy the problems by taking it one step at a time.”
“Yes. Yes. I hear that every week. We’re doing the best we can. Our future sits here like a lump of clay. I’m depending on you people to mold it into something that can be used. Tell Dr. Yurris I said that.”
“Yes sir,” the scientist said.
There was nothing more to be added. Dr. Yurris was now the team leader on the anti-matter flux generator. ‘Accidents’ had happened to the two previous team leaders that he had selected. A third might have to happen if Dr. Yurris didn’t make some progress soon, he thought to himself.
Devin went up to the main level, got into his Hummer and drove back to the main facility. When he got there, people were running around in various states of anxiety.
“What’s going on?”
“Sir. The Su-11 has declared an emergency. It’s on its way in. They lost all power so they are trying to glide it back to the field.”
“How far out are they?”
“Over Phoenix.”
“Good God. What’s their altitude?
“150,000 feet.”
“I don’t think they can make it this far,” he said, mostly to himself.
“No one else does either. If that thing goes down in a populated area, all hell is going to break loose.”
“Thank you airman,” he said and hurried to the control tower. It was a beehive of activity when he walked in.
“Atten…”
“Get back to work,” he yelled, stopping the airman in mid-sentence.
He headed to the radar screen with several men and women gathered around it. A couple were making notations and doing calculations.
“How is it looking?”
“Grim sir. They are trying to slow the rate of descent but with no hydraulics it is very difficult to control the craft. Unless he can slow it down from its present rate we estimate it will go down right about here,” he said, pointing to a map.
“Rochel. It could be worse. At least it will be in Nevada,” he said, “What is your plan?”
“Well sir, we have two that we are implementing. We have dispatched a first response recovery team to be in the vicinity of Rochel and Templut. They are just a mile or so apart. Once we know where they come down, we can set up a perimeter.”
“And the other plan?”
“If they should make it back here, they will have no way of extending the landing gear. They will have to pancake in. We have all of our trucks standing by to foam the runway. As smooth as the bottom is on that thing, it will go a long way before it settles down.”
“Not good either way. Okay. You have done all you can at this point. It’s up to the pilot now.”
“General,” one of the men yelled out.
“What is it son?”
“Something is wrong. I am loosing contact with them. Look at the screen, it shows them breaking up,” he said.
“Oh dear God,” someone muttered.
“Where is the impact point?”
“Looks like it will be about thirty-two miles west of Phoenix, near Tonopah, Arizona. They didn’t make it to Nevada.”
“Get some choppers in the air and get that first response team on the site ASAP. I don’t want any civilians going near that craft if at all possible. Alert the Arizona State Police and have them head for that area as well. Someone, get me the Governor of Arizona on the line,” he said, directing the men around him.
He grabbed one of the officers and said, “Get Luke Air Force Base to send some search choppers to that area. Tell them it is an ultra-secret prototype plane and we don’t want anyone to get near it. Understand?”
“Yes sir,” he said rushing to a phone. “Have we overlooked anything?”
“I don’t think so sir. All we can do now is wait and see what happens next.”
“You wait. I want a chopper on the pad, ready to go ten minutes ago,” he said heading for the stairs.
With everything else going on, this was the last thing he needed.
~~
The Su-11 prototype was the most revolutionary aircraft ever designed. It was using a derivative of the magnetic flux generator for propulsion. The skin was totally radar absorbing so that it was impossible to detect. The Su–11 was capable of leaving the earth’s orbit without booster rockets. They had made six test flights so far and each one had been accomplished magnificently with only minor glitches.
On this test, they had actually orbited the earth and gone undetected by every nation, including our own. All of that was about to come crashing down because of a hydraulic malfunction. He sat in the chopper, wishing he had taken the time to get a coat and go pee first.
“Sir. It’s down. First report is that it is scattered over a two to three mile area. Some of it may have come down in the city of Winterburg. It’s a little town west of Phoenix.”
“Damn it. How soon will we have assets on the ground?”
“ETA is twenty minutes.”
“Let’s not just sit here, let’s roll,” the general ordered.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

- AIR FORCE ONE -
When President Sampson looked out the window of Air Force One he was able to catch a glimpse of the Mississippi river. It wouldn’t be long now before he was back in Washington. He had just spent four days in various meetings around the country. One of the staff brought him a cup of coffee and the telexes from the news services. He glanced at each one briefly until he got to the one from the Phoenix New Times.
The lead article was about a military air craft that had disintegrated just to the west of Phoenix. According to the story, the craft was an experimental craft and crashed near a small town called Winterburg, Arizona. The military were on the scene now but local reporters and news teams were the first to arrive.
Several civilians were hurt on the ground and one of the pilots was dead and the other in critical condition and not expected to live. First reports were of a meteor breaking up but it was soon discovered to be a secret military aircraft. The report went on to say that the military were claiming that it was a prototype of a fighter craft; observers said it was far too big to be a fighter or bomber.
Now what, the President wondered? He was just at Area-51 and no one mentioned an experimental aircraft that was ready to fly. Why wouldn’t General Devin have mentioned that? In his talk with Devin, he had said that it would be at least a year or even longer before they would have a craft ready for controlled flight.
As he sat thinking he could remember Devin saying that they couldn’t get the fuel containment alignment exactly right yet. So what experimental aircraft did crash? Why didn’t he know about it? He placed a call to Craig Hollister, the secretary of Defense.
“Craig, I just read about one of our experimental aircraft crashing someplace in Arizona. What do you know about it?”
“Sir, not much more than you do at present. I know of no experimental craft flights scheduled. I called Luke Air Force Base and the commanding officer said he received a call from General Devin’s office telling them to get out there and seal off the area. The craft was classified as Ultra Top Secret and concerned National Security.”
“Have you called Devin?”
“I’ve been trying. He is out in the field at the crash site and isn’t answering my calls,” Craig told him.
“I don’t like this. I know he is to report directly to me but he sure the hell should at least return the calls of the Secretary of Defense. He can’t be that busy.”
“All I can tell you sir, is that he has refused to take my calls. I’ve had my staff calling almost nonstop, trying to persuade someone to get him on the phone.”
“All right Craig. I’ll call him myself,” he said.
It took a few minutes before they were able to make the connection.
“I want to speak to General Devin; this is the President of the United States.”
“Yeah, right, and I’m the Queen of England,” the man at the other end said.
“Son, I don’t know who you are and you damn sure don’t want me to find out. This is the President aboard Air Force One and you had better put me through to the general.”
“Oh God. Sorry Mr. President. I thought it one of the men pulling a prank on me. I’ll connect you immediately,” he stammered.
The President waited, shifting his weight from foot to foot. Almost a minute went by before a different person came on the line.
“I’m sorry sir. General Devin is directing the recovery operation and doesn’t have time to talk. He said he simply can’t come to the phone now. He asked me to relay his regrets and to tell you that he would return your call just as soon as he has a free minute.”
The President fumed, his anger starting to rise. He doesn’t have time to talk to the President of the United States? It was becoming apparent that maybe he had gone too far in his praise of the general.
“I want General Devin on the line right now, do you understand?”
“Yes sir,” the man said.
Another long lapse of time before the man came back on the line.
“Sir, he instructed me to tell you he would call just as soon as he can. He can’t talk right now. I’m sorry Mr. President but I can’t make him come to the phone.”
“Incredible. And he knows it’s the President?”
“Yes sir. I made it quite clear several times that it was you personally on the line, Sir” he said.
“Well. This is quite interesting. All right, I’ll be interested in hearing what he has to say when he does have the time,” President Sampson said and hung up.
He was furious. No one under his command was going to put off talking to him. Who in the hell did he think he was? Did he feel that he was above the President? It was simply unacceptable. He called the Secretary of Defense back, “Craig, I want you to meet me at the White House as soon as we land.”
“Yes sir. I checked your position a few minutes ago and they say you are about fifty minutes from the airport. Adding another twenty for the helo, would make it about 11:45 a.m. I’ll be there,” he said.
The President went back to his seat. What had started out as a lovely day was quickly turning into a day full of potential conflict. He read the telex once more and then tossed it on the stack. General Devin was not going to tell the President of the United States that he was too busy to talk to him. There were going to be some significant changes made.
Devin had too much unchecked power and that was about to come to a screeching halt. The nation’s secrets are important but it was far too dangerous to let one man have total control.

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

- CRASH SITE -
“General, the President is hopping mad,” the Major told him.
“I don’t give a damn if he is. He will just have to get over it. I have a job to do and that’s my priority now. You just take care of getting the retractions in the media. I don’t want anyone to report it as an experimental secret project. This was nothing more than a new type of European fighter that was on loan. It is not experimental; they have been around for years. This one just happened to be modified for test results. Got it?”
“Yes sir, but it has already gotten out. It’s in the papers already,”
“I don’t give a good goddamn. Deny the source. Tell them they are full of crap,” he said.
“Yes sir, but it’s going to be a hard sell. Too many people got to see it before the area was secured.”
“I didn’t ask you to whine did I? I said fix it, and that’s what I mean. Take care of it. Whatever you have to do. I want anyone that says differently taken care of.”
“How?”
“Are you in charge of Media Relations or not major? When I say taken care of, I mean do whatever you have to do. Get this out of the news and all other media. Take care of it major or else I will have someone else replace you. Does that make it clear enough?”
“Yes sir.”
“Now get out of my sight and do your job,” Devin snarled. He immediately turned his attention back to the loading of the main section of the craft.
“Get some tarps or something over that piece you dumbasses,” he yelled to the men struggling with the fuselage.
“Come on, get with it, I don’t want this to take all day,” he yelled at them.
The men redoubled their efforts. You did not want to be singled out by General Devin or get on his shit list. Five hours later, most of the larger pieces of the craft had been removed and were on their way to Area-51. A team stayed behind to recover as many of the smaller pieces as possible. Now all he had to do was get the President off his back.

CHAPTER THIRTY

George Snapp sat with Lake and Barnett. It was the second time they had met as a group at the same location.
“Dr. Barnett, were you experimenting with splicing the alien’s DNA with human DNA?”
“In a roundabout way, I suppose that would be accurate. At first we just wanted to find a way to stop J’s cell degeneration. We must have tried a hundred different avenues but nothing would work. Somewhere along the line trying to combine human and alien DNA became one of our goals.”
“But why? Why would you want to do that?”
“Two reasons. If we could isolate the gene that would allow cells to regenerate, we could change the life expectancy of everyone on earth. The second, and most important in my mind, was that when we finally figure out how to bend time, humans will be exposed to all sorts of different environments. If they had the alien DNA genes incorporated into them, they would stand a much better chance of survival.”
“Wouldn’t extending the life expectancy cause even further overpopulation?”
“Well, maybe for a while, but once we started space exploration, we could start whole colonies on other worlds,” Barnett replied.
“And you really believe that?”
“I do.”
“I think you have been out of the real world too long doctor. People aren’t going to just pack up and leave. Earth is their home.”
“When the food supply starts to run out, they’ll go,” he said.
“Doctor Lake, do you buy this?”
“I haven’t really thought about it that much. I was just working on how to make the damn ship fly the way it is supposed to,” Lake answered.
“Still, you must have some thoughts on this,” Snapp pressed.
“I believe Dan may be right. I think at first many people will be enticed by the adventure and potential wealth they could discover. If some rare mineral like gold or diamonds or even Uup-115 is found who knows how many will decide to take the risk? Sort of like the land grab when the west was opened up. The adventure will be too alluring for some to turn down. But,” he said, taking a drink of Diet Coke, “It may not be a big enough number or, once they get there, they may find out it was harder than they expected and want to return to Earth,” he said.
“Humm. I don’t know if all that many will want to leave everything behind but I suppose we always have those who are adventurers. They like the challenge of being on the cutting edge. Listen, not to change the subject but you mentioned a weapon.”
“No, you mentioned a weapon, I happen to agree,” he said.
“Are you talking about what goes on at Level-10?” Barnett asked.
“Level–10? I thought there were only nine levels,” Snapp said.
“Everyone is supposed to think that, but almost everyone knows about Level–10. It is impossible to keep secrets in S–4,” Barnett replied.
“And they are working on a weapon?”
“That’s the rumor,” Lake added.
“What kind of a weapon?”
“That I don’t know. Maybe you do Dan?” Lake said.
“All I know is that it is more powerful that anything ever produced. It is some kind of a photon weapon,” Dan replied.
“This is star wars stuff,” Snapp said.
“Whatever Devin is doing, he is trying to keep it under tight wraps. I only heard small bits and pieces,” Dan told him.
“I hadn’t heard it was a photon weapon until just now. I did suspect that it was unlike anything we have ever seen though,” added.
“What is the purpose of the weapon?” George asked.
“For that, you would have to ask General Devin,” Lake replied.
“How long before it’s finished?” Snapp asked.
“George, we have no way of knowing that. I heard a rumor that they were only a month away from testing the thing but that could be just smoke. No one knows that information except Devin and the team working on it,” Lake said.

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

- Homeland Security -
“I’m sorry sir that is just not possible. I have your information down and I will have one of the aides call you,” the operator said.
“I don’t want to talk to an aide. Listen carefully, this concerns national security. It is of the gravest importance that the President talk to me,” Snapp said.
“I understand sir. We get many calls every day that are about the nation’s security. The President of the United States does not have the time to talk personally to everyone who calls the White House. It may well be in the interest of national security but I’m sorry, you will just have to go through the same procedure as everyone else.”
“I am not some crazy nut off the street. Whom can I talk to about this?”
“An aide will call you with more information, good day sir,” she said and hung up
“Don’t…,” but it was too late.
He slammed the handset back in the cradle. Damn it, there had to be some way to get to the right people. This was totally new territory for him. Maybe he should try Homeland Security or the CIA. He didn’t put much hope in that either. He thought that calling the White House would end up being an exercise in futility, and sure enough, he was right.
He got out the Government Directory and looked up the number for the Department of Homeland Security.
“US Government Department of Homeland Security,” a male voice answered.
“I don’t know how to start exactly. I have…”
“Could you state your name please,” the man said, interrupting him.
“George Snapp.”
“Thank you Mr. Snapp. Now, what can we do for you?”
“As I was saying, I don’t know exactly how to start. First of all, I am an investigative reporter. I came by some information that concerns our national security. Specifically, it concerns a project going on that may not be authorized by our government,” Snapp said, thinking how corny that must sound.
“And how did you come by this information Mr. Snapp?”
“Two scientists who worked in a nearby facility passed the information on to me. It is serious enough that I think someone should check it out. I don’t know what else to do.”
“Mr. Snapp. Are you aware of the penalties for gathering information on government projects? We call it treason. Are you saying you’re gathering information about classified government projects?” the voice had become less friendly.
“Look. I’m not a spy and I’m not trying to sell anything. I just think someone should check the possibility of an unauthorized project. I’m just trying to do the right thing,” George said.
“Sir. I appreciate that, but did you ever consider that the information you received could be disinformation? Something to send you on a wild goose chase, so to speak?”
“No, I don’t believe that. These two men are the top in their fields. They have no reason to give me disinformation,” he said, becoming exasperated.
“Who are the two men you say are connected with this project?”
“Not connected with it, were connected to the facility where this was taking place,” George corrected.
“Alright. Who are the two men that were connected with the facility?”
“That I would rather not say until I have had a chance to talk to someone in person,” George said.
“And you think it is important enough to have a face to face meeting?”
“I damn sure do,” George said.
“You would be willing to be interviewed?”
“If you mean having a conversation about what I know, that’s one thing. If you’re talking about an interrogation, that’s quite another,” Snapp said.
“Mr. Snapp. Could you hold on a second? I want to get my supervisor involved in this conversation,” the man said.
“I guess so. I’m on a pay phone, how long will you be?”
“Just a little while. I will ring him and give him a briefing of our conversation. He can decide how we proceed.”
“O.K. but please make it quick.”
“I will do my best,” he said.
One minute went by and then another. He was just about to hang up when the man came back on the line.
“Mr. Snapp?”
“Still here,” George said.
“I have talked to my superior. He is interested in what you have to say about this government project.”
“I’ll be damned. I figured no one would really want to touch this,”
“Well, apparently we are interested in hearing further what you have to say about this project.”
“Great. How do I make the necessary arrangements?”
“That has been arranged. If you will look directly behind you, two men are standing by a black Lincoln. They will bring you to us. Do not attempt to run or they will use whatever force necessary to bring you in. Do you understand?”
George turned and looked at the two men. “I see them. So I should just hang up and do as they say?”
“It would be better if you did,” the man replied.
“I won’t be hurt?”
“Not unless you try to run.”
“Am I under arrest for something?”
“No sir, you are not. It would just be best for you to go along and we can get to the bottom of this.”
“All right, but I sure don’t like the tone of this. I’m trying to do the right thing here,” he said, resigned to the fact that he had little choice.
He hung up the phone and walked toward the two men. For a brief second he thought about trying to escape then decided that it would be futile to try outrunning them. Neither man said a word, one opened the door and the other went around to the driver’s side and slid behind the wheel.
A partition separated him from the two men and when he got in, the doors locked. They drove for almost an hour before pulling into a parking garage. The two men got out and opened his door.
They led him to an elevator and pushed the down button. It seemed to take a long time so he figured he was at least two or three stories below the parking garage.
When the door opened, two armed men stood there along with a very tall woman in a black business suit.
“Mr. Snapp, this way please,” she said and started down a long hall.
They came to a door that said interview room three. She opened the door for him and he was shown into a room that wasn’t much bigger than ten by ten in his estimate. It was the typical light gray that the government seems to be fixated on. A heavy steel table and two chairs were all the furniture in the room.
“Someone will be with you in just a few minutes,” she said as she closed the door.
He immediately noticed the video cameras and the one way glass on the far wall. A little perspiration broke out on his forehead. As he pulled out one of the chairs it made a loud scraping noise the echoed off the walls. He sat down and looked at the one-way glass. He amused himself by trying to guess how many were watching him. It was a full five minutes before someone came in.
“Mr. Snapp. I’m Luther Miles. I have been assigned to this interview,” he said, taking the other chair without offering to shake hands. “We are a little concerned about your phone call. When things concern us, well, we decide further investigation is needed.”
“That’s good. And you are concerned about what I said?” George asked.
“Yes, after all it is quite an accusation and frankly something doesn’t smell just right. Why don’t you start at the beginning and tell us what this is all about,” Luther said.
“It’s a long story,” Snapp said.
“I’ll make the time. You just start,” he said.
“All right, but you are really talking to the wrong man. I’m not the scientist who understands all of this. I was just the one they passed the information to. All I am doing is relaying the information because it could endanger our national security,” Snapp said.
“That is noted, now if you will begin.”
He went back to his first meeting with Dr. Robert, who was actually Dr. Lake. As he told the story, even he had a hard time believing what he was saying. Aliens and spacecraft. A general suspected of making a weapon that no one knew about. By the time he got finished he was sure they would put him in a funny farm.
“That is quite a story Mr. Snapp. I’m not aware that our government has spacecraft and little green men from outer space,” he said.
“I know it sounds crazy. I’m having a hard time believing it myself. As crazy as all that sounds, I think they are telling the truth. I also think this General Devin is up to something that is unauthorized by the government.”
“Wait here for a few minutes Mr. Snapp,” he said, and left the room.
George sat there thinking what a jerk he was. They would never believe him. Aliens and spaceships. Now it even sounded crazy to him. He would be lucky if they didn’t lock him up in an isolation cell with padded walls. Twenty minutes went by before the man came back.
“Mr. Snapp, we cannot confirm any part of your story. No General Devin is listed as being in the military. No one by the name of Dr. Lake or Dr. Dan Barnett is listed as a scientist working on any military project in the present or past. In fact, not one item of this story checks out,” he said.
“I understand. I explained why you won’t find Lake or Barnett. In fact, you will find that they don’t exist on paper at all. But I have seen them and talked to them. I’ve even been to Dr. Barnett’s house.”
“Of course, or you wouldn’t be here telling us this story,” he said.
“You don’t believe any of this, do you?” George said, sitting up in his chair.
“Actually, you’re wrong. It is rare that nothing checks out. Usually made-up stories have an element of truth or fact woven into them. This has nothing that can be checked out and that makes us curious,” he said.
“So you believe what I’m saying it true?” Snapp said, surprised at this turn of events.
“Certainly not all of it, but any time people disappear on paper it concerns us. There has to be a reason and someone behind that reason. When birth certificates are removed and school and university records are purged, it is done by someone with immense power. All I can say for now is that we intend to do a little more checking. We will want to talk to Dr. Lake and Dr. Barnett. Tell me how to contact them.”
George wrote out the meager information he had on the two men and handed it over.
“We will have you driven back to where you were picked up. Do not leave the city, understand? I want you to know up front that we will have surveillance on you.”
“Fine. I have nowhere to go but home anyway.”
They dropped him off at the same location where he had been picked up. Neither man said a word during the trip nor when they let him out.
“Nice talking to you,” he said as he got out. Both ignored his comment.
- Dr. Barnett’s House -
“Dr. Barnett?” he said.
“Yes. What can I do for you?”
“I’m from the Homeland Security Office. I would like to have a few words with you,” the man said, showing his badge and card.
The name was Willis Gardner. He looked so much like a government agent that Barnett wondered if he was a poster boy for them. He had short hair, a black suit, white shirt, dark tie, and black wingtip shoes. Probably had his name stenciled on his underwear, Dr. Barnett thought.
The doctor sighed and said, “I knew this day was coming. Come on in.”
He led him back to a quiet study and had him take a chair.
“I suppose this is about the information we gave to George Snapp,” Dan said.
“Yes sir, it is. Doctor, I’m not sure if you’re aware that the statements and information you passed along to Mr. Snapp may be in violation of the law. Are you aware of that?”
“I’m not too worried about it. I don’t exist. You must have found that out by now. I’m here in front of you and yet I exist no place in any records. It’s hard to put someone behind bars that isn’t real, is it not?”
“My point is, we are taking all of this very seriously. That I would like for you to do, is to describe in as much detail on tape and camera, what you were working on prior to…all of this.”
“You mean my non-existence?”
“Whatever. Please. Do I have your consent to video this conversation?”
“I see no reason why not. You will be just as skeptical when you leave as you are now. What I tell you will make you doubt my sanity and I can accept that. On the other hand, I have no reason to lie or make any of this up. If I were just trying to make a name for myself I would have written a book or some damn thing. Now all I want to do is clear my conscience and start getting what I know out there before it is too late.”
“But you expect to become famous once this does come out,” the investigator said.
“No, not really. I have everything I need. I don’t need more money or feel the need to be famous. That is not the compelling reason behind bringing all of this out now.”
“So I can record this conversation?”
“Be my guest,” Dan said.
Two hours later the investigator left with his head swirling. This had to be the ramblings of a mad man. Maybe he actually did believe what he was saying, but it was far too fantastic to believe. Spaceships since 1947, Presidents visiting aliens, secret labs to alter human DNA with alien DNA.
One thing was for sure. It would make a great science fiction story. No wonder grocery store tabloids never ran out of material. As long as people like Dr. Barnett existed… But then again, according to everything they could find out, he didn’t exist. One thing for sure, this was going to be one of the screwiest investigations he had ever been involved in.

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

GROOM LAKE S-4 BUILDING LEVEL — 10
The only sound was the air filtering through the room. Dr. Gimbel was bending over a large sphere with his head inside. He was carefully installing the first of the three photon separators. It was extremely delicate work and having to bend over was not making the job any easier.
“How is it going Gimbel?” he heard General Devin say.
He bumped his head at the sudden voice. He hated to stop; he was just about ready to tighten the final bolts in place.
“Gimbel,” the general yelled again.
“General, I can’t talk right now. I’m trying to install this damn separator,” he finally said.
“I see, then I’ll check back with you later,” Devin said.
Thank God. It had taken him a great deal of time to just be able to get into the right position to work on the installation. Doctor Gimbel was never happier than when he was working alone. He hated to be interrupted and his social skills left a great deal to be desired. He found the demeanor of General Devin to be abusive and offensive. Frankly, he didn’t care much for the man but he did love working on advanced technology. This would be his crowning achievement. A totally new kind of weapon unlike anything ever developed before. His name would become more famous than Oppenheimer.
While a brilliant scientist, one of Gimbel’s biggest faults was his bragging. He loved to tell anyone who would listen how advanced his work was. It was because of this that many other scientists working in S-4 knew about the development of the BlackStar project. It was during one of Gimbel’s bragging sessions that Dr. Barnett learned of the weapon being developed.
Intrigued, he goaded Gimbel on until he had divulged much of the scope of the project. At that time, it was still in the developmental stages and work had only just begun.
Nevertheless, Barnett could see the potential of such a weapon. When General Devin learned of his bragging, his first thought was to get rid of Gimbel but he soon realized that he had no one else to turn to if it was going to be developed.
It was at that point that Devin decided to add Level-10 and move the BlackStar from Level–9. He also separated the living quarters for the team working on the project. While all of the others ate, relaxed, and even slept on Level–5, Gimbel’s people were confined to Level–9 and the new Level–10 complex.
They still worked the same as before, but now they had almost no contact with the other scientists. For someone like Gimbel it was a devastating blow to this ego. It took Devin many heated discussions with Gimbel to placate him with the understanding that when the BlackStar went operational, all the credit would be given to him. Devin assured him that everyone would know his name and he would be recognized for his brilliance. While they lost about a month of progress due to Gimbel’s wounded ego, eventually he came around and they were able to get back on track.
While all of this was going on, several key scientists left due to the persistent rumors of the weapon being built. They did not want to be associated with another Manhattan project.
Dr. Barnett had approached General Devin head on and asked if there was any truth to the rumors. Unfortunately, Devin treated the questions in his usual gruff and threatening manner. He went so far as to warn Dr. Barnett that if he ever repeated what he had heard he would be finished as a scientist.
Several arguments took place and soon Devin started looking over Barnett’s shoulder constantly. Several more confrontations followed and Devin’s lack of skills in handling intellectuals made matters worse. Finally, when Devin called into question Barnett’s abilities and dedication, it was the final straw. Dr. Barnett simply walked away from the program.
Devin was furious and immediately set into motion a plan to both discredit him and to have his background disappear. It soon became Devin’s standard procedure for anyone who left the program. They would soon find themselves in a situation where they couldn’t prove their past accomplishments. Their history vanished as if they had never existed. It was no surprise to Dr. Barnett when he learned that a similar thing had happened to Dr. Lake.
By now Devin had become very adept at making people vanish. Rumors once again circulated, this time about what would happen to anyone who left the program without permission from Devin. Devin did nothing to stop these rumors, however.
What the scientists didn’t know was that Devin had decided that there was a better and more permanent way of making problems disappear. The desert was a very large place.
Gimbel had heard the rumors like everyone else and the last thing he could handle was the possibility of having the glory taken away from him. He may not like Devin but he wasn’t going to let the same thing happen to him.
General Devin sat in the back of his plane trying to figure out his next move. The crash of the Su–11 was a huge blow to his plans. It was meant to be the platform for the deployment of the BlackStar. With both projects under his command, he would be able to deploy the weapon and no one would know about it until he was ready to unveil it.
The investigation of the crash had not yet revealed the cause and the painstaking task of trying to determine the failure was going to take time. The second Su, Su–12, was only partially built but even that had come to a halt until they found out why the first one crashed.
Now he was being told to fly back to Washington for another discussion with the President. He knew that the crash was going to be the center of discussion. His report to the President had helped smooth things over some but plenty of ripples were still in the water. Now the President wanted him to bring a detailed accounting of where the money was dispersed.
He had been working on a bogus accounting detail for most of the week and knew that while it would probably fool the President, if it was scrutinized carefully, he would be in trouble.
“Five minutes,” an airman said, sticking his head out from the pilot’s compartment.
“Thank you.”
It was just about show time. Fooling the President wasn’t his main concern. Hell, the man didn’t even know what MJ–12 was all about. His big worry was that the President might insist that someone with more knowledge of military accounting take a hard look at his books. He would just have to see that it didn’t happen.
An hour later he was sitting in the Oval Office with the President.
“General, I am very concerned with the current protocol. I am uncomfortable with you reporting only to this office. I am considering a change,” the President said.
“Sir. This is the way it has been done from the beginning. It was considered far too sensitive then and it still is today. The last thing we need is to add another layer of bureaucracy. It is difficult enough to keep what we are doing from the prying eyes of the world. Adding another level would make it all the more difficult. You saw with your own eyes what was out there,” Devin said, trying to keep his voice level.
“I understand all of that, but I have no time or desire to try to sneak out to Groom Lake and see what is going on. I feel that someone with a good deal more knowledge and time than I have should be overseeing the projects,” he said.
“Mr. President. I strongly disagree. I oversee the projects. We spend huge amounts of time and money on ensuring that what we do out there does not get out. You know yourself sir, no one in Washington can keep their mouth shut. Sorry, I didn’t mean that like it sounded, but the point is someone else with this information just creates another potential leak,” Devin said.
“I appreciate your concern. Honestly, I do, but I have a bigger fear that we have no real checks and balances in place. This is not a reflection on you General. I think it should have been incorporated back in the beginning,” the President said.
“It wasn’t included because it wasn’t necessary then and it isn’t necessary now.”
“I have to disagree with you general. I would feel a lot more comfortable with some sort of accountability system in place. Need I remind you that you were 'too busy' to speak to me after the crash."
“Sir, the manual is very specific about this.”
“And I am superseding that provision, general.”
“Then you are taking security out of my hands.”
“You may view it that way but I see it as adding a level of security,” the President said.
“Mr. President I strongly oppose this. It will make my job all the more difficult,” Devin said.
“General Devin, if you do not feel you can still do the job, I would be happy to have you assigned to another job that you would be more comfortable with.”
“That’s not right Sir. I have worked my ass off on these projects that we are developing and now you think I should be assigned someplace else? I have been totally dedicated to protecting our national security. We have developed weapons superior to anything in the world and they have saved our asses time and again. And I might add, without any additional accountability. I have served under a number of Presidents and they were comfortable with the situation.”
“And I am saying general, that I intend to make a change and if you can’t live with that, I see no alternative except to have you reassigned,” the President replied.
“Goddamn it sir, this isn’t right. You are punishing me for maintaining the original protocol as followed by every President since Truman. Even Clinton wasn’t that unreasonable.”
“General. That is enough. It is going to be done. I have made up my mind. What I want from you is your decision to stay or be reassigned. I want that by the end of the day. I also want you to leave the accounting records with me,” he President said.
His neck was starting to get red and the level of his voice was becoming very stern. Devin knew he had pressed it as far as he could. He reached into his briefcase and removed the records. He stood, placed his hat on his head, and saluted the President.
“Here are the records Mr. President,” he said, laying the bound report on his desk, “I will have an answer for you by 17:00 hours.”
“General,” the President said as a way of excusing him.
When he had gone, the President sat for a few minutes. Why didn’t Devin want anyone to know what was going on? Did he have his own agenda or was he really trying to protect the country’s secrets? How could he inadvertently have failed to mention the Su 11 project? Were there other projects he was hiding?
He had a sinking feeling that Devin was not being totally truthful about what was going on at Groom Lake. And yet the other Presidents before him had not made any changes. Was this honestly the best thing or was he doing what the general accused him of, punishing him? No. He strongly believed that more than meets the eye was going on. He decided it was time to find out. He sent for the Secretary of Defense.

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

- Homeland Security -
When Raymond Eller was appointed to head the Department of Homeland Security, he decided that he would do the best job of anyone up until this time. He vowed to not just direct but to get actively involved in cases and to have a working knowledge about everything that was going on.
At forty-one, he was considered one of the bright stars in Washington. He was easy going, smart, but not brilliant. He worked hard and surrounded himself with the best minds. Male, female, black, white, or green, nothing mattered to him but the results.
Within months he found that his vow was idealistic at best and totally impossible. The demands on his time were simply too great. Terrorists were like cockroaches. They multiplied faster than you could kill them. What would cause people to become so fanatical? Whatever it was, he found that he simply could not be involved with all of the cases that poured in.
He was just about to go to a briefing when his secretary stuck his head in the door and said, “Director, Sarah Steel would like to have a word with you.”
“Well, I need to get to the briefing. Can it wait?”
“She said it was very important.”
“Alright. Tell her she can walk with me to the briefing,” he said.
She was waiting for him when he came out the door.
“I know you’re in a hurry but this is really important,” she said, handing him the report from the interviewing agent.
He quickly scanned the report and slowed down his long strides. Sarah was extremely grateful; she had been doing her best to keep up, her high heels clicking along the marble floor.
“Is this the rumblings of a nut case?”
“The investigator was Willis. You know how detailed and persistent he is. He thinks there may be some merit to this,” she said, tapping the report.
“Spaceships? Aliens walking around in Area-51? Sarah, are you buying any of this crap at all?”
“I saw the interview tape. He is not a crazy nut looking for publicity.”
“Still. Everyone knows that strange things go on in that place. You know as well as I do that our most sophisticated planes have been developed there. I seriously doubt that we have aliens working there. This isn't "Men in Black” he said, handing the report back to her.
“I don’t want to believe it either. But what if it is true about the general?”
“Some general building a weapon that is more powerful than the atomic bomb? And he is doing it without authorization? Listen to yourself Sarah. Do you know how crazy that sounds?”
“It sounds anything but crazy. I would like to have permission to check it out further,” she said.
“Fine. Check it out, but don’t let it interfere with other cases. I think it is a big waste of time,” he said as they reached the door to the briefing room.
Sarah Steel was thirty-nine years old and had been working for the government ever since she graduated from Cornell University.
Of all of her traits, when people mentioned her name ‘tenacious’ was most often associated with it. She was like a bulldog once she got hold of something that she believed in. While considered attractive by many of her co-workers, she was not beautiful. If anything, she went out of her way not to highlight her best features. She wore flats on most occasions, conservative dress suits and little make-up. Her hair was dishwater blond and she used nothing to highlight it. At five-foot six inches tall with a slender body, she certainly could not be considered threatening.
Her social life was pretty much nonexistent. As soon as a man found out she was not only working for the government, but the Department of Homeland Security, they quickly disappeared from her life. She was the youngest of the four station heads and the one who needed the least direction from Eller.
Because of her abilities, he afforded her more autonomy than the other section heads. She did her usual competent job during the briefing but didn’t say anything about this latest report. Eller was glad she hadn’t brought it up. The last thing he wanted was to open a can of worms about UFOs.
When the meeting was over she looked up Willis and directed him to contact Dr. Lake. She wanted to be able to compare the two reports and then she could sit down and cross reference them with George Snapp’s account.
She wasn’t convinced that what she had in front of her was the real truth but it intrigued her. She had always suspected that the government wasn’t upfront on a great many things. She understood the need to have national security secrets. What bothered her about this particular case was the fact that a lone general could be operating without the knowledge or sanction of the government. It was obviously a BlackOps situation but even those were accounted for to someone.
She was tempted to ask Ellis to ask the President but realized that even if it was the fastest way to get answers her boss would not take kindly to that approach.
She decided that the best thing she could do for now was to keep digging. She intended to find out how someone could just lose all records of their existence. Who had that kind of power and to what end was it being used? She was going to include herself in the interrogation of Dr. Lake. Back at her office she sent for Willis Gardner, her best investigator.
“Yeah, boss,” he said as he entered.
“When is your meeting with Dr. Lake?”
“In about forty-five minutes. It is going to be a little crazy. He thinks the government is trying to make him disappear for good. He says they have been following him.”
“Any truth to that?”
“I don’t know. He sure seems spooked.”
“What is the procedure for contacting him?” she asked.
“He wants me to go to this address,” he said, handing her a piece of paper with the street and number on it, “I am to go in and then leave by the back door and go down the alley. He will pick me up.”
“Wow. He really is paranoid,” she said.
“Or scared,” Willis added.
“Yes, there is that. Look, I want to go along with you. I want to see the guy for myself,”
“He may just blow it off if he sees more than one person,” Willis told her.
“I understand that it’s a risk, but it's one I’m willing to take. I want to go with you,” she said.
“You’re the boss, but…”
“I know. If it is blown, you told me so,” she replied.
“I would never do that. I would just smirk the next time I saw you,” he said laughing.
“How kind of you,” she kidded back.
Forty minutes later they were standing at the mouth of the alley. Sarah was hanging back to make herself less conspicuous. A car came around the corner and pulled to a stop.
“You’re Gardner?” the man in the car said.
“Yes sir, Agent Gardner and my boss.”
“Damn it. I didn’t say anything about someone else coming along. Shit. Get in, I don’t want to sit here any longer,” Lake said, gunning the engine.
They were barely in the door when he took off down the street and turned sharply, knocking Sarah over, causing her head to hit the window.
“Take it easy,” she said.
Lake didn’t bother to acknowledge her. He took the next corner just as fast but she was ready for it this time. If he was putting on an act, it was a darn good one she decided. After they were a few blocks away he slowed down to a reasonable speed and started driving more carefully.
“Sorry about that. I never can be sure if I've totally lost them. It’s dangerous for me to stay still very long,” he said, looking into the rear view mirror.
“No damage done. Thank you for allowing me to come along,” Sarah replied.
“I didn’t see that I had much choice,” he said.
They rode in silence for some time and then he pulled into the huge driveway of a large colonial mansion. It was the same one that he had brought Snapp to.
“Would you like anything to drink?” he asked when they were inside.
“Nothing for me but I could stand to use the ladies' room,” Sarah said.
“Certainly. Straight down the hall, third door on the left,” Lake said, pointing, “Anything for you?” he asked Agent Gardner.
“I’m fine. Sorry, about my boss. I couldn’t do much about it.”
“Forget it. It’s over. I just get shook when things don’t go as planned. I like everything to be lined up. It just rattled me for a few minutes,” Lake said.
Sarah returned and the three of them sat at a large table. The room was dark and huge paintings adorned the walls. Some looked vaguely familiar. A large grandfather clock ticked in the corner. The table looked to be very old but it was polished to such a shine that everything reflected off of it. The hardwood floors were covered with thick Persian carpets. Willis got out his camcorder and set it up.
“Do you mind?” he asked.
“Not at all. At least someone will know that I was alive. It’s darn discouraging to discover that everything you have ever done is gone,” he said.
“Dr. Lake. I want you to take your time and tell us everything from the very start. From the time you first went to work at Groom Lake,” Sarah said, settling back in her chair.
“That’s a hell of a lot of territory. You sure you want to hear all of it?”
“Please. We have all the time we need,” she assured him.
“I’ll stop you if I need to change tapes,” Agent Gardner added.
“Fine. here it goes,” Lake said and began from the time he was first hired by EG&E to work at Area-51. Sarah didn’t take any notes; she would have the tape to rely on. She did ask for clarification on several occasions but mostly she let him talk.
Almost two hours went by before they took a quick break. Willis changed the tape and everyone took care of their bodily functions.
It was another hour and twenty minutes later when Lake wrapped up his story and related what he thought was going on currently. It was a fascinating story to say the least. It would seem like the ranting of a mental patient if the story he told wasn’t the same as Snapp’s and Dr. Barnett’s.
She could see no glaring omissions or exaggerations in his story. She would have more questions, she was sure, when she could compare all three statements in detail, but for now she was fairly convinced that they were telling the truth, or at least they thought they were.
Lake didn’t fit the mold of someone looking to become a public figure or trying to find a way to get rich quick. It he had wanted to do that he could have peddled his story to the National Blab.
“Dr. Lake. Do you know who General Devin reports to?”
“No, I do not. The only higher ranking officer I am aware of that has ever been to Dreamland has been the Commander-in-Chief.”
“The President?”
“Correct. It has been rumored that Truman, Eisenhower, Regan and Bush have all been to Groom Lake. As Commander-in-Chief they wanted to see for themselves what was going on,” Lake said.
“You saw them?”
“No. I’m not all that old. When Bush came we were just told to be ready to answer any questions if needed but to stay out of sight unless called. I was there when he came but I didn’t actually see him or get to meet him,” Lake said.
“Then how do you know he actually came?” Sarah asked.
“Others saw him and they told us. Did you know that after Regan’s visit he made no less than three references to UFOs and life on other planets? He even talked about it at a UN conference. He knew. Mikhail Gorbachev knew. Many speculate that it was the bond between Regan and Gorbachev over this knowledge that led to the Soviets change in attitude,” Lake told her.
“So the Star Wars Defense system was born,” Sarah added.
“Correct,” Lake said.
“Well, Dr. Lake, I have to say, this was the most unusual interview I have ever conducted. I honestly don’t know how to proceed at this time but I will continue to check out the details you provided,” Sarah said as Gardner was packing up the video gear.
“I would be careful if I were you Ms. Steel. General Devin is a dangerous adversary. He is quite capable of anything,” Lake warned her.
“I think we can handle the general,” she said, “How do we get in touch with you if we need to?” Sarah asked as they were getting into the car.
“Here is a phone number. It cannot be traced. I have made sure of that. You can reach me there,” he said, handing her a paper with the number written on it. “You need to dial the numbers in reverse. Start with the last digit and work that way. Just in case someone gets hold of the paper,” he told her.
“I see you have thought of everything Dr. Lake. Is there anything we can do for you at present?”
“Get my life back,” he said as he got behind the wheel of the car.
He dropped them off at the alley where they had met originally.
“Keep a watch out; don’t think Devin is afraid of you because you are from Homeland Security. I don’t think he would let a small thing like that stop him,” Lake said when he rolled his widow down.
“Thank you for the advice. I’m sure that even General Devin isn’t foolish enough try something against us,” Sarah said.
“You just don’t understand who you are dealing with,” was his final warning as he drove off.
“Strange bird,” Willis said as they got into his car and drove out of the driveway.
“Yes, but you never know. I will admit, the story was just about the same. You know, it jives with the others pretty much. Could there be any truth to what they are saying?”
“Aliens here on earth? Working with the government? I honestly don’t know. I guess it could be true, I mean look at Ted Kennedy. He was a prime example of someone from another planet. Talk about your alien beings,” Willis said.
They drove along for several miles before Willis said, “I don’t want to be paranoid, but I think someone is following us.”
“Knock it off. You’re starting to believe this stuff,” Sarah laughed.
“No. I’m serious. Look in the side mirror. Third car back. Dark blue GMC. It pulled out when we left the house,” Willis said.
“How could they do that? They would have to be following Lake’s every move without him knowing. You saw how he drove.”
“All I’m saying is that it seems like they have been tailing us,” Willis replied.
“Then let’s see. Turn at the next street and don’t signal,” Sarah directed.
When they got to the corner, Willis turned right and watched as the GMC turned. He immediately put some distance between them.
“Right again,” Sarah said.
Once again the GMC fell in behind them. They were definitely being followed.
“What the hell is going on?” Willis said, watching in the side view mirror.
“Someone wants to know who is talking to Lake. How in the hell did they know where he was? He wasn’t followed. At least I don’t see how with all the changes he made,” Sarah said.
“I don’t know but do you think he is in danger?”
“I don’t know,” she said, getting her cell phone out of her purse. She dialed the number that Lake had given her, remembering to dial the number in reverse. It rang and rang but no one answered.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

- GROOM LAKE -
General Devin’s answer to the President was short.
“I’m staying,” was all he said.
The President acted like he was glad to hear the news but Devin suspected otherwise.
In truth, the President didn’t want Devin to leave. No one could just step into his shoes and that was all the more reason he wanted someone else to know just what was going on at Groom Lake.
The general flew back to Nevada immediately. He was in a foul mood and didn’t even check in on the BlackStar project. He went straight to his office and sent for his ‘consultants’ as he referred to them.
“Here is the report General,” a large man in sunglasses said, handing a folder to the general. It contained twelve, neatly typed pages.
“Thank you. I’ll read it and let you know if I need you further.”
“Yes sir. Payment?”
“Of course,” the general said, passing over a fat envelope.
The general waited until they were gone before he put on his reading glasses. He was much too vain to let anyone know that he needed glasses to read. He opened the report and started reading. It took him several minutes to read the twelve page report.
“Damn it,” he said and tossed the report down on his desk.
Lake and Barnett had met with the nosy investigative reporter, George Snapp. He had met them individually and then a second time with both of them. Now he finds out that Lake has met with someone else. A woman and a man, but who were they and where were they from?
They had broken off the surveillance when they knew they had been spotted. Whoever it was knew they were being tailed almost immediately. Maybe Lake had warned them but they doubted that he even knew they had found his secret meeting place.
The general paced back and forth in his drab military office trying to plan his next move. First the President and now this. Lake was becoming a real liability. He would like to have him eliminated but now that would cause more harm than good. He had talked to too many people and he could not be taken out. The same was true for Dr. Barnett.
George Snapp, on the other hand, was just the middle man. He was the mouthpiece. If he was out of the picture no one would be able to tell the story. It would create a little concern, but he wasn’t a key figure. He had no real firsthand knowledge. All he had was the story of Lake and Barnett. Once Snapp was eliminated, things would die down and then he could arrange an accident for the other two at a later time.
The only thing stopping him from having Snapp eliminated immediately was this new development of the man and woman. Why did they go to talk to Lake? He must have told them his story. Nothing else made sense. He needed to know who they were and what they had learned.
If they were associates of Snapp, that could create a problem. He needed to solve that mystery. Maybe it was someone from the FBI or CIA. The description of the car sure sounded like a government issued vehicle. Maybe Snapp had the answer to that as well. One thing for sure, George Snapp had a lot of information that he needed. It was time to arrange a little chat with the inquisitive George Snapp.

THIRTY-FIVE

- THE WHITE HOUSE -
Craig Hollister walked down the hall of the West Wing of the White House. He was early so he had time to stop and chat with a few friends and acquaintances. Hollister was the talk of the fashion conscious. He was always in vogue and dressed nicer than anyone, including the President.
It irritated some, but most found him charming and very approachable. He had been around a great deal since he was appointed Secretary of Defense.
The Vice-President didn’t have the same view as the President but he tolerated Hollister because to do anything less could result in a potential political squabble. He didn’t want that at all. He had designs on being the President after Oscar Zane Sampson, or OZ as he was called in certain circles, left office. He walked to the Oval Office exactly thirty seconds early and presented himself with his usual flair.
“You can go on in, the President is ready.”
“Thank you. That is sure is an attractive outfit you have on today,” he said, flashing large white teeth that were almost too perfect.
“You always say that.”
“And it’s always true,” he said, pushing open the door.
“Craig, come on in. Have a seat,” the President said.
“Mr. President. Mr. Vice President,” he said and sat down on one of the couches.
“Would you like something to drink? Coffee, Tea, Coke?”
“No thank you sir. I’m fine.”
“I know you are wondering why I sent for you. Let me start by saying that I hope I didn’t offend you when General Devin was here.”
“Not at all sir. I understand that there are things that are for the President’s eyes only. I wasn’t the least bit disturbed.”
“It didn’t appear that way but let’s move on. Are you sure you wouldn’t like something?”
“A Diet Coke maybe,” he said, knowing that the President would ask the same question until he took something.
“Excellent,” he said and ordered a Diet Coke to be brought in.
Hollister popped the top and poured it into the tall glass filled with ice. The President waited until he had taken a drink before he started in.
“Craig, I have asked the Vice-President to come to this meeting so that everyone has the same information. I don’t want either of you to feel left out of the loop. This issue concerns just the three of us for now.”
His voice had taken on a somber tone that he usually used when the issue was important to him. Craig took another drink of Diet Coke.
“Obviously, what I am about to tell you can never be repeated outside of this office. I know I don’t have to say that but, well, I did anyway. Both Craig and the Vice President had moved forward on their seats.
“A few weeks ago, while on my trip to Colorado Springs, I was able to arrange a clandestine trip to Nellis Gunnery Range. Some people refer to it as Groom Lake, Area-51, Dreamland, and other exotic names. As you know, many of our BlackOps projects are housed there during testing and preparation for deployment. The U-2, SR-71 Blackbird, Nighthawk, and others. It is one of our most guarded compounds in this country. The man in charge is General Devin. You already know that Craig,” the President said.
“Yes sir,” he confirmed.
The Vice President gave him a quick look. Why didn’t he know this?
“One of the things that concerns me the most is that General Devin has no immediate superior other than me,” he said, letting it sink in.
“No one else?” the VP asked.
“That’s right. The reason is that when the program was originally developed back in 1947, by Harry Truman, he didn’t want anyone else to know about what was really going on. Eisenhower followed suit and it is my understanding, that it has been that way ever since,” he told them.
“I wonder why in the world Truman did that? You seemed to be in agreement to some extent as I recall,” Craig replied.
“That simply cannot be. He has to answer to someone in the regular chain of command without jumping directly to the CNC,” the VP replied.
“That was exactly my reaction. Maybe in the 40s and 50s it would work but I have serious doubts about it in today’s world. Not only that, but if something happened to General Devin, who would be able to step in and take over? It could back up projects for months or even years. I am convinced that General Devin, or whoever is in charge of Nellis at any time in the future, must have a superior who knows all about every project we have going on” he told them.
Craig took a big gulp of Diet Coke as the Vice President stirred his coffee absently.
“Sir. I just don’t see how this has gone on for so long. Didn’t anybody think about this before?” Craig asked.
“If they did, they didn’t do anything about it. Only a few Presidents have even been there to see for themselves what goes on. Carter and Clinton neither one took the time. As far as I know, only Regan and the Bushes knew what was going on out there recently,” the President said.
“Unbelievable,” the VP muttered.
“Yes, and that is putting it mildly,” the President said.
“I take it you intend to make some changes,” Craig said.
“Yes. Above General Devin’s objections, I intend to make some changes. I know how strongly the general feels about this but I simply cannot let one man have that kind of autonomy.”
“I agree. It’s time, regardless of how General Devin feels,” the VP added.
“Craig, do you agree?”
“I understand the need for compartmentalizing when it comes to our biggest secrets. The fewer who know, the less likely the leaks. Look at the planes you mentioned. No one in the world knew about the Blackbird or Nighthawk or even the B-1 Bomber until they were already in use and deployed. In today’s world that is almost unheard of,” he said.
The VP was leaning toward Craig, ready to pounce on his assessment. He had read all of the President’s signals and knew what he wanted for an answer.
“Having said that, I do think it is both dangerous and foolish to let one person hold all of the cards. Unchecked, the wrong person could do more damage than ever thought possible. I think it is absolutely essential that whoever is in charge, report in detail the status of every project we are working on. That person should also verify that the reports are accurate and all inclusive,” Craig said.
The VP leaned back, disappointed. He was looking forward to Hollister cutting his own throat.
“Good. Excellent. I couldn’t have said it better,” the President said.
The VP rolled his eyes.
“I do think it should be limited to a very few. The last thing we need to do is bog everything down with additional channels and procedures. We certainly don’t need more files that can potentially be leaked,” Craig added.
“Yes. I totally agree, don’t you?” he said, looking at the Vice President.
“I do indeed. Too much red tape would choke everything. The reason we have all of the weapons we do is because no one put up roadblocks. You have to give General Devin credit, he doesn’t hinder creativity with committees or bureaucratic BS” he replied.
“Alright. I appreciate your candor gentlemen. I am not sure who I will have General Devin report to. I have several ideas but I want to think on it a bit more,” he said, standing to indicate that the meeting was over.
“Thank you Mr. President,” both men said as they were ushered out the door.
In the hallway, the VP turned to Craig and said, “What do you suppose he saw out there?”
“I have no idea but it must have been something astonishing,” Craig replied.
“When General Devin was here, did he mention anything?”
“Not a thing. As you heard, I was asked to leave the room while he was talking to the general.”
“Damn. I would give anything to know what they were talking about,” the VP said.
“Guess we won’t know until he is ready to tell us. Excuse me, Mr. Vice President, I need to get to another meeting. It wasn’t quite the truth but it wasn’t a lie either. He was bound to have a meeting at some time during the day. He could only take the VP in small doses.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

- HOMELAND SECURITY HQ -
The three of them sat in the movie theater watching the video. Along the bottom of the picture a voice stress analyzer was dancing across screen. The picture wasn’t as bright as Willis would have liked but he had learned long ago that placing a subject under light unnerved them. They tended to feel like they were being interrogated. They had been at it since 8:00 a.m. and it was now 3:30 p.m. They hadn’t even stopped for lunch but rather had sandwiches brought in so they could keep going.
Finally the last shot faded out and the lights came up. They sat in silence while their eyes adjusted.
The Director of Homeland Security, Raymond Eller, said, “Sarah, I have to hand it to you. That was the strangest story I have ever heard and I have heard my fair share of strange ones.”
“Strange or not, we have to look into this or turn it over to the proper agency. I guess the FBI,” she said.
“Listen, Sarah. I just need some more time to digest this. I mean, you and Willis were there and this is the second time you have heard this stuff. I’m having a hard time trying to sort out how I feel. Let’s assume that everything they said was true. Then what? Can you imagine how the general public would react if all of this came out? The government would never be trusted again,” he said.
“They don’t have much trust in it now,” Sarah replied.
“Maybe so, but some trust is better than no trust. This could be the final blow.”
“I understand how you feel Director Eller, but we can’t just turn our backs on this. Does our government really know about this? Is it just select members who know? Wait,” she said suddenly, “Are you one of those that know all about this?”
“Sarah. How in the hell would I know about any of this…whatever it is?”
“You talk to the President directly. I don’t know how much he confides in you,” she replied.
“You are assuming even he knows about this. You know what the word assume means?”
“Yeah, yeah. An ass out of you and me. You can’t be serious, he has to know. If the reports are passed along like Snapp and the two doctors said, he would have to know,” Sarah insisted.
“Do we know they are being passed on? From what I saw on the video, they seem to think what General Devin is doing is not authorized. How would the President know about that?”
“I don’t know. He is the President. He’s supposed to know what they are doing. If he doesn’t, who does?”
“And there you have it. That’s the real question isn’t it?”
“You didn’t give me a direct answer Director. Were you aware of this before these tapes?” she asked.
He looked at her for a second and said, “No Sarah. The President has never confided anything remotely like this to me.”
“Okay I’ll accept that,” she said finally.
“If I had known about it, do you think I would have let you follow up on this?”
“You know I would have any way. Like you always say, I’m tenacious.”
“Did I say that? I thought I used the term bullheaded,” he said, trying to lighten the mood.
“I don’t mind either one actually. Though I do prefer tenacious, given a choice.”
“So where do we go from here?” Willis asked.
“Where do we go?” Sarah asked.
“Well, the more people we tell the harder it is to keep secret. The number is growing which increases the chance of this getting out. I guess I should go directly to the President with this. Show him the material and let him decide what to do,” Director Eller said.
“I agree. I wanted to do that myself but I figured you might not take too kindly to that,” Sarah confessed.
“Very astute. I would not have taken very kindly to that at all,” he assured her.
- The White House -
“Hi Stella,” Eller said, “It's Raymond Eller,”
“Yes Mr. Eller, I recognize your voice,” she replied.
“Really?”
“Yes, it’s very distinctive,” she told him.
“Is that good or bad?” he asked.
“Neither, it is just distinctive. Don’t read anything else into it,” she said.
Stella was stoic, grumpy, and past the age of retirement. She had been a fixture at the White House for longer than anyone could remember. Her sense of humor was practically nonexistent.
“I need to meet with the President. Can you find a time to fit me in?”
“How much time do you want?” she asked.
He knew that no matter what he told her, she would schedule it for less.
“I need at least two hours,” he said. It was met with silence on the other end.
“Stella?”
“I was just waiting for you to make a reasonable request. You know that there is no way I can schedule a two hour block of time for you,” she replied.
“I’m afraid that you will have to this time. Tell the President it concerns information about MJ-12,” he said.
“MJ-12?”
“Yes. Just that. He will understand and I am sure he will find the time to see me,” Eller said.
“Very well. I’ll give him your cryptic message and will schedule you accordingly,” she replied.
“Thank you. You know where to reach me,” he said.
“I should by now,” she said and hung up.
He was reviewing the station status reports when his phone rang twenty minutes later.
“Raymond Eller.”
“Mr. Eller. This is Stella Watson calling from the White House.”
“Yes, I know. You have a distinctive voice,” he said trying to suppress a chuckle.
“Touché. The President would like for you to come to the Oval Office as soon as you can get here. He has cancelled some meetings to make time for you. Please come as quickly as you can,” she informed him.
“I’m on my way,” he said, gathering up his briefcase.
He told his secretary where he would be and immediately started off. His office, located on the corner of 18th and C Street was just two blocks from the White House so he decided to walk. It would be faster at that time of day. Six minutes later he presented his credentials and was taken to the West Wing.
Stella greeted him and immediately ushered him into the Oval Office.
“Raymond, thank you for coming on such short notice,” the President said, coming around from behind his desk and shaking his hand.
“Mr. President, I should thank you for seeing me so soon,” he replied.
“Please, have a seat. Would you like something to drink?”
“Water will be just fine,” he said, knowing the President's routine well by now.
“Your message, MJ-12. Tell me, how did you happened to come by that and what does it mean to you?” the President asked.
The usual chitchat was dispensed with immediately.
“Sir, we were approached by a contact who wanted someone to listen to his story about government projects taking place at Groom Lake. According to our source, he is in possession of knowledge about the projects that are classified Ultra Top Secret and are taking place in a facility they term S-4. His story was quite amazing. Since then we have been trying to check his accusations and have talked to others who are telling virtually the same story. The two that we have interviewed both claim to have inside knowledge about the projects that they once worked on. Like I said, it’s quite some story,” Eller said.
“I see. And they claim to know all about the MJ-12 Group?”
“Yes sir. According to our source, one of them was once a member of the MJ-12 Group. Not an original member but a replacement,” he said.
“Really?” the President said, his eyes widening slightly, “That is very interesting indeed. And what else do they have to say about Groom Lake?”
“Well sir, it will take some explaining. That’s why I asked for two hours. I have both a written transcript and the video tapes of the interviews. I have also made an edited version that doesn’t take the nearly fourteen hours of testimony,” Raymond told him.
“Let me ask you, who else has seen these tapes?”
“One of our investigators, a Station Head and myself. So far, no one else has been privy to any of this information. That’s why I wanted to get in to see you as quickly as possible.”
“Good. Good thinking,” the President said.
He stood up and started pacing the room. Eller knew it was better to just wait until he initiated the conversation. He had seen him do this same routine on other occasions. He stopped at the window and looked out for several moments.
Finally he said, “Raymond, I honestly don’t know how to respond to all of this. I could tell you to just drop it at this point. I could tell you that this is all hogwash. What I will say instead is that this information is potentially disastrous. To admit any part of it is to open the box for everything to be divulged. While we try to let the American people know what the government is up to, there are times, as you well know, that we need to keep certain things secret. This is one of those times. S-4 is our most sensitive area and to have someone making accusations about a potential cover-up and getting people all stirred up, is simply not an option.”
“Yes sir. I understand. The problem is that we have more people with knowledge than we can suppress. My people are not the problem. Why don’t you take a look at the video before you decide what to do next?” Eller suggested.
“Certainly. I think that makes sense. I’ll have it set up immediately. I would like you to make whatever arrangements you need to so that you can stay and answer any questions that I may have. I only want you and me in the room.”
“Yes sir. I’ll make some calls and be here in the White House until you send for me,” Eller said.
“Thank you. It won’t be long,” the President replied.
Raymond walked down the hall and made several phone calls from secure landlines. He didn’t like using his cell phone while in the White House.
Stella did not seem pleased by the fact that the President was going to block out even more time. It meant moving people around and she didn’t like anything that disturbed her timetable.
Eller walked to the cafeteria and grabbed a quick sandwich while he was waiting. It was thirty minutes later when he was summoned to join the President in the Executive Conference Room.
The room once called the Roosevelt Room, and later the Fish Room, because of all of the mounted fish on the walls, was chosen because it gave the added privacy and a larger space for the President to pace back and forth in. A large screen TV had been placed at the end of the long table that dominated the room.
“I have asked to have refreshments sent in so that we can continue without being interrupted,” the President said, “You can go ahead and start the video.”
Eller pushed the play button and they sat watching as first George Snapp and then Bob Lake and Dan Barrett were interviewed. Eller had edited out the parts that were not relevant to the larger implications. Even with the editing, it took almost two and a half hours. The President took notes from time to time. Eller watched out of his peripheral vision as the President grimaced on several occasions.
When it was over, Eller ejected the video and turned the lights back on. The President sat for several seconds before getting up and starting his routine pacing.
“That is quite some video. This was the edited version?”
“Yes sir. We have almost another twelve hours that I didn’t include. Some was just introductory or repeating the same material,” Eller replied.
“What do you think? Do you feel they are creditable? What kind of background check have you done on the three men?”
“Let me answer those in reverse order. We have checked George Snapp thoroughly and found him to be a highly thought of and successful investigative reporter. His credentials are excellent and we have seen some of his work. He is not a sensationalist like so many investigative reporters. He has a reputation for really digging out the truth and verifying his sources before he submits his stories. In short, he is reputable and reliable.
As for Barnett and Lake, they have been erased from all data banks. We have managed to talk to people who knew them before they disappeared off the radar and both are highly regarded in their respective fields. When we try to run background checks on them, they simply don’t exist. No birth records, no educational records, and EG&E not only has never heard of them, they don’t know anything about hiring for anyone else except nuclear facility security. They told me they had never heard of Nellis, Groom Lake, or anything like that,” Eller said, pouring a glass of water.
The President continued to pace while he was talking.
“As for your first question, what do I think? Honestly, I don’t know what to think. I guess even though it sounds contrived and far-fetched, there are many elements of truth. Could what they say be true? I guess I would have to say, yes, it could be.”
“And General Devin? What’s your take on him?”
“I don’t have any. We have not looked into Devin at all. Mostly because we can’t find any real information on him since he was placed in command at Nellis. One thing we know is that what goes on at the Gunnery Range is on the up and up. What goes on at the other facilities, we are not privy to by Executive Order 948.22.89,” he said.
“I have to say, I have some reservations about not knowing exactly what General Devin is doing there,” the President said, sitting back down.
Of course he knew about the other things but he didn’t want to play his hand just yet.
Eller sat looking at the huge fireplace that dominated one end of the room while the President sat rubbing his chin, deep in thought. He seemed on the verge of saying something several times but stopped each time. He stood up and started pacing again. Whatever it was, he was struggling with what to do next.
He stopped in mid stride and said, “How long have we known each other Raymond? Fifteen or sixteen years?”
“Yes sir, something like that.”
“Have you ever known me to be indecisive?”
“I have known you to be careful about making many important decisions but indecisive? No, I can’t ever remember a time like that Mr. President.”
“And yet I am not sure how to proceed with this matter. The implications are huge. This is the atomic bomb of problems. Damned if you do and damned if you don’t. I’m just thinking out loud about possible ways of handling this. Let’s suppose that what the three men are saying is mostly true. And let’s say their implication that General Devin is working on an unauthorized project that may turn out to be a weapon of some sort, is also true. We would be faced with a huge problem. Taking the general out of the picture could set back every other project in progress. Not taking him out of the picture gives him free reign to do whatever he wants. As of now, he only answers to me, but I have no way of knowing what he is really up to out there in the desert. I can read the reports but how do I know they are the truth?” the President asked.
It was a rhetorical question so Raymond didn’t interrupt.
“What is needed is for General Devin to have to answer to someone who can check up on what is happening out there from time to time. Especially at the S-4 facility. While that sounds all well and good, it means another person added to the growing list of people who know about our national secrets. Too many already know. If Snapp goes public, all hell will break loose, don’t you think?”
Eller waited a second before answering in case he started back up again.
After a few seconds he said, “Yes sir. I do. We are fortunate in some ways that Snapp did come to us first instead of just reporting the story to the general public. It was a real service to the country. He may not have realized it, but it gives us a small window to take whatever action you feel is appropriate in this situation.”
“Whatever action is appropriate. Therein lies the problem doesn’t it?”
“Yes sir, it sure does. Since Truman started all of this, I suppose the saying that ‘the buck stops here’ was never truer than in this situation.”
The President chuckled. It was the first light moment since they had started three hours ago.
“Damn that hardheaded Truman. Look at the pickle he has gotten me into,” he joked back.
“Sir. You know I will do whatever I can to help. If you want me to bury this, I can do that. If you need me to…whatever you decide, you can count on me.”
“I appreciate that and know it to be true. I don’t think we should bury this. I would like for you to try to convince Mr. Snapp that we need additional time to prepare an adequate response and to make some inquires of our own into these allegations. If he refuses to go along with it, so be it. We will do whatever we have to at that time,” the President said.
Raymond wasn’t sure exactly what that meant but he didn’t press the issue at this time.
“Ray, I need someone to check into whatever is going on at Area-51. Someone who can control Devin and keep him in check. I need someone whom I trust not only with the nation’s top secrets, but whom I trust personally.”
“I think that sounds reasonable, Mr. President. You do not have to worry about my office. We will turn everything over to whomever you select,” Raymond replied.
“Good Ray, I’m glad you see it that way because I’m going to really dump on you. I want to instruct General Devin that from this time forward he will report directly to you and you will pass along pertinent information to me.”
Raymond looked at him in surprise. He wasn’t qualified for this kind of assignment.
“Sir, I’m not qualified. I don’t have a degree in astrophysics or whatever it takes.”
“Neither does General Devin.”
“Sir. I appreciate the confidence, but Homeland Security is my first obligation. I don’t see how I could do that and be effective,” Raymond replied.
“Rearrange your staff. Promote your most trusted station head to Assistant Director. That would free you up. Raymond, I don’t want this knowledge to go any further. I know it’s not the nicest thing I have done, but I feel it is the right direction under the circumstances. I have faith in you and you can be assured that the full power of this office will stand behind you one hundred percent.”
There was nothing to discuss really. The President had made up his mind. He had made the hard decision and now it would fall on Eller’s shoulders to find a way of working with General Devin. That in itself would be a monumental challenge.
“As you wish sir, I will make the necessary changes. I will need your assistance in keeping the Homeland Security out of unnecessary congressional hearings. I will also have to have additional funding for the new Assistant Director. It was probably something we needed anyway. I was just trying to keep our overhead down.”
“Excellent. Thank you Raymond. I am grateful for your acceptance of these additional responsibilities,” he said.
“Well sir, it’s damned hard to say no to the President of the United States. My only real concern is General Devin. You will have to make it absolutely clear that I am acting on your behalf and that he is to grant me full access to every project. I will want to make a visit to see firsthand what is going on. Not just a ‘hi, here I am. I want to poke around, talk to staff and the scientists and anyone else I run across. No restrictions.”
“I will personally both articulate it verbally and put into writing those exact orders,” the President said.
“When do you want me to start?”
“Just as quickly as you can make the arrangement to hand off some of your Homeland responsibilities. The sooner the better. I want to know what is actually going on. I hope the information we are getting is wrong, but I can’t take the chance,” the President said.
“I agree. Just one more question.”
“Sure. Fire away.”
“Do we have captured UFOs and aliens working at S-4?”
The President smiled and said, “You don’t know this but I was able to sneak away for a few hours to visit S-4. Hold on to your jaw because it will drop to the floor when you see everything we have out there. Now we have to find out if Devin is keeping other things from this office. The sooner you can answer that question the better for all of us,” the President said.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

- HOMELAND SECURITY HQ -
Sarah was in her office when Eller returned from his meeting with the President at the White House. She was going over progress files on outstanding cases from her district. Her office was directly on the corner so she had two windows. If she looked just right she could see the Washington Monument.
She had managed to transform the room from a dull government office to one that was surprisingly comfortable and pleasant. Tasteful prints were hung on two of the walls and there were fresh flowers in attractive vases placed in different locations. A handsome rug was positioned in front of her desk and the two leather side chairs matched her desk chair. A credenza with smoked glass doors was directly behind her desk. Several pictures of her with various relatives and friends sat on top. The desk had an oversized top and was polished to a mirror like gleam. A leather ink blotter and a small crystal encased clock were all that she normally kept on her desk.
Today was different. Files were placed in stacks on the top of the credenza and her desk. Once a month Sarah would pull out all of the active files and review them. It was daunting work but she knew it was the key to her success. She never wanted to be caught off guard if asked a question about a particular case and this system worked best for her. She was reading one of the files and making notes on a yellow legal pad when her phone rang.
She reluctantly put down the file and answered, “Sara Steel, Homeland Security, how may I help you?”
“Sorry Sarah, its Raymond. Your secretary warned me that you were reviewing case files and I know you hate to be interrupted when you working on files, but something has come up that I would like to discuss with you.”
“No problem. I was thinking of giving it a rest for a while anyway. I haven’t eaten yet and I was contemplating running down to Stan’s Deli,” she said.
“Well, if you don’t mind, I’ll tag along. I could use a good pastrami on rye and a big fat dill pickle.”
“Great. I’ll run to the ladies room and then I’ll stop by your office.”
“Okay I’ll be ready whenever you are.”
This was only the second time she had ever talked to the director outside of the office. She was certainly curious. Then again, maybe she was making too much out of it. It could be that the guy was just as hungry as she was.
She had heard that the President was good for refreshments but short on substantial food. He was always watching his weight and evidently thought everyone else should. A few minutes later she stuck her head in Raymond’s office and they signed out and headed down the street.
Stan’s Deli was a jewel in a city full of unique eating places. No one could beat the sandwiches at Stan’s. The kosher pickles were crisp and had just enough brine to make them mouthwatering.
Sarah had a corned beef sandwich, sliced so thin you could almost read through it, on rye with mustard and pickle. Raymond had the pastrami on Russian rye with brown mustard and two large pickles along with a bag of chips. She had a Jones Cherry Cola and he had a Jones Root Beer. They made small talk while they ate. That is to say, Sarah ate and Raymond wolfed his down. He was finished with his sandwich before she was even halfway done with hers. He decided to go back and get a dessert to finish off the meal.
“Man, I love the food here,” he said, taking a large bite out of the Coconut Cream Pie.
“Best deli in the city,” Sarah agreed.
“You are undoubtedly chomping at the bit to know what I wanted to talk to you about,” Eller said, taking another bite.
“No, I’m chomping at the corn beef she quipped. Of course I am curious. It is seldom that we talk outside of the office.”
“True. I’m sure you are aware that I spent over three hours with the President. You know the general contents of that meeting,” he said, looking around quickly.
“I assume you’re talking about the interview tapes?”
“Exactly. Besides reviewing those, he has asked me to take on another assignment. I can’t tell you what it is about but you’re a smart woman and I am sure you can put two and two together. My assignment will cause me to be away from the office for extended periods at a time. How long I don’t know just yet. It is safe to say that Homeland Security will need someone to stay on top of the daily operations. I have created a new position, Assistant Director of Homeland Security. I would like to appoint you to fill that position,” he said, downing the rest of his cola.
Sarah could hear the words but they did not compute. She was the most junior of the station heads. She was shocked at what he was saying.
“Are you sure? I mean, I am grateful for the consideration, but what about Stuart, Eric, and Laura? Don’t you think they will feel some resentment?”
“Well, I guess that won’t be my problem if you accept the position. You will have to show them why I chose you. I will talk to each of them individually but once I am on my other assignment it will fall on you to keep everything running smoothly. One of the first things we will do after I talk to them is to make an official announcement. You know how Washington loves a new story. The reasoning behind the new position will be explained by our growing caseload and congressional hearings that keep me from performing my job efficiently,” he told her.
“I honestly don’t know what to say. I’m really taken aback by this and I strive to never be surprised by anything. I’m honored, honestly.”
“Good. So you will take the position?”
“Of course. Absolutely. I will have to promote someone into my old job and I can handle that. How long will I have to learn what I need to cover for you?”
“Unfortunately, not nearly as long as either of us would like. I won’t just dump this on you and I will be in touch with you as often as you think necessary. I have total faith in your ability to handle the daily operations.”
“Wow. We should do lunch more often,” she laughed.
“Right, but you pay next time,” he said smiling.
“Thank you Raymond, I really appreciate your faith in me. I won’t let you down.”
“It never entered my mind that you would. One thing I will need you to do immediately is to get Snapp to hold off on any public or private talks about the situation we discussed before,” he said, keeping his voice below the general din in the deli.
“I certainly understand. I’m sure I can buy plenty of time if I tell him that we are taking what he said seriously and are looking into it. We’ll hold on if I promise to give him inside information that we find out so he will have official confirmation to make his report even more authentic,” Sarah said.
“Excellent. Now, what questions do you have for me about all of this?” he asked.
They spent the next twenty minutes talking about her new office, pay lane change, job description, and other practical matters. They agreed that he would wait until he had talked to all three of the other station heads before he released the information. He also agreed that it would be best for everyone if he didn’t attend her first full staff meeting. She needed to establish her position immediately.
The walk back to the office seemed much shorter than it did going to the deli. Somehow, even the weather seemed nicer. She was already planning how she would handle the first staff meeting. She wasn’t going to be meek and shy. She needed to solidify her leadership position immediately.

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

- IRAQ STRIKE-1 HQ –
“At ease and have a seat,” the Commanding Officer said to Miller after they shook hands.
“Thank you,” he said, taking his cover off and sitting down.
“I have some good news for you,” he said.
“Good news? What kind of good news?”
“First, you have been promoted to Captain effective immediately. Congratulation Captain Miller,” he said, sliding a box across his desk.
It contained a set of captain’s bars.
“I know you won’t get to wear them for some time but I wanted to present them to you,”
“Thank you. I’m a little caught off guard by this,” Miller said, looking at the bars.
“It’s well deserved. You are the one who figured out where the leak was and implemented a perfect plan to expose the culprit. The operation was brilliant, not only did we get our man; no one on the Strike–1 team came away with so much as a scratch. You were the first in and last out. Excellent work,” the commander said.
“Thank you.”
“Now for the second item. I am naming you Number Two of the team. That will be effective today as well. I have called a meeting at 1700 to make the announcement to the entire Strike–1 team,” he said, playing with the pen he was holding.
“Commander, I…”
“Yes, I know,” he interrupted, “You didn’t expect that either. Frankly, you are one of the finest members we have ever had. That is not an easy thing to say because we have had some outstanding team members on Strike-1. You have excellent leadership skills and the ability to see the big picture. I have had many good leaders under my command here, but few who could see more than the immediate objective. You are one of the few,” he told him.
“Thank you. I can’t think of a higher honor. I certainly appreciate this opportunity.”
“Do you know what your first challenge will be?”
“I believe I do. Being able to let Edwards, sorry, the current Number Two, save face and not become discouraged. Making sure he remains an effective part of the force,” the new Number Two replied.
“Exactly. He is already stinging from the previous botched rescue. It wasn’t his fault, but like any good leader, he is shouldering the blame. I intend to call him in after our meeting and tell him of my decision. Edwards is a good man and a good soldier. I think he will welcome the change. He has taken the loss of the men very hard and I don’t think he would be as effective if the time comes when he would possibly have to sacrifice other members for the accomplishment of the objective,” the commanding officer said.
“And if he decides to leave the team?”
“That is a decision only he can make. Neither you nor I can do much about that. It is a personal decision and we should not try to change his mind. Once a person makes a decision like that, trying to talk them out of it never works out. I hope he stays because he is a good man, but we will persevere if he decides to leave.”
“I agree. I, also, will talk to him before the full meeting,” Number Two said.
“That would be the right thing to do. I knew you would,” he said, laying down the pen.
“Commander, I have a couple of questions if you don’t mind?”
“Go ahead.”
“Our current Number Eight is a NCO. I would like to see that he is given a commission. He takes the same risks and performs the same duties. It doesn’t seem right that he is noncommissioned.”
“That can be arranged. I will put in the necessary paperwork and you can be the one to tell him when the promotion comes through.”
“Thank you.”
“What else?”
“Number Sixteen, Sanders, is a slacker sir. I mean, he is better than ninety percent of the soldiers in the regular military, but he is not pulling his weight as a Strike–1 member. I can’t afford to have someone who lags behind, doesn’t cover the other member’s backs and generally does not contribute to the overall effectiveness of the team,” Miller said.
He didn’t want to trash the reputation of the man but he had to consider the entire team now.
“Yes. You are not the first to say this. He’s outstanding when we are here doing exercises but it has been reported that in the field, under actual combat conditions, he is lacking,” the commander said, picking up the pen again and twirling it in his fingers, “What would you like done about it?”
“For the good of the team, I would like to have him sent back to his previous unit.”
“You don’t think talking to him and telling him he is on the bubble will help?” the commander asked.
“Not in the long run. He might pick it up for a time but I would not want to risk an operation or a team on his support. He is a great guy but I don’t want to risk my life or the lives of the men on him just being a nice guy. I need to know for sure that he will be there when we need him,” Miller said.
“I agree with your assessment. I will make the necessary arrangements,” the commander said.
“If you don’t mind, since I am the one making the formal request, I think I should be the one to tell him,” Miller said.
“Yes, you should, and I am glad to see that you understand that. It just solidifies my choice of having you become the Number Two,” he said.
“Thank you.”
“Anything else?”
“That’s all Commander,” Miller said.
“Good. I will tell Parker to come see you after I meet with him.”
“I’ll be waiting.”
“Congratulations on both promotions Number Two.”
“Thank you,” he said, standing and placing his cover back on his head.
He had almost saluted but caught himself once again.

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

- GROOM LAKE S-4 LEVEL 10 -
Gimbel made the final adjustment. Everything checked out one hundred percent. Now all that had to be done was to button the weapon up and get it ready for testing. He could hardly contain himself. If the BlackStar worked as he had designed it to, this would be the dawn of a new era.
The only other obstacle was having a platform to test the weapon from, and that was General Devin’s problem, not his. After years of work his creation was finally ready.
The Su-11 would have made the prefect platform to deploy the weapon once it had been tested, but now that was being pushed back because of the crash.
Rumor had it that it may have been pilot error but no one was willing to blame him for the crash. All Dr Gimbel knew was that he wanted to arrange a test as quickly as possible. When he finished replacing the cover he called the general.
“General, BlackStar is ready to become operational.”
“Outstanding. We are actually ready to perform a preliminary test?”
“As ready as we will ever be. I just need a platform to test it from,” Gimbel said.
“I have been working on that and think I have a viable solution. I’ll be down in just a few minutes to go over my plan,” he said.
His voice was less gruff than Gimbel could ever remember. Gimbel went back over the weapon from top to bottom one last time, making sure that every part was securely in place.
“Dr. Gimbel, I am extremely pleased with the way you have performed. I can’t tell you how happy I am at this moment,” the general said, as he entered the lab.
It was the first time that any real praise had been handed out by Devin. Gimbel was a little taken aback by the total change in attitude.
“Thank you general. Here she is, and I am confident that it will work as designed,” he said.
“I have no doubt about that. You have done an amazing job.”
“I appreciate that,” was all that he could say.
“I want to do a low yield test as soon as we can. Here is what I have in mind,” the general said, waking over to a bench and hoisting himself up on it.
“I have a 6 x 6 flatbed standing by. I will need your crew to get it ready to be transported to the surface, but I want it covered. I want no one to see it but your crew. We are going to take it to a newly constructed site over at the South Base Operations Center. Once it gets there, I will have a rig welded to the truck so that it can be used for a test bed. I intend to have the BlackStar taken to the top of the Hump. That will give us a 5700 foot peak to test from.”
Gimbel scribbled down ‘THE HUMP’ and 5725 on a piece of paper.
The hump was a 5725 foot mountain that was situated between gate 700 and the Papoose Mountains and was just southwest of the main Area–51 base and landing strip.
“I have had three buildings constructed. One is traditional construction. The second one is reinforced and hardened and the last one is covered by ten feet of earth and rock,” he general said.
“And those will be our targets?”
“Yes, along with livestock that will be inside of each one. I will want you to work up a range of tests starting with the lowest power and working up to as high as we can go with the power available. That should enable us to evaluate the BlackStar.”
“And the power is coming from where?”
“I had a power generating plant built on top of the Hump. That will work for our low level tests and maybe a bit more.”
“All right, I will have my people begin crating the BlackStar immediately. We will need the necessary supplies, and I have to warn you, I doubt we are much good at being carpenters,” Gimbel said.
“You don't have to be. Just do the best you can. We will transport the BlackStar at 0215 from Level–1 to the South Base. We will have a thirty minute window before the Kronos-II satellite passes over. Once we get to the South Base we will have the braces welded on the 6 x 6 so we can run our tests,” the general told him.
“Well, I guess we had better get cracking. When can we expect the necessary supplies?”
“They are being loaded into the freight elevator as we speak. You will have them in just a few minutes.”
“Then if you will excuse me, I have to make the necessary arrangements.”
“Have at it,” the general said and left the lab.
It was actually going to happen. Everything was coming together. By tomorrow night he would know for certain how effectively the weapon would work. He didn’t even consider the possibility that it would not.
Within hours they were finishing up the crate that would cover the weapon. While it wasn’t top notch carpentry work, it wasn’t all that bad for a group of scientists who still referred to a Phillips screwdriver as the ‘pointy’ one.
Gimbel started working on how he wanted the series of tests to be conducted. He knew that each of the tests had to be scheduled during a dark window. That was the time when no overhead satellites were looking down on the test site. He called up the timetable on the NORAD government site and worked up a schedule from the information provided. He was thankful that he was proficient in reading the data.
Over 11,000 pieces of space junk were in orbit around the Earth. It included everything from nuts and bolts to rocket engines and nuclear reactors from Russian experiments. Most of the space junk was in the first 600 miles of the earth’s gravitational field but many of the stationary spy satellites were much higher up at almost 2,300 miles.
Once he calculated the dark windows, he was ready. Now all he had to do was try to shut his mind off and get some rest. He crawled into his bed with his clothes on to try to get at least a little shuteye before 0200.
Within minutes, or so it seemed, his alarm went off. He washed his face and went to the lab. The general was already there waiting for him. When the rest of the team arrived they shoved the dolly holding the crate into the freight elevator. Once on the surface at Level–1, it was apparent that Devin had made sure that no one was poking about.
It was eerily quiet in the giant hanger. Four armed guards and a fork lift operator were all that were present. The crate was quickly loaded and immediately set off for the South Base facility. When it arrived, the BlackStar was uncrated and welders went to work attaching a rig to hold it in place. The work was accomplished in less than two hours.
It was 0425 when the BlackStar, now attached to the rigging, started its trip to the hump. The 6 x 6 flatbed groaned as it threaded its way up the narrow dirt road. Even though it was only a 5700 foot climb it took nearly an hour and a half.
The sun had broken over the top of the mountains by the time they arrived at the power generators. The truck was quickly maneuvered into place and the drivers were shuttled back down to the base by a Hummer that was waiting for them. A large tarp was rigged to cover the entire truck. The scientists went to work and made the final electrical connections from the generators.
Gimbel set the positioning relay and aimed the weapon at the target area, 5725 feet below them. Devin was pacing around like a rat caught in a cage. While he didn’t say anything, they were all aware of his state of anxiety.
“General. I think we are about ready. I am ready to warm her up and put in the final commands,” Gimbel said.
“Excellent. Here is the first target,” he said, handing him the numbers.
Gimbel quickly went to work on the keypad and entered the coordinates. He double checked to make sure he had no transposition errors. They were all correct.
“Well, we are as ready as we will ever be,” Gimbel said.
“We need to wait two more minutes,” the general said looking at the NORAD schedule that Gimbel had printed out. It was the longest two minutes either man had ever spent.
“All right Dr. Gimbel. Let’s see if we can make history.”
Gimbel smiled and set the power level to P-1, the absolute lowest level possible. The BlackStar would generate an electronic anti-mater flux field and when the button was pushed, photons would be stripped off and sent down the alignment phase generator to the designated coordinates. The process would take milliseconds. Gimbal's hand hovered over the fire button.
“Base 1 indicates they are ready,” one of the team members said, wearing a headset and microphone.
“Base 2 is ready to fire on my mark,” Gimbel said.
The tension was heavier than the morning mist on the distant mountains. Gimbel rested his thumb on the button. It would either work or they would all most likely be dead when the photon stream was released.
“Three, two, one, mark.”
He hesitated for only as second and then pushed it down. The BlackStar hummed for a few seconds and then, nothing. It was over. It was totally anticlimactic. Just that quick, the photons, traveling at the speed of light, slammed into the target area.
“Base 1, firing complete. Please proceed to target Tango-Tango One.
“Base 2. Copy, firing complete. Proceeding to Tango-Tango One.”
“Copy, proceeding Base 2.”
It was several agonizing minutes before the report came back.
“Base 2. Base 1. All targets at Tango-Tango One confirmed Delta 10.”
The general and the team let out a huge yell. It was a successful test on the first target.
“Copy Delta 10,” the scientist said after a few seconds.
Delta 10 was the code meaning that all of the cattle that were in the first target, the wooden structure, were dead. The photons had entered their bodies at the speed of light and essentially destroyed their cellular structure. The advantage, besides how quickly it could be done, was what no collateral damage was incurred to the building or to any of the surround structures. One shot from 5700 feet away had killed everything within the forty foot target area. Gimbel could hardly contain his joy. Tears actually ran down his face as his emotions overwhelmed him. It had worked perfectly.
He would be considered the father of a new era and be able to stand alongside other giants like Einstein, Fermi and Compton.
The general was equally ecstatic. He could now put his plan into motion just as soon as he had a stable platform. After a few minutes they calmed down and got ready for the second test. This time the target was the reinforced structure.
Again, Base–1 reported the results as Delta–10 at Tango-Tango Two. Both Gimbel and Devin knew that no matter what, from this point on, the weapon was a success and virtually unstoppable. They fired the BlackStar the third time and once again the report was the same. Delta-10. The world is my oyster, Devin thought to himself.

CHAPTER FORTY

- Washington DC -
Sarah Steel was waiting at the designated spot when George Snapp drove up. She climbed into the car and after a few minutes, he pronounced them free from surveillance. He was wrong; Sarah had made sure of that. He may be free from others, but not from her people.
“What have you found out?” George asked as he steered his way through the heavy traffic. Light drops of rain had just started to dot the windshield.
“Quite a bit and not enough. I know that sounds strange, but the fact is we are definitely committed to discovering the truth. We have a lot of work ahead of us but the plan is in motion as we speak.”
“What kind of plan?”
“That I can’t say, except to disclose that we have our top people working on it,” she replied.
“What are you going to do?”
“Now George, you know I can’t tell you that. I will say that we have gone to one of the highest levels in the government and they are putting their full weight behind our investigation. Obviously this is top secret,” she said.
They drove in silence for several minutes before George asked, “What does all of this mean to me?”
“In a nutshell, it means I need you to hold off on taking any of this public. In exchange, you will have exclusive rights to the report that will be issued from our office.”
“I’ll be given full access?”
“No. Full access to the final report. The government still has many projects that concern our national security. You can’t expect to be given carte blanch to everything the government is doing.”
“What about all of the interviews you collect and the notes?”
“Sorry. Just the final report. You will have days before anyone else even knows about this, and perhaps even longer, depending on what we find,” she said in her best salesperson’s voice.
“And I can do no reporting of any kind? No papers, talk shows, nothing?”
“That is correct.”
“And I am supposed to make a living how?”
“Like you always have. Doing other stories. You’re not suggesting this is your life’s work are you?”
“No, not entirely. I just thought it was worth a try,” he said smiling at her.
“Do we have a deal?”
“I guess we do. I’m not totally sure I am doing the right thing but I understand your position as well. No government can't afford to spill all the beans. Yes, Ms. Steel, we have a deal.”
“Very good. You are doing the right thing. You will come out ahead in the long run I assure you,” she said.
“I hope so. I’m trusting you and your office to keep your word,” he said.
“We realize that, and we are indebted to you for bringing this to our attention. In some ways you have done an even greater service to Lake and Barnett. You’re helping to vindicate them, and hopefully get their identities and accomplishments recognized as well,” Sarah said.
“I’ll wait as agreed, but I am holding you responsible to uphold your end of the bargain.”
“You have my word on it,” she said.
He drove around a few more blocks before dropping her off near the same spot.
~~
“General. We have discovered who met with Snapp and Lake,” the voice said.
“Good. Who was it?”
“Sarah Steel. She is with the Homeland Security Department.”
“Are you sure? Why would they be involved? You’re sure it wasn’t the Secretary of Defense’s Office?”
“Yes sir. We checked three different sources. They are having Snapp shadowed as well.”
“Damn it. They are sticking their nose in where it doesn’t belong,” the general said angrily, “What do you know about this Steel woman?”
“She is the West Sector Station Head. From what we have gathered, she is very efficient and very smart,” he told the general.
“Okay, Good work. I appreciate the report. Let me know if she meets with any of the three again. Can you keep tabs on Snapp as well?”
“Snapp knows he is being tailed. He is very difficult to follow with the men we have currently.”
“All right. Use more if you need. I want to keep close tabs on Mr. Snapp.”
“Yes sir. I will be back in touch when we have further news.”
“Good. Thank you.”
As ecstatic as the general was a few hours ago he was now angry. The Department of Homeland Security had absolutely no jurisdiction over a matter like this. The CIA or FBI maybe, but not Homeland Security.

FORTY-ONE

- THE WHITE HOUSE –
The President was leaning back in his desk chair, looking out the window on the South Lawn. The rain had stopped and the sun was breaking through the clouds. Water sparkled on the lawn. He had the urge to take off his shoes and run through the grass but somehow it didn’t seem appropriate. The press would be sure to make something more out of it than there really was. It was strange to be the most powerful man in the world and to not be able to do what he wanted, when he wanted.
The intercom buzzed and announced that Raymond Eller was here for his appointment. The door opened and the President greeted Raymond.
“Let’s sit over here. I wanted you to be here when I call General Devin. I will have him on speakerphone but I would like for you to say nothing until I give you the word.”
“Yes sir. I’ll just listen.”
“Don’t worry; everything is tapped for future reference. I will have a transcript sent to you for your records.”
“Yes sir. What should I do if he asks if I’m here?”
“I’ll handle that. I won’t lie to him, but I won’t volunteer any information either. We will play that by ear,” the President said picking up the phone and having the call put through.
“General Devin, Nellis Gunnery Range.”
The President pressed the speakerphone button when he answered.
“Hello General. How is the weather out your way?”
“Gloomy.”
“Sorry to hear that. It’s sunny and clear here.”
“Sorry I can’t say the same.” It was a quick sparing match. Feeling out each other.
“General, about our previous conversation. I have been giving it a great deal of thought and I believe I have come to a solution that should be acceptable to both of us,” the President said.
“I’m all ears.”
“After a lot of thought, and going over the possible solutions, I have decided that Raymond Eller, Director of Homeland Security, will oversee the operations at Nellis and attached facilities.”
Silence followed. He couldn’t even hear the general breathing.
“General?”
Another silence.
Finally, “Sir, with all due respect, that bumbling bureaucrat at Homeland Security doesn’t know up from down. What in the world made you come to that conclusion?” he sputtered.
“Well general, I know that you don’t get along with the Secretary of Defense, which seemed like an excellent possibility. I didn’t want to have you two going at it constantly. The CIA and FBI have no business in something of this magnitude. The CIA can have their BlackOps projects, but S-4 is not their concern, nor do I want it that way. I decided Eller was the right man for the job,” the President.
“Eller? What the hell does he know about what we do here? For that matter what does anyone know?”
“And that is my point exactly. I couldn’t have made a better case. The fact is that no one other than you knows what’s going on. What would happen if you were in an accident? Where would we be then?” the President replied.
“With all due respect sir. Bullshit. That’s just smoke and mirrors. The real reason is that you don’t have confidence in my loyalties,” the General said, his pitch raising.
The President didn’t say anything for a second. He was fighting off letting Devin get to him.
“General. Two things. Change your tone with me immediately and secondly, that is my decision and you will not call it into question. This is the last time I will mention your attitude. There will be no next time, got it?” the President asked, anger in his voice.
The general fought down the urge to slam the phone down and took a deep breath, “I understand, Mr. President. I am not calling your decision making abilities into question. I simply cannot see someone like Eller in charge of our most valuable Ultra Secret projects. He is simply not equipped to handle such a job.”
“I understand your concerns. I do. Maybe it would be best if you told Eller about your reservations. He is sitting here with me,” the President said.
“Hello General Devin. I’m looking forward to working with you,” Raymond said in a cheerful voice.
Silence for a few seconds then, “Mr. Eller. I believe we have met before.”
“Yes. At a reception for the retiring Secretary of State. You got my wife’s name wrong a couple of times, but it was late and everyone had a few too many drinks by that time,” Raymond replied.
“Yes. My best to your lovely wife,” he said.
“Now, if we could make some arrangements. The President has been thoughtful enough to have me flown directly to the main facility at Groom Lake. I would be grateful if you could meet me when I arrive. I will have my schedule sent to you over a secure line later this afternoon.”
“I see. And do you have a rough time frame for your visit?”
“Well general, it will be more than just a visit. I intend to stay and discuss the projects and their status. I want to come up to speed as quickly as possible,” Raymond said.
“Yes. Well, you know we are pushing some tight schedules. With the crash of one of our advanced prototype planes, it has put us in a time crunch,” he said.
“Is that the Su–11 crash?” the President interjected.
“Ah… should we be discussing that?” the general asked.
“By all means. Raymond has the same clearance as you. He is your immediate superior as of now. What you know, he should know as well,” the President replied.
He knew the general must be madder than a hornet’s nest hit with a stick.
“I see. Well, in that case, yes, the Su-11 crash. Mr. Eller, how long are you intending to stay?”
“I have no idea really. As long as it takes. The sooner we get started the quicker I will be out of your hair. Then I can come back to Washington and bumble around here for a while,” he said smiling.
“I didn’t mean that like it sounded,” the general said.
“No. I’m sure you didn’t. Besides, that’s water under the bridge. We need to move on to the more important things. I don’t have time for grudges General Devin. Life is too short and I have far too much to do.”
“Yes. I suppose we all do.”
“I will have my office get in touch just as soon as I work out the details and make sure everything is ready for a smooth transition.”
“Transition?”
“At my office general. Not at Groom Lake,” Raymond said.
“I understand. I’ll be looking forward to your arrival,” Devin replied.
When he hung up the President was smiling from ear to ear. His strange sense of humor had kicked in. As childish as it seemed, he enjoyed letting the general take it on the chin.

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

- CUBICLE HOLDING ‘J’ -
The solar system given the Flansteed designation number of 55Cnc is a mere forty-one light years from Earth. It is the closest solar system that resembles our own.
Cnc — D is in the Rho Cancri System and is the third planet from the sun. It can be located from earth by looking from the right ascension angle to east of the vernal equinox. The mass is four times greater than Jupiter's and is where the alien ‘J’, now at S-4, calls home.
It has only been in the past ten years that they have made direct contact with the base at Area–51. Rudimentary dialogue has slowly been developed but we still did not have the capacity to communicate effectively with them. Their alien sound patterns were simply impossible for humans to reproduce with any accuracy.
With the advance in computers we were now starting to make greater progress. It wasn’t just the language, but understanding the concepts behind the language, that was the greatest obstacle. It was like a two year old being taught the meaning of religion. The concept is beyond the comprehension of a two year old and many adults.
One of the many frustrating things was our inability to predict their arrival on earth. No matter how hard the scientists at S-4 tried, the concept of a scheduled time of arrival could never be conveyed. The concept of time simply was not the same in their world. A huge amount of money and resources had been poured into the project of communication but it was still in its infancy. It would take many more years, and billions of dollars, before a breakthrough could be achieved.
Almost immediately after the test firing of the BlackStar they arrived at Area–51. It was apparent from their demeanor, more than anything else, that something had disturbed them. When they had arrived in the past they usually wanted to touch and be near the humans. This time they were more reserved and did not come near like they usually did.
General Devin needed to find out what they knew and how they knew it. Dressed in a white gown and breathing mask, he was sitting beside ‘J’. Four of the aliens were standing behind J. They were probably communicating by telepathy from the looks of it. None of the strange sounds was being used. The general was going to try to use tape recordings of their language that had been pieced together.
He signaled the technician to ask "are your people upset?” J showed no comprehension. The other aliens were looking at him with their large black, unblinking eyes. It was unnerving. He tried again with a slightly different message ‘are your people angry?’ J stared with his unblinking eyes at the general and made a noise. The general quickly looked at the people behind him for a translation.
“Something like, ‘concern or distressed’ the technician replied.
“Why?” he asked ‘J’.
Again a series of noises, hissing, and clicking sounds.
“About machine or maybe mechanism”.
“On our planet?”
“Yes.”
“Tell him there is no need for concern. The mechanism is for defense.”
The technician took several seconds to translate the words into the proper sounds.
‘J’ clicked and hissed again.
“He said 'not sure or not believe', something along those lines.”
“Damn.”
“Sir?”
“Nothing. Tell him they have no need to worry.”
After translating, the response from ‘J’ was ‘you worry’.
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” the general asked.
“I think it means that they are not worried but we should be. Why, I don’t know?” the technician replied.
All five of the aliens were looking at him; he wanted to choke the life out of the expressionless weird creatures. If they were so advanced why couldn’t they learn to use our language?
“This is useless. We have poured millions into translation technology and we still don’t know what the hell they mean. I would give my left nut for one straight answer that I could understand.”
The general left the cubicle and ripped off his mask and dropped his gown on the floor. Let the little shit die for all I care, he thought as he stormed out of the lab.
J was saying something when the door closed but he didn’t bother to wait for the translation. He cursed all the way to his office. He slammed the door causing the glass to rattle. He pulled open a cabinet drawer. A bottle of twenty year old single malt scotch greeted him like a long lost friend.
He poured two fingers into a water glass and downed it in one gulp. It was not the recommended way to enjoy a fine scotch. He poured another glass and downed it just as quickly. To hell with the scotch, to hell with the aliens and to hell with the damned President. He was sick of all of them.
He sat down and placed his head on the cold surface of the desk. So much work and just when he was almost ready to enjoy his greatest accomplishment, everything was coming unraveled. He poured another scotch but this time he let the warm alcohol with the smoky peat flavor swirl around in his mouth before letting it slide slowly down the back of his throat. He recapped the bottle and placed it back in the cabinet.
He needed to stop feeling sorry for himself and devise a plan of attack. Only a weak person sinks to self-pity and he did not get where he was by being weak.

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

- HOMELAND SECURITY HQ -
Sarah walked out of her first formal staff meeting. It had gone well for the most part. She was somewhat surprised that Laura Posner, Station Head for the Midwest was the most openly antagonistic. They had always gotten along well and even had lunch together on several occasions. Today, Laura was sullen and brisk in her comments.
Sarah decided to not dwell on it, she was the Assistant Director and Laura would just have to deal with it. Willis Garner was perhaps the most surprised when she announced that he would be replacing her as head of the west section. She was halfway down the hall when Laura caught up to her.
“Steel, I would like to have a private meeting with you,” she said.
Sarah thought, ‘Steel’ rather than her first name. It was the first time Lara had ever called her by her last name.
“Ms. Posner, I would be more than happy to meet with you. Actually, we can do it right now if you have the time,” Sarah replied.
“Yes. I think that would be better than waiting.”
They walked in silence to Sarah’s new office. It was certainly larger than her old office and the view was better but it lacked warmth. She had not had time to take care of the creature comforts yet. Her pictures leaned against the wall waiting until she had the time to hang them.
“Now, what’s on your mind?” Sara said after she had sat down behind her desk.
Laura continued to stand.
“I want to know what this means to me exactly.”
“I’m not sure I understand the question. I thought I covered this in the meeting. Your job description doesn’t change one bit in terms of duties. The only difference is that you now submit your reports to me rather than Director Eller.”
“I have always reported directly to him. Now I have to report to you?”
“Well, Yes. I don’t see the problem, do you?”
“We have been equals and suddenly I report to you, and you don’t see the problem?”
“I’m afraid not. Laura, cut to the chase. What’s got a bug up your ass over this?”
“I was here at least four years before you came onboard. Four years of hard work. Now I find that you are supposed to be my supervisor,” she said with her fists balled on her hips.
“Laura, how much time you have in doesn’t count unless you are in a union. Eller picked me for whatever reasons he determined were best for the department. I didn’t ask for the job. I didn’t even know the position was going to be created until he asked me to take it. Your anger is misdirected,” Sarah said.
“No one works longer hours than I do. It’s not fair,” she said her voice starting to rise.
“It’s not how many hours you put in, but what you accomplish in those hours. I don’t doubt that you work more than me but the quality of the work has to be considered as well,” Sarah said.
“Quality? You don’t think I do quality work,” Laura said, her neck and chest were starting to show red blotches.
Sarah immediately realized that her choice of words was wrong, “Laura. Calm down. You’re working yourself up and you don’t want to say or do something foolish. If I didn’t think the quality of your work was excellent, I would be looking for a replacement for your position. I’m not.”
“Don’t do me any favors,” Laura spat out.
“You don’t realize it but I am doing you one right now. As the Assistant Director, I have all of the same powers and duties as Eller when he is out of the office. All of them,” she said, letting it sink in.
“This just isn’t right. I have the right to protest this. I want to file a formal objection.”
“You are certainly free to do so. Your complaint should be directed to Eller and after that to the President. Sorry, but that’s all there is. Raymond will not be back in Washington for several weeks so you will have to wait until then,” Sarah explained.
“Why can’t I see him or talk to him now?”
“I told you. He is out of Washington on an assignment from the President. I will be more than happy to pass along your desire to meet with him when he checks in with me next time. I have no idea when that will be.”
“You can’t contact him?”
“I cannot.”
“Can’t or won’t?”
“Laura, let me make a suggestion. You march your butt out of my office and down to yours and cool off before we talk again. If you don’t like answering to me you can always go work someplace else. I am not about to debate who should be in this position. I am, and you can either accept it, or hit the road Jack,” Sarah said, standing up.
Laura spun around and stormed down the hall to her office. Well, that could have gone better, Sarah thought. Before she could give it much thought her phone rang.
“Sarah, or should I say Assistant Director?”
“Don’t you start in on me Willis,” she said, trying to get back on track.
“I just got a call from the Metro Police. They found a body and one of our cards was in the pocket.”
“Body? Whose body?”
“George Snapp.”
It was like a blow to the stomach. It almost took her breath away. She had placed a hand over her eyes without even realizing she had done it.
“When?”
“About an hour ago. It was the crime scene investigation team that found the card,” he told her.
“Did they say how he died?”
“His car exploded. The only reason they found the card was that the explosion threw his upper torso out of the car.”
“God. That’s more than I needed to know.”
“Sorry. What do you want me to do?”
“Get whatever people you need and put surveillance on both Lake and Barnett. I want 24/7 until further notice. Total coverage. No need to be subtle about it either. Let them know what we are doing.”
“Taps? Transponders?”
“The works. Use the new IKONE system on the phones,” she said.
“Got it boss. I’ll have everything in place by the end of the day.”
“Thanks Willis.”
“No problem.”
The IKONE system had been developed to keep anyone from taping into a land line or cell systems. If someone did attempt to tap in, it would trace the tap and then direct the authorities to the person or place. The system had originally been developed to stop crooks from getting information over the airwaves but with a few modifications it had proven to be a useful tool for the Department of Homeland Security.
Sarah spent the rest of the day reviewing the files submitted by the other station heads. It was the first time that it dawned on her just how many files were created in total. She wondered how Eller found the time to do all of this and be at the beck and call of both the President and Congress. She had a new found respect for the Director. She was considering quitting for the night when her phone rang.
“Sarah Steel, Assistant Director of Homeland Security.”
“Easy for you to say.”
“Raymond. I wasn’t expecting you to call so soon.”
“Actually, I haven’t left yet. I fly out in about an hour. How did your meeting go?”
“The meeting itself was good. Afterwards was a little more tense,” She said.
“Laura?”
“Well yes. How did you know?”
“I just figured if you had trouble with anyone, it would be her.”
“You were certainly right. It wasn’t a big knock down drag out, but rather unpleasant nevertheless,” she said.
“How did you handle it?”
“Told her the truth and then told her she could either accept it or go someplace else to work.”
“Good. I would have done the same thing. Laura gets the work done, no doubt about it, but at a cost. She takes up too much time whining and complaining. Her reports are seldom on time. When they are, she does an excellent job but it just takes her so damn long. I honestly don’t know what she does with all of her time,” Raymond said.
“Sorry to have to report this but she wants a meeting with you.”
“She will just have to stew. I don’t know when I will be back and the outcome will be exactly the same. She can accept it or go someplace else,” he assured her.
“I’ll keep you posted,” Sarah said, “Listen, one more thing. Willis called a little while go. Someone blew up the car that George Snapp was in. This is becoming deadly and I have ordered surveillance on both Lake and Barnett. I am placing them under our protection of the time being.”
“I’ll notify the President. I think he will want to know this as well. You make sure you watch your back. Make sure our own security keeps you covered,” he said.
“I don’t think they would come after me. I don’t know enough to cause them concern,” she said.
“When you’re dealing with crazy people, logic does not figure into the equation.”
“All right. I’ll take the necessary precautions. Does this make you worry about the operations of the department?”
“I’m not worried. You will handle things as well, if not better, than when I’m there. Call if you need anything,” he said.
“You can count on it. Be safe,” she said, not sure why she had added the last part.
~~
“Sir. The item you ordered has been permanently damaged.”
“I see.”
“Would you like to order anything else now?
“No. I think I will see what happens at this point. You have checked on my other items haven’t you?”
“Yes sir. They are in good shape at this time."
“Okay. I’ll let you know if I need those items sent to the same place.”
“You know where the shipping center is. Just give us a call.”
“I certainly will. Thank you for taking care of the damaged item.”
“No problem. That’s what we’re here for.”

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

- GROOM LAKE -
The general paced back and forth in the small terminal at the main facility at Groom Lake. He should be doing a thousand other things rather than waiting for that asshole Eller to arrive. He was coming in on a private jet, authorized by the President, directly to the base.
Devin looked out the window and could see the landing lights off to the south about two miles out. Another twenty minutes went by before the twin seat L39 Albatross rolled to a stop. Devin was surprised that Eller had come in this instead of one of the Citation X or Challenger 800 luxury business planes. Maybe Eller wasn’t as much of a pansy as Devin thought he was.
He could see him coming down the ramp and toward the door to the terminal. Devin had refused to be standing outside like he was waiting on some royalty.
“General Devin,” Eller said, extending his hand. Devin was surprised. He had forgotten that Eller was an inch taller at six foot three and built solid with very little flab. His handshake was strong as expected from ‘glad-hander’, as Devin called them. Everyone in Washington was a glad-hander in his book.
“Welcome to my world, Mr. Eller.”
“It’s a pleasure to be here. Nice to see you again.”
“I will have my men take your things over to the senior officer’s housing. They are not all that fancy but they are certainly a long way from the barracks facility.”
“Thank you. Boy, that L39 is some plane. I think the pilot enjoyed making my eyes pop out of my head. Mach 1.8 is a heck of a lot of g-force.”
“Yes, I’m sure it is. Well, if you will come with me, I have transportation waiting to take you to your quarters. You can wash up and put your things away. When you are ready, you can call and I will have transportation sent for you.”
“Actually general, I would like a Hummer supplied for my own use while I am here. I don’t want to waste time having to send for someone every time I want to go someplace,” Eller said.
“That may be dangerous. You know we have a bombing range attached to this facility. If you would happen to venture into one of those areas it would be deadly,” the general replied.
“I understand. I won’t go running off in the desert until I fully know my way around. If you would make the arrangements immediately I would appreciate it,” Eller said.
“Yes, of course. It will be there by the time you are ready,” the general replied.
It was not on his agenda to have this jerk running around on his base but he knew better than to get into an argument right off the bat.
“Good. I appreciate it.”
As they rode along, Devin pointed out various buildings were projects were headquartered, including the Skunkworks facility that did the work on special CIA projects.
“And where is the S-4 facility?” Raymond asked.
“About twelve miles in that direction,” he said pointing out the window.
“I am anxious to get started. Maybe we could have dinner and pound out a working schedule later?”
“I have several projects that I need to check on but I think around 1900 hours should work.”
“Excellent. I’m a late eater anyway,” Raymond said as they pulled in front of a square, stone and wood, two story house.
The house was much larger than he had expected. There was no grass or trees, only sand and a hard-pack driveway. His luggage was already sitting on the front porch.
“I’ll let you get settled. A Hummer will be here as soon as I can make the arrangements. I will have a detailed map in the vehicle for you as well. If we don’t cross paths again, I will see you at 1900. I will have the location marked on the map.”
“That will be just fine. I look forward to dinner. Oh, one other thing, what kind of credentials do I need to enter the various buildings?”
“A laminated pass attached to a lanyard is inside on the desk in the den. Just keep it with you at all times. You simply swipe it to gain access.”
“And it is good for all locations?
“I assumed you wanted to have total access. Your card is good for all areas, including ULTRA SECRET. Please, do not lose that card. It is better to wear it at all times while you are here.”
“Thank you general. I’ll see you later,” Eller said climbing out of the Hummer.
He walked up the steps and watched as the general drove off in a cloud of dust. He opened the door and a refreshing blast of cool air cascaded over him. Inside it was stale smelling but without the humidity. He opened the blinds and went from room to room. He decided to use only the downstairs bedroom rather than dragging everything up and down the stairs each time.
There was a huge fireplace in the living room and he wondered about the need for it. It was at least 98 degrees outside and this was the cool season. The furniture was a little too antiquated for his taste but it was solid and in good shape. The hardwood floors made it noisy as he walked around, looking in the various rooms. A few rugs would have taken care of that but there were none. He went about the task of settling in.
While that was taking place the general went about his business of making sure all of his plans were in place as well. He might have to report to Eller but this was his turf and there were some things that Eller did not need to know about. He had come way too far to let someone like Eller or even the President upset his applecart.
~~
“Sarah, it's Willis.”
“Hi, what’s up?”
“I had a gut feeling, so when I set our surveillance detail I put on a second set, just to see if anyone else was watching the place,” he said.
“And they are.”
“Correct. I’m not sure who they are at this point but eventually they will lead us back to the source. They are so busy patting themselves on the back for discovering our team that they aren’t watching their own backs.”
“You’re sure? What if they are doing the same thing?”
“Sarah, shame on you. You know how I operate. If someone else was involved I damn sure would know it,” he chided her.
“Sorry. I thought since you were now a station head maybe you had forgotten the grunt work,” she said laughing.
“Yeah. It’s been a whole week now. Listen, not to change the subject, but changing the subject anyway, the preliminary report on Snapp said that the bomb was high grade C-4c. Very few people have access to that kind of plastic explosives. It was definitely professionally done, not some homemade car bomb,” he told her.
“Any suspects?”
“Not yet. They were pros, no doubt about it. I doubt that the police will get much closer than they are right now. Just wanted to let you know,” he said.
“Thanks. Hey, Willis. You be damned careful. Whoever is behind all of this plays rough.”
“I will boss. I can play just as rough as the next guy,” he said as he hung up.
Sarah mulled the information over in her head. It had to be another government agency involved, but killing? Was it a rogue operation of some kind? Could it be Devin? Undoubtedly they had a lot of clout and that meant that her people had better be very careful. Whoever it was wouldn’t let a little thing like working for the same government stop them once they decided on a course of action.
She wrote herself a note to fill Eller in on the latest developments when she talked to him next. One thing was sure, she was going to have to wait for him to call. Wherever he was, she couldn’t get a signal through. His cell phone recording said that he was out of the service area.

CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

- GROOM LAKE -
The dinner with General Devin was amicable but strained. You did not have to be a genius to feel the hostility just below the surface. Devin was a man used to getting his own way and having total autonomy. Now he was going to have to deal with Eller, and it was definitely a burr in his shorts.
Raymond had driven back to his quarters after the dinner and re-read the files supplied by the White House staff. He wanted to make as few blunders as possible. After dressing the next morning, he drove over to the main base mess hall. People seemed to avert their eyes whenever he would look at them. They were trying to size him up. He was sure that rumors had already circulated as to who he was and why he was here.
At breakfast he intentionally sat down at a table that was almost full. The conversation died immediately. He took a few bites before saying anything to those seated near him. It was a typical military mess hall. The standard long tables with laminated tops, fixed bench seating and cheap silverware continued to be the norm. One thing was different; the plates were real and so was the glassware.
“Hi, my name is Raymond Eller. What do you guys do around here?” he asked.
“Dr. Taylor Dristan,” the man to his left said, “Mr. Eller, before I say too much, we have been told to keep our mouths shut about what goes on here in our little world. We have all signed confidentially statements and they are in our files.”
“Doctor. I understand that. I assume it was General Devin who said that, right?”
“I would rather not answer that,” he said.
“Well, ladies and gentlemen, I am here because the President of the United States sent me. I have the highest clearance authorized by the President. Certainly higher than any of you I would suspect. I have been briefed on every project currently under development. That includes the CIA projects as well as all others. You may be unaware, but General Devin now reports directly to me, and I report to the President. When I ask you what you do, I would appreciate a straight answer. Is everyone clear on that?” he said, shoveling a large bite of scrambled eggs into his mouth and downing it with a drink of strong coffee.
Heads nodded around the table and there was a murmur of acknowledgement.
“Now, Dr. Dristan, what do you do around here?”
“Well sir, I was working on the Su–11. I am one of the engineers. Specifically, I work on the skin of the ship. The tiles.”
“Has a determination been made as to what caused the crash? The last report I got said it could be a combination of factors including pilot error or tile failure.”
“The jury is still out on that. It could not have been just one or two tiles that failed. It would take a whole block before it would cause enough damage to result in the destruction of the vessel,” the doctor said.
“Excuse me,” a young woman said.
“Certainly. You are?”
“Dr. Betty Sanders. I worked on the advanced stealth capabilities of the 11,” she said, dropping the Su from the name.
“Dr. Sanders, nice to meet you. What would you like to ask me?”
“Why are you really here?”
“Nice and direct. I have no problem with that. The President wants a full update of everything that transpires here at Groom Lake or whatever your name for the place is this month. He does not have the time nor the inclination to learn about all of the projects personally. I am the person he has designated to be his eyes and ears. If you’re worried about my being here to see if funding should continue for your projects, quit worrying. This is not about funding or cutbacks,” he informed.
He could almost feel a collective sigh of relief. They had been worried that he was here to report on what project should get funding and which should be eliminated. Now that it was cleared up, they could breathe again.
“Thank Mr. Eller. In that case, I don’t think you will have any problems asking any of us about what we are trying to accomplish. How much do you know about the 11?”
“Just what I read in the briefing and what I know about the crash of the prototype,” Raymond replied.
“Then let me elaborate. The Su-11 is our next leap into space. It can be launched like a regular plane but it has the capability of breaching the earth’s atmosphere and going into space without all of the complicated support equipment. It can hold up to twenty crew members and stay in space indefinitely, food being the only limiting factor. It can link to the space station or operate independently. The cargo space can hold roughly 125 tons. Calculations indicate that it could hold more, but for now we are working on the safe side. The 11 has been into space five times without a major flaw. Not one major system has ever malfunctioned. The stealth capabilities are many times more advanced that any radar station in the world. It can launch and return without anyone being able to detect it, even if they know the flight path in advance,” she explained.
“Very impressive. What is its real primary purpose? Not the politically correct answer, the real one he said.”
They all exchanged glances.
“What do you mean?”
“I may not be a rocket scientist like many of you are, but I can certainly see no reason to build a shuttle with stealth capabilities. Not unless…”
“Unless it was used to deploy other items that we didn’t want anyone to know about,” one of the other men said.
“Yes. Especially spy satellites or even weapons,” Raymond said, finishing the last of his coffee. “It has been a pleasure to meet you. I’m sure I will be seeing all of you again very soon,” he said excusing himself.
He could hear feel the eyes on his back as he went out the door. He got in the Hummer and after looking at the map, headed for the S-4 facility. He had only gone about a mile when a white Jeep Cherokee came racing up behind him with flashing lights. He slowed down to let it go around him but as soon as it passed him it slowed down, forcing him to break. Two military MP’s got out of the car, one holding a semi-automatic at his side and the other taking a position up by the passenger door with a shotgun.
“Sir. Can I ask what you’re doing on this road?”
“Sure. I’m headed to the S-4 facility. This is the correct road isn’t it?”
“I need to see your ID,” he said. Raymond could see his own reflection in the man’s sunglasses.
“No problem. I’m Raymond Eller. Director of Homeland Security and now Director of Area–15.”
“Yes sir. Please remain in the vehicle,” he said, heading back to the car with is ID badge.
He said something to the other man and then he got in the car and Raymond could see him talking on the microphone. The MP on the passenger side never took his eyes off of him or lowered the shotgun. It was only 8:15 a.m. and the temperature was already starting a steady climb. The MP in the car got out and walked back.
“Sir, General Devin said he did not know you were going to come out here on your own. It was his understanding that you would wait until you knew the area better. He requests that we escort you back to the main facility.”
Raymond didn’t respond immediately. He tapped his hands on the steering wheel.
“Sir?” the MP said.
“Son, I want you to tell the general that I intend to go to S-4. Now, you can either show me the way or I will go on my own. Either way, I will go.”
“I can’t tell him that.”
“I suggest you do. That badge says ULTRA TOP SECRET on it. I can, and will, go anywhere I want on the facility. Now you go tell the general I said that.”
The MP stayed still, moving his trigger finger back and forth over the side of the trigger guard. Finally, he turned and walked back to the car. A few minutes later he came back, this time with his gun in the holster.
“The general says that we should show you the way for your own safety. If you wouldn’t mind, please follow us. You may want to drop back some so that all the dust doesn’t blow up in your face,” he said.
“Thank you. My badge please?”
“Yes sir,” he said handing it back to him.
Raymond waited until they were several hundred yards ahead of him before he drove off. It was easy to follow them from the long dust trail they left.
Fifteen minutes later they arrived at the base of a mountain. He could just make out the entrance and the hanger doors in the side of the rock.
The MP circled around his car and said, “This is it sir. Swipe your card over there by the door. I told the guards you were coming. It will let you enter. Someone will come and take the car into the parking facility.”
“Thank you,” Raymond said as the MP saluted and drove off.
He got out and walked over to the door that had both the texture and coloring of the surrounding mountain. He swiped his card and heard a loud click. He pulled the door open and once again was met with a refreshing wave of cool air. The first thing he encountered was a large window with two armed guards.
A drawer slid out and one of the men said, “Please place your car keys and your badge inside. Sign the sheet with your name, rank and time in. Then state your name for the voice print recognition system.”
Raymond did as instructed and put DIRECTOR for rank. The two men looked at it and returned his badge through the drawer. Another door opened and he walked into a huge hanger bay.
A man in a white coat greeted him, “You’re Mr. Eller. The general called and asked me to meet you and show you around on Level–1,” he said pleasantly.
“I appreciate that. You are?”
“Sorry. I always forget to introduce myself. Dr. Bruce Lawrence.”
“Dr. Lawrence. Nice to meet you.”
“The pleasure is mine. Now, what would you like to see?”
“Everything. I want to see everything there is down to the broom closet.”
“Oh dear. Well, I see you have a Level–9 clearance so I suppose it will be alright. I do not have that kind of clearance. I can only escort you to Level–6. I guess we can start in Bay-1,” he said leading him to another door.
“Do you have any idea what’s in the bay?” he asked.
“No, but I guess I’m about to find out,” Raymond said as the doctor opened the door.
Even though the President had hinted at some of what he was going to find there was nothing like reality, he still wasn’t ready for what he saw. The spacecraft was right in front of him. He blinked once and shook his head. It was true. It was all true. Just looking at it he knew it was not from this planet.
“Oh my God,” he whispered, his knees almost buckling.
“Yes. Most of us felt that way the first time we saw it. It changes everything doesn’t it?”
“Oh my God, oh my God,” Raymond repeated.
“Come, let me show you what we do here,” the doctor said.
Raymond followed in a bit of a daze. While the doctor was explaining the various functions and tests they were conducting, only half of his brain seemed to be functioning. The rest was trying to come to grips with the immense implications of this. The President had been right, it was beyond comprehension. Doctor Lawrence led him from one bay to another.
Each discovery was like a new jolt. The one that they had retrieved from Aztec was mammoth in size. It could hold twenty or more people it was estimated, according to the doctor. He then corrected himself and said twenty aliens. It was almost dark by the time they had finished seeing everything on Level–1.
He couldn’t even remember eating lunch but he must have. He wasn’t particularly hungry. When he was ready to leave, they brought his Hummer to him and he just sat in it, letting his mind try to grasp the implications of it all. He sat and watched as the sun started its descent toward the mountain tops but it was like he was transfixed. He couldn’t seem to get the will to start the car and drive.
He had planned to visit all levels and now realized it would be impossible to even get through the first few in less than a week. Finally, he realized that he needed to get back, he did not want to try to make it after dark. He quickly scanned the map and started out to the main base.
The general sat at the main security post, watching as Eller started the Hummer and put it into gear. Well, now he knows for sure, he thought. With the BlackStar up on the Hump, there was no way he could stumble across it. It would remain there until he left. Let the bastard look around until his eyeballs fell out. Then he could make his little report back to the President. Other than the real reason for the Su–11 and the BlackStar, he had nothing to hide.
He hoped the damned aliens didn’t suddenly decide to drop in. It wouldn’t be a critical thing, but it wasn’t necessary for the President to know that we were in contact occasionally. Then he would want to know more. No, it would not be good for Eller to witness that, especially after the last visit.
He was still trying to figure out if they were angry because of the weapon or something else. It had to be the test firing of the BlackStar but how in the hell could they know from 41 light years away?
It wouldn’t matter much once he had the thing in the air. They could get as mad as they wanted. If they got too pissed, he would aim the BlackStar at them and poof, no more aliens. At least from that planet. With this weapon we would be invincible. The feeling of power swept through him once again.
“Base, Eye-5. Subject made a wrong turn but backtracked and is going in the correct direction.”
“Roger Eye–5, Base out.”
Dumbass can’t even follow a map, Devin thought. Maybe he should let him get lost and let nature take care of him. Unfortunately that might pose a risk too. Screw him, he thought, I’m sitting here when I could be over at the club having a good dinner and some fine whiskey.
“I’m out of here. Make sure this yahoo gets back to his quarters okay." Devin said, jerking his thumb toward the screens around the room.
“Will do, general.”
These were his people. They would only do what he said. That little piss-ant was in his backyard now and no one would tell these men what to do except him. They were totally loyal and Devin had gone to great lengths to ensure that loyalty. When push came to shove, they would stand behind him, of that he was certain.
He walked out in the rapidly cooling night air. The sun was setting rapidly now. In five or six more minutes it would be down and then the temperature would drop even more. He decided to walk to the club and order a big fat T-bone.

CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

- HOMELAND SECURITY HQ -
It was five days before Sarah received a call from Eller. She wasn’t worried, but could use his input about a few things. She was actually glad when he finally did call.
“Raymond, nice to hear from you,” she said.
“Yes. I thought I should check in,” he said.
She frowned, it was Raymond but something was different.
“Are you alright?” she asked.
“I’m fine. A little overwhelmed by everything going on but I’m fine,” he said.
His voice was dry and had no spark to it. Nothing like the way he usually sounded. Sarah was worried that something might have happened to him and he couldn’t say anything.
“Is there anything you need?” she asked.
“I was going to ask you the same question. Do you need anything from me?”
“I have a couple of details that I could use your expertise with,” she admitted.
“Go ahead, shoot,” he said.
She went over a short list of items that she wasn’t sure how he wanted handled. His answer was essentially the same each time. Do whatever you think is best or whatever you feel is right.
“Are you sure you’re doing alright?” she asked when she got to the end of her list.
“Really, I’m fine. Just a lot to do. Look, I can’t complain, I volunteered for this. You on the other hand were drafted. I need to be giving you the pep talk,” Raymond said, trying to force some humor into his voice.
“I wasn’t the only one drafted. You can say what you like but I know how the President gets volunteers. They are more like drafteers, sort of a combination of volunteer and draftee,” she said.
“Drafteers. I like it. It’s more accurate than draftees. Look, I need to get back to it. Is there anything else I can do for you?”
“No, just don’t wait so long to call if you feel the need. I won’t take it personally, honest. I can’t call you. Is there something wrong with your cell phone?” Sarah asked.
“No, they have a system here that blocks all incoming and outgoing signals that are not of a specific frequency range. Cell phones don’t operate in that range,” he told her.
“That explains a lot, I'll wait to hear from you then,” she replied.
“Oh, before I forget, how are you and Laura doing?”
“She is sullen, but doing her work. That’s all I require from her,” she said.
“Good woman. I’ll be in touch,” he said, and hung up.
She looked at the receiver for a second before hanging up. Geez, had the pod people from outer space taken over Raymond? She chuckled at the thought. Almost as soon as he hung up her phone rang again. It was Willis.
“What’s up?”
“I think we have a line on our mysterious surveillance team,” he told her.
“Excellent. Who are they and where are they from?”
“We were able to follow one of the off duty teams going back to Georgetown. Guess who has their offices in that area?”
“EG & E Inc.”
“Exactly. EG & E. We tailed them back to the building but didn’t want to press our luck by going inside,” Willis said.
“That was the right thing to do. For now, that is all we need to know. I think I’ll call a friend of mine at the FBI and have him get the goods on our friends in Georgetown. I’ll point them in that direction for the George Snapp bomb. I’m sure they’d like to have a little help,” she said.
“You want me to keep a tail on them?”
“No. I don’t see any point, unless you feel it necessary.”
No, I don’t either. I just wanted to make sure,” Willis said.
“Good work. Thanks for the tip,” Sarah said.
She looked up the number of a friend at the FBI whom she had known for years. If anyone had a file on EG&E it would be the FBI and he would get it for her, even if he moaned and groaned a little bit at first.
- GROOM LAKE –
Raymond had met so many people that he was having a hard time keeping them all straight. He knew hundreds of people back in Washington and never had a problem. It was something about the way they all dressed the same and most of the men looked a great deal alike. Or maybe it was something about being out here so far from civilization.
“I’m sorry but I’ve forgotten your name," he said.
He pulled his ID card out of his lab coat pocket and said, “Dr. James Brimmer.”
“Sorry. Dr. Brimmer. Is it possible to make a weapon of some sort out of this Element-115 they have been talking about?” Raymond asked.
“A weapon? What kind of weapon?”
“I have no idea. I was just wondering if it could be done.”
“A weapon? Well, yes I guess it could be done. I don’t know why you would want to do that. The US has enough weapons in its arsenal as it is, I should think.”
“I don’t want to make one. I was just asking if it could be done,” he tried to explain.
“I am sure that if someone wanted one it could be built with this element. The problem would be producing enough. If we hadn’t recovered the ship in Aztec, New Mexico, we wouldn’t even have what we do now. The first step would be to obtain enough of the Uup-115 to make a weapon. Transuranic elements in the periodic table can only be produced in nuclear reactors. Did you know we have discovered Element Uuo-118 at the Berkeley National Lab? The problem is that it decays into Uuh-116 or Ununhexium, fairly quickly. Still, who knows what that can lead to,” the doctor replied.
“Is this new found Element-118 all that much different from, say, uranium?”
“Oh heavens yes. Uranium has 92 photons and 146 neutrons. It pales next to Element-118 that has a mass of 118 photons and 175 neutrons. The more mass you have the more energy you can generate,” Doctor Brimmer explained.
Raymond still wasn’t sure he understood it all but what he did understand was that a weapon could be made if this mysterious Uup-115 could be obtained, and he knew it could, because he had actually seen it. It looked like an unimpressive wedge of reddish-orange rust colored piece of metal.
From what he had learned in the past week, until we had obtained the fifty-one pounds of Uup-115 from the aliens, we were pretty much dead in the water as far as making advances in space travel by folding time.
While contemplating it, he suddenly had a thought. He thanked the doctor and rushed to the elevator to go from Level-6 back up to Level -1. He went to Bay–1 where they were concentrating their efforts on producing a working ship.
“I forget, who is in charge of this particular program?” he asked the first person he came to in a lab coat.
“Doctor Yurris.”
“Which one is he?”
“She. Doctor Lynn Yurris. She is right over there,” he said pointing to someone bent over a piece of machinery.
“Excuse me. Are you Doctor Urass?”
“It’s pronounced U ris, and yes I am,” she said, taking her glasses off. Raymond was surprised at how attractive she was. It must have shown because she said, “I take it I am not exactly what you expected.”
Her smile seemed to light up the already bright bay.
“Boy. You get right to it. And yes, you are not what I was expecting,” he said honestly.
“You must be Eller. Everyone has heard about you by now. You’re here to keep an eye on us or the general. Which is it?”
“Damn, woman. Can’t we dance a little first?”
“Sorry. I’m fairly blunt. I usually don’t do well with the small talk,” she said, pulling her sand colored hair back and tying it in a ponytail.
She was almost six feet tall and had grey-blue eyes that seemed to radiate in the lighting in the bay.
“All right. I just wanted to ask you something if I may. How much Uup-115 are you using for fuel in this thing?” he said, touching the side of the craft.
“The U–1?”
“The you one what?”
“No. This craft is called the U–1. And to answer your question, we are currently working with approximately thirty-four pounds.”
“Why that amount?”
“The containment vessel is cone shaped. The fuel must fit in the containment area with the dome closed down over the top of it before the necessary energy is generated to force a distortion in the continuum,” she said.
“How did it get into the shape it is in now? Did it come that way?”
“Good heavens no. We should be so lucky. It came as disks. We first had to fuse them together under tremendous heat and pressure over a long period of time. Then the block, actually a cylinder, had to be milled to fit the cone. It took nearly two and a half years just to get it like it is today,” she explained.
“What about the remaining UuP?”
“Well, if you know anything about milling, it is a slow process where a small layer is taken off at a time by a machine. It took a special rig and new type of machine to mill it into the shape we needed. We spent a year just learning how to go about it the right way. The scraps were collected and stored for future use,” she said.
“Stored where?”
“I have no idea. All I wanted to do was get my hands on the core so we could see if we could figure out this amazing contraption.”
“Why can’t you produce more of this magic material?”
She walked over to a large whiteboard and started to write.
24395Am + 4820 Ca → 287115Uup + 4 1n
24395Am + 4820 Ca → 288115Uup + 3 1n

“We tried to make it or at least duplicate. In the first experiments, three nuclei of the 288Uup isotope were made and one of the 287Uup isotope. All the nuclei formed decayed in less than a second by emitting alpha particles. These decays resulted in isotopes of the Element-113. It has a mass number of 283 or 284, containing 113 protons and either 170 or 171 neutrons depending on several factors. These isotopes of Element-113 are also radioactive and underwent further decay. This decay processes to an isotope of Element-111 and so on down to at least Element-105 or Dubnium. Something like this, she said, picking up the marker and writing on the board again
287115Uup → 283113Uut + 42He (46.6 milliseconds)
283113Uut → 280112Uub + 42He (80.3 milliseconds)
280112Uub → 278111Rg + 42He (18.6 milliseconds)
278111Rg → 275110Ds + 42He (280 milliseconds)

“And so on,” she said, laying the marker down.
“Oh sure. Now why didn’t I think of that,” he said, rolling his eyes.
“Sorry, I’m not really trying to show off. You have to remember that almost everyone I work with already understands this stuff,” she said and smiled.
“So the next step is making it actually work,” he said.
That’s correct. And that is what I am here to do.”
“And have you?”
“Do you see it taking off? No, we haven’t got it quite right yet. We have made significant progress but we are having trouble controlling the reaction. The reactor that creates the antigravity flux field comes online but it is unstable and we can’t control the action. We have tried to reconfigure the controls and have had only limited success. The maximum power we have been able to produce is sixty-five percent. I think it is the way the core fits that is causing the trouble,” she said.
“Maybe it’s too tight. Maybe it needs more space. You know, to float instead of just fitting,” he said, having no idea what he was really taking about.
She looked at him in disbelief. She shook her head slightly, started to say something, then stopped.
“What? I said something stupid again didn’t I?” he asked.
“No. No. My God. You may be right. That could be why it is unstable. It touches the side at various points and causes it to become unstable. We have been trying to make the core fit tighter. That could be our whole problem,” she said and rushed forward and gave him a big hug.
“You’re blushing,” she said as she stepped back.
“I just wasn’t expecting such a treat,” Raymond stammered.
“This is so exciting. This could be the breakthrough we have been searching for. I swear, sometimes you get so close to a project that you can’t even see it. It takes someone to come along and move you back so you can see it from a fresh perspective,” she said. She was like a little kid opening a present.
“Well, I don’t know if that’s the problem. I was just tossing out an idea. I don’t know beans from butternuts about any of this stuff,” Raymond said.
“It’s one hell of an idea, Mr. Eller,” she said.
“Raymond, if you don’t mind.”
“Not at all. You be Raymond and I’ll be plain old Lynn,” she said holding out her hand.
Her handshake was like everything else about her, strong and assertive. She certainly wasn’t like anyone else he had met around this place. He wondered what had attracted to her to such a desolate place. Why would an attractive intelligent woman like her be in an isolated facility like this?
“Listen, if you would ask around and see if anyone knows where the extra Uup-115 went, or is stored, I would be grateful,” he said.
“I can ask but I doubt if anyone in the upper levels knows anything about it. It’s probably down in the secret place,” she said.
“Secret place? What the hell is that?”
“Well, rumor has it that it’s being used for some supper-duper-double-special secret project. Something that Doctor Gimbel is working on in Level–10.”
“Wait. I thought this place just had nine levels.”
“That’s the official line and I’ll deny it if you say you heard it from me. I don’t really know for sure. This place is a big rumor mill anyway and Gimbel has an ego bigger than this mountain. He actually tried to hit on me when I first got here,” she said.
“Did he get anywhere?”
“Shame on you. It’s not polite to ask those kinds of questions when you first meet,” she said, as she turned to walk off.
She turned back once and waved. He stood there like a jerk, waving his hand like a pansy. Wow, he thought, that is one feisty woman. He watched until she rounded a corner and was gone from sight.
Level–10 and Doctor Gimbel. Who was this Dr. Gimbel? He could ask General Devin about Level-10 but he was sure that he would deny its existence. He walked to the elevator and got inside. The buttons were labeled Level–1 through Level–9. So if there was a Level–10 how did you access it? Was there some secret passage from Level–9 down to this rumored secret level? He had spent some time in Level-9 but there wasn’t much down there except some equipment and wood and carpentry tools. He was sure he had pretty much covered the entire lab. Maybe he had missed something. He decided to go back down and have another look.

CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

- GROOM LAKE S-4 BUILDING -
“Excuse me general, sir, but you said you wanted to be notified if anyone other than a member of Dr. Gimbel’s team went to Level–9,” the MP said.
“Spit it out son. I assume you’re trying to tell me someone just went down there.”
“Yes sir. Just a few minutes ago,” he said.
“Who was it?”
“The new guy, Mr. Eller.”
“Fine. Thank you. I’ll see to it,” the general said and headed for the security office.
“Right there,” a guard said, pointing to one of the monitors in the bank of twenty-five.
“What the hell has he been doing?” the General asked?
“Nothing much. Just kind of looking around. He has been in every room except two so far.”
“Looks like he is headed for one of those right now,” the general said.
The security guard flipped a switch and a monitor flickered for a second before they could see Eller sticking his head in the room.
“Nosey guy isn’t he?” the guard said.
“Kind of looks that way.”
They watched as Eller went over the entire room picking up things and poking around in drawers. The general smiled. He had made sure that everything connected with the BlackStar had been removed. He had personally gone through Level-9 just to make sure nothing was inadvertently left behind.
The general's smile ended just as suddenly as it had begun. Eller had gotten down on the floor and was reaching up under a workbench. He watched as Raymond pulled out a sheet of paper. Goddamn it. He had checked that room inside and out. What the hell had this son-of-a-bitch stumbled on to? This is exactly why he didn’t want some outsider in his playground.
“Can you zoom in on that?” he asked.
The guard moved a dial and brought the camera into focus as it zoomed in.
“Can you see what it says?” he asked, squinting his eyes, trying to read what Eller had in his hand.
“No sir. I can only read the first line. Ultra Top Secret.”
“All right. I’m going to go down there. Keep an eye on him,” the general told him and headed to the elevator.
He swiped his card and waited for the elevator. Once he was inside he pressed the Level–9 button and waited for his stomach to hit his throat. When the elevator stopped he headed down the hall to the lab and opened the door. Eller was standing by one of the workbenches looking at various parts.
“Mr. Eller,” the general said.
Raymond jumped and turned around, “You made me jump. I wasn’t expecting anyone to be down here. It's been so quiet,” he said.
“Sorry. I was just checking to see if everything was all right.”
“Oh, yes. Everything is fine. Just fine. I was just looking around. The place seems abandoned,” Eller said.
“Abandoned? No, we still use it occasionally, although not for some time. It’s sort of an all-purpose lab and work facility,” the general said, walking over to Eller. Is there something in particular I can help you with?”
“No, not really. I was just checking out what goes on in the different levels. This is one level I hadn’t gotten to really explore so it seemed like as good a time as any,” Eller said.
“Well, as you can see, not much is going on down here now. I’m sure it will be used again at some point. You’re sure there is nothing I could show you?” the general asked.
Eller could see that his eyes were looking at him hard and his jaw seemed tight. It was obvious that he didn’t like him coming down here. This was the first level he had visited where the general just ‘happened’ to show up.
“I’m pretty much finished, but thank you. I’m ready to go up if you are,” Eller said.
“Yes. I think that would be a good idea. I have some work to do,” the general replied.
They rode to the top level in silence, like two strangers always do on elevators.

CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

- S-4 BUILDING BAY 1 –
Dr. Yuriss was watching as the container was remotely opened and the cone shaped core was maneuvered by mechanical arms to the lathe. It was a tedious and delicate procedure that had to be perfect. It took the better part of an hour to finally lock the cone in place. She typed in the instructions for the robotic lathe and hit the start button.
She watched intently as the cutting blade made contact with the spinning core. She was taking so little off that she couldn’t even see the material being minutely scraped off. Thirty minutes later the machine stopped and the computer readout blinked ‘Process Finished’. It had taken a lot longer to get it prepared than the cutting.
Once again the core was removed from the lathe and placed back in the containment box. She had the box immediately sent from the machine shop on Level–4 to Bay-1. If this worked, it would be the breakthrough they had been searching for.
Lynn hurriedly put on a full radiation bio-protection suit and pushed the cart to the flux reactor. Using an overhead hoist, she opened the cone and inspected it. Everything was ready. She opened the containment vessel and lifted the core out of the box. It only weighed 30.25 pounds but it seemed much heavier.
Carefully, she placed the core into the cone receptacle. She cautiously lowered the sphere dome and sealed it in place. Next, she checked the RAD counters to make sure the radiation level was safe before she took off the hood of the suit. While the suits were ventilated, it didn’t make much difference if you were a bit on the claustrophobic side like she was.
Laying the hood down on a worktable she went over to the computer and typed in the code for the start-up sequence. She pushed the ‘enter’ button and immediately the power dials started to climb. The reactor and platform were vibrating ever so slightly. Lynn held her breath as the power level climbed past fifty percent.
It was usually around the sixty-five percent range that everything started to become unstable and the platform would start to wobble around. She watched transfixed. Sixty, sixty-five, seventy, seventy-five, eighty and it continued to climb. The platform just vibrated ever so slightly. Ninety percent. Ninety — five percent. She had done it. It reached one hundred percent and held steady. She didn’t know what to do next, cry, scream or just laugh.
Sixty years of work by some of the greatest minds in the world had been devoted to this moment and an off the cuff comment by a non-scientist led to the elusive solution. Instead of trying to make the container fit tighter, all they had to do was establish an air cushion, just a fraction of an inch, acting as insulation between the wall of the cone and the core.
Lynn shut down the reactor and watched as the power level slowly drifted back to zero. She walked over to a desk chair and just sat staring at the flux reactor. The magnitude of what had just transpired was just starting to sink in.
At this very moment in time, she had solved one of the biggest obstacles that they had faced in getting man to distant planets. She knew plenty of work still had to be done to get to the point to where it could be used for interplanetary travel but it was no longer theory. It would be the practical application.
Raymond stepped out of the elevator on Level–1 and started to get into his Hummer and head back to his quarters when he suddenly decided to walk to Bay-1.
He told himself he was just checking on the progress being made, but he was really hoping to run into Dr. Yuriss again. After all, he had been here going on two weeks, and she was the first attractive woman he had seen.
When he walked into the bay, no one was around. The dull silver gleaming spacecraft sat in the middle of the hanger. It wasn’t a shock to him any longer. He had seen all nine of them during his exploration. He was also convinced that a weapon was being built on the "non-existent" Level–10, even though he had no solid proof. Too many people that he had talked to had made innuendos about a secret project that Dr. Gimbel was working on. He had tried to locate Dr. Gimbel or any member of his team, but no one seemed to know where he was.
He considered asking Devin straight out, but decided it would not be one of his best moves. He would wait until their paths crossed and he had more evidence. He was just about to leave when the door to one of the isolation booths opened and Lynn Yurris stepped out.
“Hey, Dr. Yuriss,” he shouted from across the bay. She started running toward him and when she reached him she threw her arms around him and planted a kiss on his lips. He froze. What in the world had he done to be worthy of this?
She pulled back, took his face in both her hands and said, “You are a genius. You were right. I can’t believe it. Sixty years of work. Do you know what this means? I mean…my God. Sixty years of work solved with a passing comment. You are a brilliant,” she said, speaking rapidly and excitedly.
“Hold it, slow down. I appreciate all the accolades but what did I do?” he asked.
“What did you do? You solved the problem of flux-induced gravitation. It works. I just did it,” she said.
She was bubbling over with excitement.
“I don’t get it. What did I do exactly?” he asked.
She hugged him again, “You solved the missing piece of the puzzle. Everyone was going in the wrong direction all these years and here you come along and bam, send me down another path. But this time it is the right path,” she said, holding both of his hands in hers.
“Lynn. I’m just a plain guy, not a scientist. You need to tell me what happened,” he said.
“This is great, just great; do you remember the other day when you said that maybe the problem was that hot spots occurred when we started it up? You said maybe the core was touching in different places. Maybe it needed more space.”
“And I'm guessing from your reaction, that it was correct?”
“It was brilliant. Yes. I had it milled down just a fraction. Just enough to let it ride on an air cushion. It worked. I have had it up to one hundred percent power and it is totally stable. It just sits there and hums. It’s incredible,” she said.
“Congratulations. That is quite an accomplishment. You just might become famous from this,” he said.
“Me? You should share the credit as well. We would have still been trying to shove the core in tighter if you hadn’t come along,” she said, squeezing his hands.
“No. You’re wrong about the credit. You are the one who made it work. Hell, I didn’t even know what you were really talking about,” Raymond said.
“You didn’t have to do anything else. That was enough. You removed the trees so I could see the forest. That sir is what I call brilliant,” she said.
“So now what?”
“I need to get my team in here to validate the test. I need to let General Devin know as well. This is a huge breakthrough. I don’t know if you understand what this means. Heck, I’m not sure I even understand what it means. It is so earthshaking,” she said letting go of his hands for the first time since she ran to him.
“Devin is here someplace. I rode up in the elevator with him. Do you want me to locate him while you round up your people?”
“That would be great. Don’t tell him what it’s about if you can help it. I want to see the look on his face when it goes above seventy-five percent,” she said and started toward the opposite bay exit.
“You’re brilliant,” she yelled across the bay, the words echoing off the walls. He gave her a little shrug.

CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

- S-4 BUILDING BAY 1 -
It didn’t take long to locate General Devin. He was in the security center watching various monitors.
Raymond stuck his head in the door and said, “General, do you have a minute? I think you might be interested in something.”
“Yes. I can spare some time if you feel it’s important,” the general replied.
He looked at the monitors and saw one labeled Level–9. It was on. Another one was next to it without a level number on it. He knew this wasn’t the time to say anything.
It was always going to be tense between the two men. Eller had been around long enough to know that some people just don’t mesh and there is little that can be done about it. He wasn’t going to spend any time worrying about it. The general walked along side of him to Bay-1 but said nothing. When they got there, Lynn and her staff were standing by the isolation booth.
“General,” she said, extending her hand.
He quickly shook it, “So what have you got?”
“Why don’t you suit up and join me in the booth?” she asked.
“Is it necessary?”
“Just a precautionary measure. I think it will be worth the effort,” she said.
He took off his hat and coat and laid them on a bench. He quickly got into the suit and in a few minutes was standing beside Dr. Yurris.
“Ready?” she asked.
“Sure. I guess, for what that’s worth.”
He had been in this room hundreds of times when they thought they had achieved a breakthrough, but always left discouraged. Lynn quickly initiated the startup sequence and pointed to the power meter. Devin’s eyes were fixed on it as the needle started to climb.
It was not like the other tests he had witnessed before, this time it went past sixty-five percent and in a few seconds was at one hundred percent. She could see his eyes light up and his mouth open as the needle stayed at the hundred percent level and the test platform stayed steady.
He put his hand on it and felt the slight vibration. She had done it. He couldn’t believe that she had actually done it. He felt like jumping as he reached over and squeezed her arm and gave her a thumbs-up sign. She let it run for a few minutes and then shut the power down.
Devin just stood there, transfixed much the way Lynn had been earlier. Finally he followed her out of the booth. The rest of the team was cheering and shouting. Even Raymond was caught up in the emotion.
“Incredible. Outstanding,” the general shouted, joining in the celebration.
No one had ever seen him like this before. He was actually smiling and shaking hands with the team members.
“Dr. Yuriss, you are amazing. You have done what no one else has been able to accomplish and we have had the best minds working on this. You are the best of the best. How in the world did you do it?” he said, the excitement still in his voice.
“We had been going in the wrong direction for all this time. We kept trying to make the core fit the containment cone and instead we needed to give it a little more room. I can’t take the credit for that. Mr. Eller was the one who made the suggestion,” she said.
Devin stopped shaking one of the team member’s hands, turned and just looked at her, like he had just been hit in the stomach.
“You are kidding, right? Mr. Eller made the suggestion?” he asked.
He couldn’t hide the look of astonishment on his face.
“Yes he did. We were talking and he threw out the idea. Sure enough, when I milled the core a few millimeters, it worked. Mr. Eller is the real hero,” she said.
Several people started shaking his hand and slapping him on the back. The general continued to look on, disbelieving.
“I can’t take the credit. Dr. Yuriss is the one who made it work. I just offered a suggestion but she is the one that pursued the idea and made the changes. She deserves the credit.”
“Well, I guess you both deserve the credit. Whatever the source, it works and that is the main thing,” Devin said at last.
Tomorrow we will start installing it in U-1 and if all goes well we should be ready to test in a few months,” Lynn said.
“Just think of it. We may actually be able to see this thing fly. My God, what a momentous day,” Devin said.
He was getting back into the spirit again and as long as the project moved forward, who cares who gets the credit?
- S-4 BUILDING LEVEL 2 -
J had been awake and standing in his enclosed room when he became aware that the humans had figured out the anti-matter flux reactor. He was concerned. His people had thought that it would be another five to ten years before the humans reached this level. It was a mistake giving them the disc of Element-115. With the advent of the new super computers, the humans were advancing faster than expected.
While the propulsion unit was ahead of their schedule, it would still take some time before they learned to control the craft and could to begin dimensional travel. The immediate problem was the weapon that they had tested.
His world had always been concerned that the people of earth would look for the destructive side of the material rather that its intended use to allow exploration of the rest of the universe. Of all of the species they had encountered they thought perhaps they could find a common ground with these humans so that each could gain knowledge of the other’s world.
The weapon was an unwelcome development and J’s people were afraid of the implications. Even with his intentional slowdown they were still ahead of schedule. He had the ability to regenerate his cells at any time but he would not do so until it was absolutely necessary.
It served his purpose for now to let them think he was too sick to continue helping them. He was trying to decide whether to contact his planet and let them know of this new development or wait and see how much further they could get. He decided he would wait a little longer.

CHAPTER FIFTY

Dr. Yuriss stayed glued to Raymond's side during the celebration in Bay–1. Others had heard about the breakthrough and came pouring into the large hanger bay.
It was the first celebration of this kind in many years. Everyone realized that they were on the threshold of a new era. Even Devin was inspired knowing that they would all work a little harder now. He just might get his platform for the BlackStar before the Su-12 was completed.
After things began to wind down, Lynn asked Raymond if he would like to come to dinner. He was taken aback at first.
“How is that possible? Don’t you live on Level–5 with the other scientists?”
“I do, so what?”
“Did you mean in the dining facility?”
“No. At my place. Haven’t you been in one of the pods yet?”
“Pods?”
“That’s what we call them. It isn’t just a room with four walls. I have a living room, kitchen, bedroom, bathroom, and study. I even have a laundry room and an exercise room,” she explained.
“Well, in that case, I would be honored. What time would you like me to come by?”
“Eightish would be just fine, I’m in 112.”
“Then eight it shall be. I have a bottle of wine in my quarters, would you like me to bring it?”
“You poor misguided man. I have a rack of wine. Do you think I could stay here this long without a steady supply of fine wine?”
“I guess I never thought about it. Then I will see you at eight he said.
When he got back to his residence he immediately took the paper he had found on Level–9 and opened it. It was a schedule of some kind. No name was on it but it was definitely a test schedule of some kind. Someone had written THE HUMP in bold letters and the number 5725 after it. He had no idea what it meant. Maybe he could work it into his conversation with Lynn later tonight.
After taking a long hot shower and shaving he put on a clean pair of slacks and a polo shirt. He decided to just wear his Dockers without socks. He wasn’t going to be any more formal than necessary.
He wished he could take some flowers to her but that seemed impossible out here in the middle of this wasteland. He went out to the Hummer and got the map and brought it in looking for anything that referred to the Hump.
He found a magnifying glass in the desk drawer and sat down at the table and started an inch by inch search. After twenty minutes he gave up. Nothing on his map said anything about a Hump and no elevations were listed. Maybe it referred to something entirely different. Whatever it was, he was no closer now than when he started.
It was going on 7:30 p.m. when he hopped in the Hummer and headed back to the S-4 facility. The sun was directly in his eyes as he drove along the dusty path. He passed one of the patrol cars but all they did was watch as he drove by.
It was three minutes after eight when he knocked on the door to her pod as she called it. She opened the door and invited him in. She looked stunning in a black chiffon dress with spaghetti straps.
“Welcome to my pod,” she said.
“You look lovely,” he said.
She laughed, “Just lovely? I put a lot of work into this buster.”
“Did I say lovely? I meant spectacular, gorgeous, and beautiful.”
“Come on, don’t stop now,” she said, laughing again.
“De-lovely, delightful.”
Okay, okay.I guess that will do. All kidding aside, I did appreciate the lovely comment the most,” she replied. “Come on, I’ll show you around.”
They took a tour of her pod and he was surprised at how nice it really was. The rooms were spacious and very well appointed. There was an awkward pause when they got to the bedroom.
“This is my bedroom. I don’t spend much time here,” she said.
“That’s too bad.”
“I meant, I spend a lot of the time in the lab,” she said, slapping him playfully on the chest, “Anyway, would you like to open the wine? I have a very nice Merlot to go with our meal.”
“Show me the bottle and I will do the honors.”
She took him to the kitchen and gave him a captain’s tool to open the wine.
“A captain’s tool. I’m impressed,” he said.
“It’s the only way to open wine. Those things with the wings on them are for pretenders. Real wine drinkers use one of those,” she said, inclining her head towards where he had laid it on the counter.
He let the wine sit to breathe while they talked about the various wines they liked. He poured a small amount in the wine glass and swirled it around before offering it to her. She took a small sip and let it roll over her tongue and around in her mouth. She let it slide down the back of her throat.
“Nice,” she said.
Raymond took a sip from the same glass and did the same before pronouncing it delightful.
They had a simple meal of New York Strip steak, baked potato, and asparagus. His was medium rare, the same as hers.
“How did you know I would want mine medium rare?” he asked.
“Real steak lovers wouldn’t think of going past that so I figured I would be safe with medium rare,” she said.
“How can you cook a steak down here? I see the Jenn-air but where does the exhaust go?
“It connects into the exhaust vent that goes to the surface. I once asked how they kept people from smelling the food we cook and was told it had several different types of filters.”
She wanted to know all about what he was doing here at Area–51 and was he really over General Devin. He explained that it was determined that a civilian needed to be in the loop and he had been elected.
“Elected by whom?” she asked.
“The President.”
“Like our President? President Sampson?” she said, her eyes wide.
“The very same one.”
“Wow. I’m practically feeding royalty,” she said.
“Give it a rest. It is no big deal. I was just the poor schmuck whose number came up that day. Look, let’s talk about you. Tell me about Lynn Yurris.”
She told him about growing up in Georgia and going to school in the south, her love for theory, and her desire to make a difference somehow. She was articulate and seemed to always have just the right words to make him really understand what she was saying.
He enjoyed listening to her. He was amazed when he glanced at his watch. It was going on eleven o’clock. He helped her clear the table and rinse the dishes before loading them into the dishwasher.
“Would you like an after dinner drink? I have some Brandy and some Grande Mariner if you’re interested.”
“Maybe a short Grande Mariner,” he said and she poured some in a large brandy snifter.
She took a sip first before handing it to him.
“Mind if we share?” she asked, sitting down on the couch next to him.
He could feel her warmth as she sat there.
“Have you ever heard of the Hump?” he asked.
She looked at him strangely.
He burst out laughing, “Sorry. It’s a place.”
She put her hand up to her mouth and laughed too.
“And you thought I was bold at our first meeting,” she laughed.
“Sorry about that. Really,” he said.
“The Hump? I think so. It’s a mountain or large hill; I don’t know which, someplace behind us. Toward the north gate I think. Why?” she asked.
“Nothing really. I just saw it on a piece of paper and wondered what it was,” he said.
“Sorry I can’t be more help. I could ask around for you,” she said.
“No. Please. I think it would be better if I found out on my own.”
“Oooh, spy stuff,” she said.
“Yes. Eller. Raymond Eller,” he said in his best James Bond voice.
“Somehow that doesn’t have quite the same ring to it,” she laughed.
“Yeah, I guess not.”
“I like having you here better anyway.”
“Better than James Bond?”
“Well, except when Sean Connery was playing the part. Now he is sexy.”
“Give me a break. He’s old.”
“Sexy,” she insisted.
They talked for another hour before both knew that the time had come for the next decision.
“Look Lynn, I have enjoyed every minute of this but I had better get back. I know you have a big day tomorrow too.”
“I understand. You’ll be careful driving back in the dark? It’s a lot trickier at night,” she said.
“I’ll be careful. Thank you for a lovely evening and you really are spectacular,” he said as he got to the door.
She put her hand on the doorknob and opened it slightly.
“Thanks for stopping by,” she said just as he pulled her to him and kissed her. It was tentative at first but she pressed against and he found himself probing her mouth with his tongue. Slowly they pulled apart.
“I'd better go now,” he said.
“I know,” she said, and opened the door.
“Goodnight Lynn,” he said as he entered the deserted hall.
“Good night Mr. Bond,” she said smiling.
She watched as he entered the elevator and waved as the doors closed.

CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

- GROOM LAKE DESERT -
After Eller retrieved his Hummer he drove into the cold night air. His lights seemed to disappear as if being swallowed up by the darkness. The moon was just a small sliver adding to the murkiness. The only things he could see clearly were the billions of stars overhead. Incredible, in just a few years we could be going to one of those distant worlds, he thought.
He bounced along on the hard packed sand, trying to maintain his bearings in the darkness. He instinctively felt like he was going in the right direction but without a landmark of any kind it was difficult to tell for sure.
He had been up and down this road many times by now but he had always managed to head back before the sun had set. Now he wasn’t so sure he had done the smart thing. Maybe he should have just stayed at S-4 and crashed in one of the unused accommodations or ‘pods’, as Lynn referred to them.
He looked at his watch, it had been twenty minutes since he left and he still couldn’t make out anything that was even vaguely recognizable. He was wishing he had brought his portable GPS with him. He turned on the overhead auxiliary lights but all he could see was more sand stretching out for miles and miles. He was lost and he knew it.
Nothing frustrated him more than not being in control of a situation and he was definitely not in control of this situation. He stopped the Hummer and waited for the dust to settle.
Just relax, he told himself, I’ll figure it out. He closed his eyes and tried to let his mind go blank. He could hear a coyote howling in the distance. Another seemed to be answering the call a few seconds later. I thought they only howled at the full moon, he mumbled to himself. There goes another myth out the window.
He laid his head back on the top of the seat and wondered about the events of today and what they really meant in the grand scheme of life.
Looking up at the stars reminded him how insignificant we really were as people in the vast cosmic realm. What had transpired needed to be reported to the President immediately. He knew that President Sampson would want time to consider the implications as well.
He decided to take a leak, so he got out of the vehicle and looked around quickly in all directions. What the hell am I doing, the thought? Looking to see if another car is going to pass? He unzipped his fly and started to urinate when he heard his windshield shatter followed by the roar of a gun off in the distance.
Ducking, he quickly tried to locate the direction but it was useless. It seemed to come from all directions at once. He stayed down, waiting to see if another shot was fired. He crept over to the Hummer and turned off the lights. Darkness smothered him like a wet blanket.
"Damn," he said out loud. He had managed to pee on his pant legs. He could feel the warm wetness. It just added insult to his misery. He wasn’t sure what to do next.
He felt he had three options. Stay in the Hummer until the sun came up, press on toward the main base and his quarters, or try to make his way back to S-4. None of them appealed to him that much.
He opened the door of the Hummer and climbed back inside. No other shots were fired. He could see the hole and the spider web like cracks spreading out from where the projectile had punched through the glass. It wasn’t bulletproof glass, that was for sure, he thought. To head out in either direction he would have to turn his headlights on and he wasn’t so sure that was a good idea.
Finally, he decided he would just stay in the Hummer and wait for the sun. Then he could get his bearings and head back to his quarters. He was already cold so he started the engine and let the interior heat as best he could. The soft top on the Hummer was no match for the cold desert night.
He rummaged around in the back and found a pair of coveralls. He had topped off the gas tank just before going to dinner with Lynn and he was grateful for that. He slipped on the coveralls. They weren’t much but it was better than nothing. The backseat looked like the most logical place to try to stretch out so he climbed in the back, leaving the engine running.
He closed his eyes and tried to think about Lynn and the pleasant evening he had just spent with her. Keep things in perspective and think positive, he told himself. It could be worse.
- DESERT PATROL –
The Hummer was easy to spot though the night vision glasses. It was only a few hundred yards away. They had been watching it since it left S-4 and laughed when they saw that he gone off in the wrong direction.
“Think we should go help him?”
“Hell no. Let the dumb bastard slide off the road into a gully. I don’t think the general would shed any tears.”
“You’re right about that.”
They continued to watch as he went down one road and then another. They sat on the hood of the Jeep Cherokee watching him trying to figure out which way to go.
“Want another beer?”
“Hell yes. This sure beats just watching the stars. We have us a show,” he laughed.
They watched as the Hummer finally came to a stop.
“Did he hit something?”
“Nah. I think he’s trying to figure out what to do. Dumb shit probably figured out by now that he is totally screwed.”
The Hummer just sat in the road unmoving for several minutes.
“Now what the hell is he doing?”
“He got out and is looking around. Hold it, look at that. He’s taking a leak. Being lost probably scared the piss out of him,” he laughed.
“Hey, watch this. I’ll scare the piss out of him” he said, aiming down the night vision scope attached to the M-14.
The M-16 was a full automatic rifle but the older M-14 was a hell of a lot more accurate. The gun recoiled and they both broke out laughing when the windshield shattered and Eller dropped to the ground.
“That should help him pee faster,” the shooter said, slapping his partner on the back.
“Damn, this is the most fun we have had in quite some time. What do you think he will do now?”
“Haul ass. Someone just took a shot at him and he is out in the middle of nowhere. What else is he going to do?”
They watched as the lights went out on the Hummer.
“What the hell is he doing now?”
“I don’t know. I can’t see him. I know he got back in the Hummer. The engine is running, see the exhaust?”
“Yep. Maybe he just decided to hell with it and went to sleep.”
“Yeah right. He’s lost, probably freezing his ass off and you shot out his windshield. Would you go to sleep?”
“Beats the hell out of me. I ain’t him.”
After a while they ran out of beer, lost interest and went to sleep themselves.
General Devin got a good laugh out of the story when the two security guards checked in the next morning. That would serve the dumb ass right, trying to navigate in the night. Even he had a hard time and he had been down that road a thousand times. Maybe that would take some of the swagger out of wonder boy. Hearing the story had brightened his day and he actually spoke to several of the technicians as he walked through the hanger bay.
He was on his way to see what progress had been made in the Su-11 incident. He stopped by the mess hall and got a cup of coffee before going to the hanger where they were still going over the bits and pieces from the Su-11 wreckage.
“Any new developments?”
“General. Well, we think we have the answer but we want to be sure before we proceed.”
“What have you got?”
“It appears that the forward latch on the cargo bay failed and allowed the door to lift up during reentry. This caused it to act as a wind brake and funnel the heat from the shields directly into the cargo bay.”
“How sure are you?”
“We are loading the program into the simulator right now. Would you like to watch?”
“Absolutely,” the general said, following them to the large flight simulator that they used to train the pilots for shuttle operations.
“All ready,” one of the technicians said.
“Now general, this is the way it appears to have happened judging from all of the data we have gathered. Here is the initial phase for reentry. See the panel? Everything is green and they are in line for approach” The flight data recorder confirmed that everything was ready for reentry.
“Okay, now here they start to hit the atmosphere, everything is still normal. Ten seconds into the reentry path the warning light for the number one bay door starts to blink yellow. Five seconds later it goes to red and then goes out,” the technician narrated. Devin was watching the reading intently.
“Now. Here is where it all starts to go really wrong. They are twenty-nine seconds into the descent; all lights except the number one cargo door are green. The heat is starting to come over the top of the shuttle and it is hitting the leading edge of the cargo door. Ten seconds later the door starts to open from the buffeting.”
Everyone’s eyes were fixed on the display. Other than the technician telling them what was happening, it was totally quiet.
“Fifteen seconds later fire was being sucked into the cargo bay. The pilot tries to correct the drifting but the craft was not responding fast enough. Now the nose is starting to come up as the heat is sucked into the bay and hitting the back wall. This is forcing the tail down and the pilot was desperately fighting to stay on the correct glide path and the proper AOA.”
They could all see how the nose was starting to pitch up and the pilot trying to shove the nose down to get back to the proper angle of attack. Lights on the instrument panel were all starting to turn from green to red and several warnings were being issued.
“At this point, they were at about 140,000 feet, and this is when the cargo door peeled back, slamming into the left wing, severing various electrical and hydraulic systems. The pilot switched to the backup hydraulic pumps as he tried to fight for control,” he said in a flat voice.
It was almost as if no one was even breathing, it was so quiet in the room.
“At 95,000 feet the heat started to melt through the back wall of the bay and is beginning to enter the engine compartment. Then, at 90,000 feet the other cargo bay door started to lift off and five seconds later, it peeled back and slammed into the rear stabilizer. The nose comes up vertical and at 75,000 feet the Su-11 breaks apart.”
No one said a thing for several seconds.
“My God,” someone finally said, breaking the silence.
“Well, that certainly eliminates pilot error. That we now know for sure,” the general said.
Even he was not his usual brisk self.
“I can’t even begin to imagine what those pilots were thinking when the back started to come around,” he said in a low voice.
“If it makes any difference general, they were so busy that I doubt they had time to think about much. Once it went vertical, they would have died instantly,” the technician said quietly.
“I understand but still…”
Everyone that had crowded into the flight simulator started to slowly file out. Once they were all assembled in the hanger bay the general addressed them.
“I know that what we just witnessed is sobering and dreadful but at least we know why now. Your hard work and efforts here will save many lives in the future and for that, you should be proud. We cannot let this slow us down. We must fight through this and keep our spirits up. The two brave pilots on Su-11 need to be vindicated and you are the only ones who can do that. I want to tell each one of you that I am proud to have you under my command and I am confident that Dr. Dean and his entire team will persevere. Once Lockheed is notified of our findings and makes the necessary changes to the latching system, I will have the Su-12 flown out so that you can start final fitting for deployment. This will not derail the project.”
They all clapped but it was more somber than usual. They knew he was doing his best to cheer them up and motivate them, but they all had heavy hearts. The general gave Dr. Dean a pat on the back and headed out of the hanger.

CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

- DESERT -
Raymond was startled when he awoke. He was disorientated and stiff from sleeping on the back seat. The motor was still running as he sat up and looked around, trying to get his bearings. He wiped his face with his hands and ran them through his hair. He got out, stretched and rotated his neck and head. He was surprised that he had gotten any sleep at all.
The sun was just starting to change the sky from dark purple to a pale orange. He looked all around, trying to figure out where he was exactly. Taking the map out of the center console, he unfolded it, and started looking for landmarks. He was sitting on the hood of the Hummer with the map on his knees when three F-15 Strike Eagles came skimming across the desert floor.
He watched in fascination as they skipped along the nap of the earth and in unison slid up and over the top of a mountain range. In seconds they were gone and the stillness returned again. Now that it was starting to get light he could better determine his position. Within minutes he felt sure he knew where he was and which way to go.
Raymond got back in the Hummer and started heading east. Ten minutes later he could see the main base and runways at Area-51. It took an additional fifteen to get to the base and he was going to just go to his quarters and clean up but he spotted the general walking out of the Su-11 hanger. He pulled up, stopped the Hummer and got out.
“General. I need to have a word with you.”
“Certainly Mr. Eller. You look a little rugged. Did you have a rough night?” he asked innocently.
“You might say that. I was coming back to my quarters and someone took a shot at me,” Raymond said.
The general looked surprised, “A shot? At you?”
“That’s what I said. Look,” Raymond said pointing to the windshield.
“I don’t even know what to say. You were on the road I take it, when this happened?”
“Hell yes. I was taking a leak when someone shot my windshield. If I had been the damn thing I could have very well have been hit,” Raymond said.
“I’ll have my people look into it but I suspect that what happened is one of the guards took a shot at a coyote and it ricocheted and hit your windshield. That happens out here. We try to keep them out of the facility but sometimes one will get in. The guards have permission to shoot any that wander onto the range property,” the general said.
“That seems a little dangerous with the traffic,”
“Well, we don’t have much traffic out here at night. It is too easy to get lost. Most people are where they are supposed to be by sundown. What time did this happen?”
“I don’t know, 1:00 a.m. or so, I would guess,” Raymond said.
“And you were on the main road back to the base?”
“No. I made a wrong turn and was trying to get my bearings when I decided to step out of the Hummer and take a leak.”
“Well, that explains it. The men are trained never to fire toward the base or where the main roads go. I suspect we will find that one of the patrols was shooting at a critter of some kind and it just happened to hit your vehicle,” the general said.
He was doing all he could to keep from laughing. They should have shot out one of his tires so he would have had to change it, he thought.
“I’ll need a different Hummer,” Raymond said.
He realized that he had just been dressed down in a roundabout way. The message was clear. Stay on the main roads and don’t run around in the desert after dark.
“I’ll have a new one delivered to your quarters. Did you sleep in the Hummer?” he asked with a slight smile on his lips.
“I tried,” was all Raymond could think to say as he got back in the Hummer and drove to his quarters.
He was more exhausted than he had realized. He took a long shower and flopped down on the bed. One minute later, he was sound asleep.

CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

- S-4 BUILDING LEVEL 10 -
Doctor Gimbel was becoming impatient. They had been cooped up on Level–10 ever since the test firing eight days ago. At least they were bringing the BlackStar down off the Hump so he could finish the final attachment of the solar panels and upload the Sitmap software that would be used to remotely fire the BlackStar at the designated target.
His team had eaten all of their meals down here and even slept on cots for the past eight days. He wanted to take a hot shower and feel clean again. Finally he decided that enough was enough and he gathered his team together.
“Look. I don’t know about you, but I want a shower and a decent bed to sleep in. I’m going to go up to my quarters and clean up and eat like a real person. If any of you want to come with me, feel free to do so. If you don’t, you can stay here. I, for one, am tired of being stuck here with nothing to do,” he said and headed for the elevator.
One by one they followed him. They were all able to fit into the freight elevator. It was not as fast as the UC elevator but speed was not their main concern. Once they reached Level–5 they scattered to their respective pods. Gimbel took a shower, shaved and put on fresh clothes. He was preparing a meal when his door buzzer went off. As he opened the door a fist slammed into his chest taking, him by total surprised. It knocked him backward and onto the floor.
He tried to speak but nothing came out. The general was standing over him with a look of rage on his face. He reached down and pulled the doctor up his shirt, tearing it in the process.
“You stupid son-of-a-bitch. What the hell are you trying to do? I told you to stay down on Level-10 until I said it was okay. This doesn’t look like Level-10 to me, does it to you?” he screamed at Gimbel.
“General I…”
“Don’t you interrupt me you weasel. By God, when I tell someone to do something they had damn well better do it. I don’t give a crap who you think you are. This is my base and you will do what I say, when I say it. Do you understand me?”
Gimbel struggled to get out of the grip of the general, ripping his shirt more.
“I am not in the military general. You do not ‘command’ me. I am here because I want to be,” he shouted at the general with more courage than he expected.
“You listen to me,” the general said, his face red and his fists balled up, “You get this straight doctor. You may not be in the military but I can damn sure make you disappear off the face of the earth. I’ve done it before and I damn sure don’t mind doing it again. You get your team together and get your asses back down to Level-10. I just had the BlackStar taken down there and guess what? No one was home. I want you down there in thirty minutes, comprehend?” he said, unclenching his fists.
“General. We were all dirty, tired, and ready for a real meal. The crap you had sent down was just that, crap. If you expect us to stay down on L-10, you had better get us better food, facilities to clean up in and something besides a damn cot to sleep on. That is unless you intend to make us all disappear, along with the program that controls the BlackStar,” Gimbel said.
He wasn’t sure were the courage was coming from but he wasn’t going to back down now.
“Is that a threat?”
“A fact, general. I am the only one who knows how to load the program, the proper sequences, and codes. The only one, do you understand what I’m saying? If anyone else even so much as attempts to enter the data, it is programmed to self-destruct. If something happens to me you will find yourself back at square one. Unless you want to wait a few more years for someone to figure out what I have done, I suggest…no, I am telling you outright, get off my ass and leave me alone until I am ready to have the men return.”
The general tightened his fists again and the muscles in his jaws were twitching but he didn’t say anything.
“Now, if you will excuse me general, I intend to have a good home cooked meal before I head back to L-10,” Gimbel said, turning and walking toward the kitchen area.
“Just round up your people and have them get back down there when you’re done. I’ll make arrangements for better food, cleaning facilities, and regular bedding,” the general said as he was leaving.
Gimbel didn’t bother to reply.
~~
When Raymond woke up he looked at his watch. It was 12:45 p.m. He had been asleep for almost six hours. He dressed and grabbed some lunchmeat from the refrigerator to made a quick sandwich. He ate three sandwiches and drank two Diet Cokes. No breakfast or lunch had made him ravenous. After putting the plate in the dishwasher, he grabbed a heavy jacket and headed for the Hummer.
A different vehicle was parked there and the other one had been taken away. This one had a hardtop rather than canvas. He wished he had had this one last night. He threw the jacket in the back seat, just in case he ever got caught out in the desert at night again. He drove over to the main hanger and stopped by to discover the latest developments on the Su-11 crash. Dr. Dean took him to the simulator and went through the same narrative as before with Devin.
“So what happens now?”
“Well, once Lockheed decides how to affect the necessary changes on the Su-12, it will be flown out to here for final fitting, development, and eventually deployment. We are hoping that it will be ready to replace the current shuttle fleet within two to three years. While the initial cost is higher, the payback is tremendous. By the tenth flight it will actually be turning a profit rather than costing the government money. That is just something that doesn’t happen very often,” he told Eller.
“That really is something. I’m glad to see you are back on track and ready to move forward again,” he said as he left.
Driving back to S-4 he started looking for something that resembled a hump but every mountain pretty much looked the same to him. The last thing he wanted to do was ask one of the guards or MPs. He was sure it would get back to the general if he did.
After clearing security he walked over to Bay-1 to see if Lynn was there. She was standing there talking to several of her team members, when he approached.
“Good morning, did you make it back alright last night,” she asked when they were alone.
“Let’s just say it was interesting. Someone shot out my windshield when I was heading back,” he said, skipping the part about being lost.
“Oh my God. Did you get hurt?” she said, looking his face over.
“No, I had just stepped out of the Hummer to make sure I was going in the right direction when the shot was fired,” he replied.
“Thank God for that. Did you report this?”
“I told Devin. He seems to think it could have been a shot intended for a coyote that ricocheted and struck the windshield.”
“Honestly, I can believe that. The coyotes are destructive and have even wandered onto the landing strip. They try to keep them out but if one gets in, they usually shoot it,” she said.
“I suppose that makes sense. It was just a bit of a shock to have your windshield shot out at 1:00 a.m. in the middle of the desert.”
“Yes, it can be dangerous out here at night,” she said and smiled.
“So, what are you up to today?”
“We are going to bolt the reactor onto a larger platform with directional control nozzles and see if we can make some progress in trying to get this thing off the ground. We still have a long way to go but now we can start trying to develop a practical way of controlling the flux field,” she explained.
“Well, I want to check out a couple of the other levels. What about if I come by and we do dinner again, as they say?” Raymond asked.
“Who actually says that? Anyway, the answer is yes. Whenever you’re ready come by and grab me and we can go over to the mess hall or to my pod and have a bite to eat. It may not be quite as fancy as last night, however,” Lynn replied.
“Sounds great. The mess hall will work for me if it does for you. I’ll try to make it around 6:30 p.m. I want to head back before dark tonight,” he said.
Raymond headed down to Level-2 and went through the screening process again. When he stepped into the room, J was sitting up in the chair. He was looking at him with those enormous black eyes. Raymond walked up to the glass and placed his hands on it and closed his eyes. J just continued to watch him.
“J, can you read my thoughts?” he said, in his mind, but nothing came in reply.
“J, if you can hear me, raise your hand,” he said, concentrating as hard as he could. Still nothing.
“J, I want to find out what the general is up to. Can you help me?”
Again, nothing. Damn, the thought, I don’t know why I thought this would work but it was worth a shot. He opened his eyes and J was in the exact same position, unblinking and apparently emotionless. He headed back out through security and decided to go to Level-5.
J had watched as the human approached. He seemed at peace and calm, nothing like the anger in the human in charge. He watched as he placed his hands on the cubical wall and closed his eyes.
“J, can you read my thoughts?”
“J, if you can hear me raise your hand.”
“J, I want to find out what the general is up to. Can you help me?”
“Damn, it was worth a shot”.
He watched as he left the lab. Yes human, I can hear you but I cannot let you know that yet. When the time is right, I will summon you and then we will have a dialogue.

CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

Raymond had decided to find an empty place where he could stay the night in the event he ever stayed after dark again. He was just exiting the elevator and encountered a group of scientists waiting to get on.
“Hi, would any of you happen to know if there are any empty facilities on this level?” he asked. “I believe so, but you need to check with Major Keller. He handles the assignment of facilities on Level–5,” one of the men told him.
"Major Keller. He is located where?”
“He is over at the main base in the Headquarters Building. His office is just across the street from the big Base Supply and Administration Building."
“Thank you,” Raymond said and read the name tag on one of the men that said:
Dr. C.K. Gimbel
Ultra Top Secret
LEVEL — 9

“Hello Dr. Gimbel. I have been looking forward to meeting you. I’m Raymond Eller,” he said extending his hand.
“Oh, yes. I’ve heard of you Mr. Eller,” he said, shaking his hand.
“Dr. Gimbel, I would like to ask you a few questions about the project you are working on.”
”What project would that be?”
“Well, that’s one of the things I want to know. What project is your team working on? I see you have clearance to Level–9, but I didn’t find anything on that level,” Eller said.
“Dr. Gimbel,” one of the others in the group said. He quickly glanced at his watch.
“Mr. Eller, I would be more than happy to discuss my assignment at another time. We are on our way to attend a very important meeting and I simply must run. We are almost late as it is,” he said stepping on to the elevator.
“When would be a good time for me to look you up?” Eller asked, but the door was already closing.
Damn, he thought, I should have just gotten on the elevator and followed them to their meeting. He went to the phone that was on the wall at every level and looked up the number on the posted list of offices and services at the base. He dialed the 313 number listed for Major Keller.
“Major Keller’s Office, how may I assist you?”
This is Raymond Eller. I’m over at S-4 on Level-5 and I was trying to find out if there are any available facilities that I might use. I got caught out in the dark the other night and don’t want to have to repeat that again. Is anything available over here?”
“Can you hold a minute?”
“Sure.”
A few seconds later a different person came on the line.
“Mr. Eller. This is Major Keller. We have four empty billets available for your use. The following are open; 5–118, 5–122, 5–141 and 5–144. The last unit, 5–144, is the farthest from the elevator so you might want to consider the first two billets,” the major said.
“All right. I guess 5–118 is as good as any. How do I access the room?”
“Go down to the billet, the number is on a plaque on the door. On the left hand side of the door you will find a place to swipe your badge. Do that first. Right under that you will find a square screen, about ten inches by ten inches. Place your right hand flat against the screen. A light will scan your fingers and palm. The door will open. It will only open for you from that point on. Give me a few minutes before you do that so I can clear out any data that may be stored for that billet,” he told Eller.
“Got it. Do I need to swipe my card each time and do the print thing too?”
“That is correct. It is a double safety feature,” the major told him.
“Thank you Major Keller. You have been most helpful,” Eller said and hung up.
He walked down the corridor and passed Lynn’s pod. His was just a little further down the hall. He noticed that none of them had names on the doors, just the numbers. Just another safety feature he suspected. He took his time and finally arrived at B–118. He followed the instructions and the door clicked open. He turned on the lights and took a quick look around. All he would need to do was bring a few of his possessions from the officer’s quarters and stash them here, so a repeat of last night’s misadventure could be avoided.
The quarters weren’t much different from Lynn’s, but it smelled musty from not being used. Other than that, it would do quite nicely. He left and went back up to Level–1. It was going on 3:30p.m. and he decided he would take a drive to see what was around S-4.
The sun was hot as he drove the Hummer south, following the Papoose Mountains. It was not a big range, only a few miles long before they started to give way to hills and eventually desert. He came to a V in the road that led off in two different directions.
Looking at his map, he decided to take the one that went off to the right. It would take him around to the back side of the Papoose Mountains toward Gate 700. He had gone about two miles when he saw a side road leading off to his right. He stopped and looked at his map but found it wasn’t listed. He turned and headed down the dusty road.
Three quarters of a mile later it came to an end. There was a concrete slab with a huge tube and grated cover in the side of the mountain protected by several rows of razor wire. It almost looked like a tunnel. Eller got out of the Hummer and walked up to the wire. It obviously ran deep in the mountain but what purpose did it serve? He picked up a handful of sand and tossed it in the air and watched as the cloud of sand and dust was sucked towards the opening. It was a fresh air supply line, but for what, he wondered? He noticed a door beside the tunnel and a card swipe reader was next to it. So how did they get through the wire to even swipe the card?
He looked around the razor wire perimeter but could see no way in. He went back to the Hummer and circled where he thought it was located on his map. He drove back to the main road and a mile later he came to another unmarked road leading off toward the mountains. He found the same thing at the end of this road as well and he marketed it on his map. It was repeated two more times until he came to the fifth unmarked road.
At the end of this road was one enormous pipe, larger than the other two put together. He didn’t have to guess what this was. He could feel the air coming from some source inside the mountain. He studied the map and realized that all of the tunnels were on the backside of where the S-4 facility was located. They must be the fresh air inlets and exhaust.
He sniffed the air but noticed no real discernible odor. It had to have a very effective filtering system to eliminate all of the cooking and other smells generated by the people and machinery operating at the various levels. When he headed back to the main road this time, a white Jeep Cherokee was parked across the exit. The two men in the Jeep got out and slowly walked over to his Hummer.
“You’re Mr. Eller, right?” one of the guards asked.
“That’s right. I have my badge right here,” holding it out the window so they could see it.
“Where are you headed Mr. Eller?”
“Actually, I’m not sure. I was just exploring the general area,” he replied.
“You know that can be dangerous. You are heading toward the bombing target area and once they release their bombs, well, you become dead meat,” he said leaning against the window with his arm on the roof.
I didn’t realize I was that close,” Eller said, looking down at the map.
It’s only a few miles further up the road. That may seem like a long way off, but every once in a while, a bomb hangs up and releases late. In seconds it can pass she range and land almost any place.
“I see. Well, thank you for letting me know. I think I have gone far enough anyway. It’s starting to get late and I should get back.”
“Yeah. This is a bad place to get caught out at night. All kinds of things can happen. A person could accidentally get shot at night out here,” he said, stepping back.
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
“Good thing to do,” the guard said.
Eller waited until they moved before turning left back on the main road. He drove back to the S-4 facility and sat studying the map. He was sure that the tunnels he had found were connected to this facility somehow. He decided it was time to check-in with the President and his office.
He took the elevator to Level–5 and went to his new ‘pod’. He hated the fact that cell phones could not be used in Nellis Range area. All cell phones were strictly prohibited.
The claim was that it could cause potential problems for aircraft and other high security equipment. It was more likely so they could monitor the calls, he decided. He dialed the special White House number he had been given and he was immediately put through to the President.
“Raymond, how’s it going out in sunny Nevada?” he asked.
“Couldn’t be better. I have a great tan from sitting around the pool all day.
“Well, maybe I should come out and visit myself,” he joked.
“Actually it has been quite a visit. A couple of new developments. One of the scientists, a Dr. Lynn Yurris finally figured out how to activate the anti-matter flux propulsion reactor. It is quite a breakthrough. They have been working on this problem for sixty years.
“Incredible. Does this mean we will be able to actually use the technology for space exploration?”
”In theory and in time. They still have a lot to do, but it is one of the biggest advancements since this facility was established.”
“Dr. Yurris?”
“Well sir that is the cover name she was given here. Her real name is Doctor Lynn Allen,” he said.
“How do you spell that?”
Raymond spelled her real last name for him.
“I’ll send her a letter of commendation for this achievement.”
“That will be well received. Make it to Dr. Allen but address it in care of Dr. Yurris. The other major news is that the Su-11 crash has been solved. It had to do with a latching mechanism on the shuttle bay door. They expect have a fix very soon and anticipate having the Su-12 out here for sorting out and final fitting within the next month or two.”
“So Pilot error had nothing to do with it?”
“Correct.”
“Good. I’ll send the families a letter of condolences for the loss of their loved ones.”
“Very good sir.”
“What else do you have?”
“Well, this is a land line and I do not know how secure it is. I know you have the ability to scramble on your end but I don’t. I think I should fly back and talk to you in person,” Eller replied.
“I think that would be an excellent idea. Today is Tuesday, when do you want me to send a plane to pick you up?”
“I think tomorrow would be just fine. After we talk we can decide regarding our next step,” he said.
“Good. I’ll have a jet standing by for you as soon as you are ready to leave. I assume they will pick you up at the Janet Terminal?”
“That will be just fine. I look forward to talking to you in person Mr. President.
“The same goes for me. See you tomorrow, Raymond.”
Eller hung up the phone and started reviewing his notes from the past two weeks. He wanted to have a concise report ready for the President along with a better definition of his authority. At 6:30 p.m. he went back to Bay — 5 and found Dr. Yurris. They decided to just eat in the cafeteria at S-4 rather had having her cook for him or driving to the main base to eat in the dining hall. They sat and chatted as they ate.
“Well, it was filling but nothing like last night,” Raymond said when he had finished.
“Thank you, I’ll take that as a compliment,” Lynn said, smiling.
“Tell me, what exciting things happened today?”
“The first part of the day we had to have a meeting about what to do next, if you can believe that. I guess we had never discussed it. We were always working on getting it working and suddenly, it is. Anyway, we started building the platform for the reactor to bolt on to. It is going to take a little longer than I thought. Then we have to devise the fly by wire hookups and program the commands. I doubt if we will be ready to try our first test in less than a month. Still, considering we couldn’t even get the reactor to work until you came along, we are making significant progress,” she said.
“Don’t start that again. You deserve the credit. I told the President it was your project and you deserve the credit for the breakthrough. He is sending you a citation for your accomplishment,” he said, smiling.
“Raymond. That wasn’t necessary. I am embarrassed to claim the credit. It should be you that gets credit for setting us straight,” she protested.
“Too late now. You’re just going to have to live with your new fame. Listen, another thing. I’m heading back to Washington tomorrow to meet with the President. I need to bring him up to speed,” he said.
She looked at him with a slight frown, “How long do you think you will be gone?”
“Honestly, I have no idea. It will be up to the President. He will be the one to make that call. I could come right back or he may decide that I have finished here for a while.”
“What would that mean, exactly?” she asked.
“It means I could be stuck in Washington for several months,” he told her.
“I see. Well, I guess that was inevitable. I
still don’t have to like it,” she replied.
“What? With all these men around here?”
“Don’t be coy. You know I have enjoyed having someone to talk to besides my team members and the other eggheads here,” she said, looking straight into his eyes.
“I’ve enjoyed it as well. You have been a burst of sunshine down here,” he said.
He was just about to say something else when General Devin came walking towards their table.
“Mr. Eller. Doctor Yurris. Nice to see you both,” he said, sliding into the booth without waiting to be asked.
“General. Good evening,” Lynn said.
“I would like to talk to you when you get a chance, Mr. Eller,” the general said.
“Certainly. As soon as we finish, I will be more than happy to look you up. Any idea where you will be?”
“I think I will hang around here until you finish. I’ll go get something to drink while I wait,” he said.
“Don’t bother General,” Lynn said, “I need to get back to work anyway. Mr. Eller, thank you for sitting with me at dinner. It was much more pleasant than eating alone,” she said standing.
The General got to his feet and Raymond stood as well.
“My pleasure. I hope to run into you again sometime,” he said.
He watched as she walked out of the cafeteria before sitting back down. He had so much more he wanted to tell her but it would have to wait for a more appropriate time.
“I hope I didn’t interrupt anything important,” the general said smiling.
“Just some small talk.”
“She is quite a looker.”
“She seems very nice,” was all that he would say. “Now, you wanted to talk to me?”
“Yes. I understand you’re leaving us tomorrow. Back to the grind in Washington. I was just wondering what your initial impressions are now that you have had some time to look around.”
“I hardly know where to start. What goes on out here is really beyond comprehension in many ways. The technology, the implications, the potential, and on and on. I guess I could sum it up by saying that I am seeing the possibilities for the future. What happens is still in doubt. I am guardedly optimistic.”
“I’m not sure I know what you mean by that.”
“I mean that we have a chance to use all of this incredible technology, but how it is used is still a concern. We can either make Earth a better place or I think we have the potential to destroy it. It’s up to man to decide the outcome,” Raymond said.
“Very insightful. I’m just a poor dumb military man. Do you have any particular concerns?”
“Anytime we have access to new material such as Element-115, it could mean that the potential to build a bigger, more powerful weapon could be considered at some point. That is my major concern,” he said, looking directly at the general.
“I see. I doubt that it could happen without a great deal of discussion and all the political maneuvering that goes on before such a decision is made,” the general replied.
“No maneuvering went on when the atomic bomb was built. The President said do it, and it was done.”
“Yes, but that was back in 1943. Times have changed. Now they fight over who gets to build it and in what state. The environmental groups stick their noses in. For Christ sakes, even the crazy animal activists want a say. It might hurt some rat or cockroach. It isn’t the same today.”
“But the potential remains, nevertheless. I can’t predict the future. I wish I had a crystal ball sometimes, but I don’t.”
“Don’t we all? Is there anything else I can do for you before you leave?”
“Did anyone admit to taking out my windshield?”
“Not a word. I haven’t pursued it to be truthful. No harm, no foul. So, when do you intend to come back and see us again?”
“I haven’t a clue. I suppose it will be up to the President.”
“Well, have a safe trip and if you need anything, just let me know,” the general said getting up.
“Thank for the use of the officer’s housing.”
“No problem at all,” he said and walked off.

CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

- WASHINGTON DC –
The plane landed on runway 32R and taxied to the Jane Terminal. It was the same landing strip that was used to bring in the workforce from Vegas on the Boeing 737s. It only took a few minutes for the pilot to file his flight plan, check on weather and have the plane’s tanks topped off with AvGas. Within an hour they were headed back to Washington.
Eller was asleep when the plane landed and was startled awake by the attendant
“Sorry to wake you sir, but we are here,” he said.
“Thank you. I dozed off,” he said wiping his face and stretching. He looked out the window and saw that the sun was shining but people were still bundled up in coats.
“There is a helicopter waiting for you. The President had it sent.”
“That’s very considerate. I guess I shouldn’t keep him waiting. I’ll need to get my bags.”
“They are being loaded right this moment.”
“Oh. Well then, I’ll just be off. Thank the pilots for the smooth flight,” he said.
He boarded the helicopter and was whisked away to the White House in a matter of minutes. He certainly didn’t have to wait for anything today.
~~
“Raymond. Come in, come in. My, you did get a tan. I thought you were just kidding,” the President said, shaking his hand.
“It’s hard not to out there. Just going from one building to another or taking a short ride. That is brutal country,” he replied.
“Well, you seem in good spirits and healthy. So, what can I have them bring you? Coke, juice?”
“I’ll just stick with water,” Raymond said. What he really wanted was something substantial to eat.
“So, how is our good general?”
“Devious. I think you were dead right to have someone, or I guess I should say, me, keep an eye on him.”
Raymond spent the next two hours filling him in on the projects going on and their status.
“This Su-12, do they have an initial test date yet?”
“No sir. Lockheed will release it to them and then they run it through the development stages.”
“But they can do like they did last time, actually take it into space?”
“Yes sir. I think that would be part of the process.”
“I see. What about the rumors of a weapon?”
“I personally believe it exists or is being developed. And a Dr. Gimbel is in charge. That is the code name assigned to him. I don’t know his real name. I believe the work is going on in a level that isn’t supposed to exist. There are a great many rumors about a weapon being developed on Level-10, which according to Devin, doesn’t exist.”
“Do you have any proof to back this up?”
“Not really. Just the rumors and when I went down to Level–9, the facility was empty, but it was easy to see that something had been going on. I tried the whole time to locate this Dr. Gimbel and he never surfaced until one of the last days I was there. He didn’t stop to talk; he was late to a meeting. I never saw him again but I asked around. No one seemed to know where he had gone.”
“So, it may be nothing at all. Just talk by a bunch of cooped up scientists with time on their hands,” the President said.
“That could well be, but my gut tells me that something else is going on.”
“It’s hard to call someone on the carpet on just a gut feeling. I don’t doubt you’re right, but we need to know more.”
“Just one other thing. The security force for the base is not our military. They take their orders from the general but they are from the outside.”
“Outside? On a military base? That’s interesting. So then they don’t technically fall under the jurisdiction of the Commander-in-Chief. Who do they work for, other than taking orders from the general?
“I don’t know but I intend to find out.”
“Yes. That would be useful.”
“Another small item. I found this paper with the words ‘THE HUMP’ and 5725 on it. It was on Level-9. I think it refers to a topographical location at Groom Lake. I don’t know what it means yet, but I think I need to keep probing that as well,” Raymond said, showing him the piece of paper he had found.
“That could mean anything or nothing at all,” he said handing the paper back.
They talked for a few more minutes before the President said, “So, when do you think you should go back out for another visit?”
“I think I should be there when the Su-12 is delivered to the base. They will store it in hanger 18 and I want to know more about it. All I saw was a thousand pieces laid out on the floor in hanger 15.”
“Who has the contract?”
“Lockheed.”
“Make sure they notify you immediately when they are ready to release it.”
“Yes sir. I’ve already taken care of that.”
“Excellent. I can rest a lot easier with you on the job, Ray. Thank you. Now I’m sure you have a lot to do so I won’t keep you any longer,” he said. The side door opened and Raymond was shown out.
~~
“Raymond, nice to have you back. Look at your tan. I’m jealous,” Sarah said as he stuck his head in her new office.
She had finally gotten around to decorating it and it wasn’t nearly as bleak as the last time.
“It’s nice to be back. The tan is part of the occupational hazard. Listen, I just left the President after a two hour meeting. Do you have time to bring me up to speed?”
“I’ll make the time. Your office or here.”
“I’m here, let’s just do it if you can.”
“I can indeed. I’ll send for sandwiches,” she offered.
“You have no idea how much I would appreciate that,” he said, smiling
“I figured as much since you have been with the President. All refreshment, no food.”
“Boy, have you got that right.”
Sarah updated him on the current case files and their status. She went over the surveillance reports from Lake and Barnett but there was little new. Obviously Snapp’s death was ruled a homicide but no headway had been made on identifying the perpetrators. The bomb was made in the US and the detonator was from a company called RenTech. They supplied them to half of the outlets in the US that specialized in that kind of equipment.
“So, for now it is a dead end?”
“Sorry to say, yes. We have found out that a shadow team has been watching both Lake and Barnett. Willis was able to spot them and tail them back to their employer.”
“Who is that?”
“A company called EG & E. They are out of Georgetown,” Sarah said.
“EG & E. I’ve seen that someplace.”
“Well, they supply security for nuclear reactor facilities and according to Lake and Barnett to the good folks at A-51,” she replied.
That was it. It was on the back of his badge. ‘Property of EG & E’. Do they supply the security for Groom Lake as well, he wondered? He wanted to ask her more but it was best to leave it like it was. She did not know what he was officially working on. He was sure she could figure it out without much of a problem but she was too smart to ask.
“What do we know about them?”
“Not as much as I would like. I had a friend in another branch of the government who let me see the file on them. They seem on the up and up but that doesn’t explain them watching Lake and Barnett.”
“I’ll see what I can dig up. I have a few contacts too. Anything else?”
“That about covers it. Oh, I don’t know about Laura. She may still want to talk to you.”
“Damn. I hope not. I don’t have time for her silliness.”
Sarah just shrugged.

CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

- GROOM LAKE -
Groom Lake is located in the Emigrant Valley region of the Nellis Bombing and Gunnery Range. It is a dry lake bed that was once used by the U-2 and SR-71 Blackbird spy planes for testing. In wet winters a shallow lake forms. The entire area is closely monitored by base security teams called Det–1 or Det–3. This is the code name for detachment one and detachment three.
Det-2 is assigned duties at the main base where the landing strips are located and the hangers used by the CIA for their special projects. The outer perimeter security force, code named K-Mart or sometimes call the ‘Cammo Dudes’, keep civilians from encroaching on the government installation.
They are armed and are authorized to shoot anyone who ignores their commands. The gunnery range is complex and made up of many different segments. Lake Mead or Base II area is where nuclear weapons are stored. Another segment is the town of Mercury. It is a government owned town that is the supply and administrative center for the Nevada Test Site.
Raymond was fascinated as he read the official documents about the entire Nellis Gunnery Range and surrounding area. He was able to get a topographical map of the area and after a few minutes of searching found a designation for ‘The Hump’. The elevation was listed at 5275 feet. It had to be the place written about on the paper he had found.
It still didn’t tell him what was out there or if it was even important but now he knew it existed for sure. When he went back, he would take the topographical map and find this mysterious place called The Hump.
He wouldn’t have long to wait. Lockheed called and told him that the Su-12 would be released to Groom Lake in three weeks. He knew he didn’t have to be there when it arrived. The scientists who worked on Su-11, told him that it had taken them a week just to get it ready for basic flight ops.
He scheduled his return trip for four weeks later.
~~
Three weeks passed and Eller had settled into the Washington routine again. He had been called twice to testify at congressional hearings. They were almost always a waste of his time and were primarily used to enact personal vendettas against one group or another.
Raymond was used to them and let them roll off his back for the most part. A bunch of puffed up congressmen, believing their own campaign slogans, used them as a place to show their constituents back home that they were on the job.
Because of the Su-12 project, he had asked for clarification about NASA’s Aurora II project. When he studied the report from NASA, it seemed to have the same purpose as the Su program taking place at Groom Lake. Since Lockheed was developing both spacecraft, he wondered why two separate programs were being developed.
No one could give him an answer. It wasn’t until he was able to trace the funding trail that he discovered that the Su project was a CIA program. They used the same basic Aurora II craft but modified it with stealth technology, additional spying capabilities, and many other features that were different from the NASA version.
He had developed a list of questions he wanted to look into when he went to Groom Lake again. It turned out that he didn’t have to wait long for that event to take place.
“A James Whittaker from Lockheed is on line two.”
“Put him through,” Raymond said.
“Mr. Eller. James Whittaker. I’m the program director for the Su project. I have been instructed to notify you when the Su-12 was ready to be released. I am informing you that it will be transported to the designated facility on Thursday of next week. It is scheduled to arrive at 02:15 and will be placed in Hanger 18 for final fitting.”
“Thank you Mr. Whittaker. Just one question if you don’t mind.”
“If I can answer it, go ahead.”
“Does the Su-12 have defense capabilities?”
“In what way do you mean?”
“Does it have missile deployment, or other types of defense capabilities?”
“Our job was to provide the platform. We are not privy to what is done from there.”
“Okay. Then let me be more direct. Does the Su-12 have hard points where missiles can be attached?”
“I think that would be a question that should be answered by the client,” Whittaker replied.
“In other words yes.”
“Your words, not mine Mr. Eller. You would need to talk to the CIA about specifics.”
“Thank you for the notification,” Raymond said.
So the Su-12 was more than just a shuttle vehicle. What was its real purpose, he wondered? He quickly called the President at the special number he had been given but he was meeting with foreign dignitaries and was unavailable. He would have to fill him in later. He spent the rest of the day, briefing Sarah regarding questions that needed to be answered from the last congressional hearings.
“When do they want them?”
“Next Tuesday.”
“And you will be gone?”
“No, but on my way. Welcome to the world of fun and games,” he said.
“Am I ready for this?”
“As ready as I was the first time. Sarah, I have absolutely no reservations about you going in my place.”
“I appreciate your confidence. Any tips?”
“Just one. Try to steer clear of Hillary. She doesn’t like women testifying at these hearings. Actually, she doesn’t like men either. I’m not sure what she does like, other than power. If she gets off on one of her tirades, let her rant. No one really cares what she says,” he warned her.
“Well, I guess it’s time I earned my new title,” she said.
“Not to mention that large pay raise.”
“Oh heavens yes, both dollars of it.”

CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

“Tower, Fox Trot One-Niner, we are over the pyramid.”
“Roger Fox Trot One Niner, we have you at one-one thousand. Altimeter is three zero-zero-one. Decision altitude four-niner-four. You are cleared for Bravo air space direct to 14L. Contact ground control on three-six-niner point five-five.”
The pilot made the callback and prepared for the landing.
“Two minutes,” he said over the phones to Eller in the back of the AE-18G Growler attack aircraft.
A short time later they taxied to the Jane Terminal. General Devin was not there to greet him this time but had sent one of his aides.
“Sorry sir, the general is unavailable right now. He said he would join you just as soon as he could.”
“That’s quite all right. I know my way around fairly well by now.”
“Here is the key to your transportation. It’s right outside. R-124 is the ID.”
“Thank you. I’ll just get my luggage and be on my way.”
“Your luggage is being put in the vehicle. Do you have your identification badge?”
“Right here,” Raymond said, taking it out of his pocket.
“Please remember to keep it with you at all times. Control knows you are on site and has alerted the SP units so we won’t have a repeat of last time.”
“Thank you,” Raymond said wondering if he was referring to the run-in with the Security Patrol the first time, or when he got lost.
He drove over to the officer’s quarters and unpacked. He set several items aside to take to his pod at S-4 as well. Once he had changed out of his flight suit he headed to Hanger 18. After passing security he walked in and saw the Su-12 for the first time.
It was massive and only vaguely resembled the original space shuttles. It was more angular, with upswept wings and a shorter vertical tail. It was totally black except for where the landing gear retracted. It had a deadly look about it that was hard to describe. Much more so than the F-111 Stealth Nighthawk. He walked around the shuttle and felt its textured skin. It was unlike anything he had felt before on a plane and he wondered what it was.
“Mr. Eller. You are back to visit us. Sorry I couldn’t meet you. As you can see, we are trying to get outfitted for testing,” the general said.
“This is quite some craft. It looks menacing.”
“Yes, it does have some really great aggressive lines doesn’t it?”
“What is the material covering it?”
“Something we borrowed from our friends in J’s world. It is a radar absorbing material and it can withstand the heat of reentry into the earth’s atmosphere. We were just able to develop it a couple of years ago. The Su-11 was the first to test it and it works incredibly well.”
“And these doors under here? What are they for?”
“Those are air brakes I believe,” the general replied.
“They look like they could cover a missile deployment system.”
“No. The Fastmover has no missile capabilities.”
“I see. It is a strange placement for air brakes. So, when is the first scheduled test?”
“Next week if we can stay on schedule. We are shooting for Tuesday or Wednesday,” the general informed him.
“That should be quite someday.”
“Yes. Yes indeed,” the general agreed.
“I just wanted to stop in and see how things were progressing. I’m going to head out to S-4 and check on the projects there.”
“Certainly. Doctor Yurris is definitely worth checking on,” the general said, and walked away to speak with one of the technicians.
What a prick, Raymond thought, but he was right, she was worth checking in on. He drove to the S-4 facility and walked quickly to Bay–1. He was disappointed to find no one in the hanger at all. He checked the control booth and it was empty as well. He considered going to Level-5 to see if she was there but decided that it was just best to wait.
Back in the Hummer he got out the topographical map he had brought with him and located the area referred to as The Hump. It looked to be about ten miles from his present location. It was as good a time as any to try to find where this place was.
He drove north along the edge of Groom Lake and then turned west after several miles. The road was a little wider as he followed the map. He could see a tall rise up ahead and surmised that it must be the Hump.
The Hummer had plenty of power to negotiate the climb and when he came to the top he was disappointed to see nothing really important. He got out and walked around. A concrete pad had been poured and two large generators were sitting under camouflage netting. Why have generators up here in this remote place, he wondered? The huge cables that came out of the generator were not connected to anything.
Maybe the generators were just installed and were waiting to be connected. Other than the film of dust they didn’t look like they had been there very long. He noticed truck tire tracks; they had been hauling something heavy. The generators maybe, or something else?
He walked out on to a pinnacle and looked down in the valley but didn’t see anything of any interest. Whatever the reason, he had discovered The Hump but was no closer to discovering the mystery behind it, or at least it seemed that way. He was just about to go back into his Hummer when something poked him in the back.
“Freeze. Do not even move a muscle,” a deep voice said, “What are you doing poking around up here?”
Eller had not moved; even to raise his hands, “My name is Raymond Eller. You should know who I am by now.”
“I didn’t ask you who you were. I said, what are you doing up here?”
“And I said,” Raymond replied, starting to turn around but he didn’t finish the sentence before he was struck in the middle of the back with a gun barrel.
“I said to freeze. You move again and it will be your last move.”
“Alright. Have it your way. But I am going to make a career saving suggestion. I suggest you get on the radio and call your SP 1 and tell them that you have Raymond Eller under the threat of being shot. I’m sure he will give you proper advice,” Raymond said, staying frozen as he was told.
“I don’t need to check in with control. My orders were very specific. If you or anyone else came up here I was to detain you and have you placed under arrest,” he said.
“What? Are you crazy? You are making a very serious mistake. I oversee the entire area operations. I can go anywhere I damn well please,” Raymond said, starting to get even more frustrated.
“Just put your hands behind your back.”
“You are going to…”
“Now. I don’t want to have to tell you again. First your right hand then your left,” the guard interrupted.
Eller decided that this was not the time or place to argue. He would take care of this, and whoever gave such an order, later. If it was General Devin himself, it would the end of his career, regardless of his importance to the base.
Devin was not going to have him restricted or treated like a trespasser. This certainly wasn’t part of the bombing or gunnery range. The guard placed the handcuffs around his wrists and tightened them.
“Now sit down and cross your legs.”
Eller stooped down and tried to sit down but it was impossible without falling the last foot on his rear. It was just one more nail in the coffin of whoever issued these orders. He waited in the hot sun for what seemed like an hour, but was only twenty minutes in reality.
A white Cherokee came roaring up the hill and skidded to a stop causing a wave of dust to roll over him. He closed his eyes and ducked his head as it encircled him. Hammer, hammer, another nail, he told himself. He looked up and saw someone in a fatigues walking toward him. He walked up to Raymond and squatted down.
“Mr. Eller. What are you doing up here?”
“That is my business and if you and your people know what’s good for you, you will release me immediately and explain just what the hell is going on,” he said with his voice intensifying.
“I’m sorry. Maybe you didn’t hear the question. What are you doing up here?” he asked again.
Raymond could see his own dusty reflection in the mirrored sunglasses he wore.
“Just looking around. What’s the big deal? I saw the road leading up here and thought it would be a good place to look out over the area,” he said.
It was going to be useless to argue with these people. He would take care of this when he got back to the main base.
“This is one of those times when curiosity gets the better of the cat,” the guard said.
“What the hell does that mean?” Eller demanded.
“It means, you should have stayed away from here.”
The two men picked him up by his elbows and sat him in the Cherokee and placed the shoulder harness around him.
“Look. I really don’t get it. Don’t you realize the kind of trouble this is going to cause? I am here as a direct representative of the President of the United States. All of this is going to come down on you like a ton of bricks when I make my report,” Eller said, trying to talk some sense into the driver.
He didn’t bother to reply but just drove. Raymond quickly realized they were not headed back to either the main base or S-4. They were headed south, away from the facilities.
“Where are you taking me?” he asked, but again he got no answer.
Fifteen minutes later they approached an enclosure that was surrounded on all sides by rows and rows of razor wire. When the Cherokee approached, a guard inside the booth pressed a button and a gate opened allowing the Jeep to drive in.
Once inside, a door in a large sand colored structure opened and the Jeep entered. He was taken out of the Jeep and escorted down two sets of stairs, to the basement level. He entered a room that had six cells and the guard opened one and shoved him inside.
“What the hell do you people think you are doing? Damn it, I demand to see General Devin,” he yelled but the door slammed shut.
He stood facing the door yelling at the guard but all the guard said was, “If you want the handcuffs removed, shut your face and turn around. Back up to the door and put your hands through the slot.”
Eller was almost out of control with anger over the way he was being treated. The career of these people ended here, today, he thought. The guard removed the handcuffs and closed the opening. He watched as the guard placed the cuffs back on his belt and walked out of the room.
“Don’t you walk out on me. You come back here and get General Devin,” he screamed.
The only reply was his echo.
“Control, 412 reporting. Package secure. We are 10–15.”
“Roger 412. You are released to 10–15.”
412 was the central security control point where interlopers who breached security were kept until they were turned over to the Lincoln County Sheriff’s department. The 10–15 designation meant that they were returning to their normal station.
“Control, report conditions to Thor.”
“412, conditions relayed. 10-4.”
“412, 10–15, 10-4.”
- GROOM LAKE –
The General sat in his office, going over exactly what he was going to say. Making sure that he had everything possible covered. When he was sure, he picked up the phone and dialed. A few seconds later he was connected with the President.
“General Devin. I was told this was important. I was in a meeting. What’s on your mind?”
“Sir, I am sorry to report that Mr. Eller is missing. We have done a base wide search. We found his vehicle but we have not found any sign of him. All routine operations have been suspended and we are using every available resource to find him.”
“Missing? Good Lord. How could this happen?”
“Well sir, it isn’t the first time. On his last visit he got lost in the desert and had to spend the night sleeping in his vehicle. Just before he left, he wandered very near one of our bombing ranges. We tried to get him to use one of our people as a guide but he refused to allow a driver or guide to accompany him. This is rugged terrain and anything might have happened. You saw how unforgiving it was when you visited the facility” the general said with a worried tone.
“How long has he been missing?”
“Almost forty-eight hours. I didn’t want to alarm you until a reasonable time went by. Also, I didn’t want to potentially embarrass him.”
“Embarrass him? Meaning what?”
“Well, in case he was just lost or…”
“Or what?”
“Well, sir. I don’t want to cause any embarrassment or potential problems for Mr. Eller. I sure he has enough on his plate as it is,” General Devin said, with a hint in his voice that indicated he had more to say.
“I don’t give a rat’s ass about ill will. What are you referring to?”
“He is very friendly with one of the lady scientists here. A Doctor Lynn Yurris. They have spent a considerable amount of time together. I just thought it would be best to use some discretion,” the general said trying to sound sincere.
“Yes, he mentioned Dr. Yurris. She is the one that figured out the propulsion mystery isn’t she?”
“She was one of the ones involved. It was a culmination of the whole team that is actually responsible, not just one person,” the general said.
“I see. Have you talked to her?”
“Yes sir. She says she hasn’t seen him since his arrival.”
“Is that true?”
“I don’t know for sure. I know Mr. Eller went out to S-4 and security has him going to Bay–1 where she works, but I don’t know for sure if he actually saw her,” the general replied.
“I doubt she is a factor. Let’s consider the other possibilities. Tell me your exact plans,” the President said.
“We intend to continue to use everything at our disposal to locate Mr. Eller. We are locked down at all of our ingress and egress points. We have our Blackhawks in the air and the NTS Dragons one and two smaller choppers searching as well. We have initiated adjustment 23 and 23A, which is our security patrols and search patterns. All Sierra one and Sierra two sensors are set for full alert. If he is out in the desert we will locate him, if he is alive. We have full teams on B-1 and P-1 searching as well,” The general told him.
“What’s B-1 and P-1?”
“Sorry sir. Bald Mountain and Papoose Mountain.”
“What do you need from me at this point? More men?”
“No sir. That would only compound the problem. We have all the manpower we need. Unfamiliar troops would only cause us additional problems not to mention the security aspect,” the general replied.
“Very well general. I understand your reasoning. I want to be kept informed of any progress and I want to know the minute he is located,” the President said, refraining from adding ‘one way or the other’.
“Yes sir. You will be the first to know. We are all praying that he is found alive and well. I will report anything back to you as soon we discover anything significant,” the general assured him.
“Thank you general,” the President said, hanging up.
Why would Raymond just wonder off like that? He was a bright and intelligent man. It certainly seemed totally out of character for him. And the comment the general made about his relationship with Dr. Yurris. Raymond would not just throw caution to the wind for a fling, no matter how attractive she was.
He didn’t want to let his imagination get away from him and yet something just didn’t seem right. Was it just because he didn’t trust the general or could it be that he had stumbled onto something that put him in danger? Whatever it was, he wasn’t going to wait very long before he took a more drastic approach he decided.

CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

- GROOM LAKE S-4 BUILDING -
“What did the general want?” one of the team members asked Doctor Yurris as he saw him walking away.
“He was asking about Mr. Eller. He wanted to know if I had seen him. I didn’t even know he was back. Have any of you seen him?” she asked the group standing around her.
Everyone indicated that they had not. She wondered how long he had been back and if he came here so she went to check the security log. It showed him checking to the S-4 facility for about ten minutes, two days ago. Why hadn’t she seen him? Then it dawned on her. They had worked almost twenty hours straight trying to install the diffusion nozzles in the proper location. They had decided to call it quits at around 0500 to get some sleep before trying to tackle it again. They were simply starting to make far too many mistakes and she was afraid someone would get hurt.
He must have come to the bay while they were all catching up on some sleep. She had missed him and now he was lost in the desert, according to General Devin. She was surprised to find out he had asked for a place to stay just a few doors down from hers. She tried not to read too much into to it. It could mean a plethora of different things but still it excited and intrigued her.
~~
General Devin felt confident that he had covered his tracks. He knew that Eller had not had a chance to cross paths with Dr. Yurris but it showed his diligence in leaving no rock unturned. He had maintained around the clock chopper coverage and ground patrols. Everywhere he went people could sense his concern and urgency. They all knew that time was running out if Eller was going to be found alive.
The general threw everything into the search, working from the center of the base to the outer perimeter, and then reversing the process. The mountains were covered on both foot patrols and by helicopters with infrared and night vision capabilities.
“Goddamn it. He has to be some place out there. The man could be dying. I know you are all tired but this is a representative of the President of the United States. You are all going to have to just redouble your efforts. I want every rock, crevice, and gully explored. I want anything, and I mean anything, you find to be reported immediately. Sorry people, but Mr. Eller’s life hangs in the balance and I don’t intend to give up on him just yet. I need you to keep digging,” the general said, addressing them standing in front of the main security building.
It was all he could do to keep from smiling as they all headed out into the hot sun once again to look for Eller. Only his hand-picked men actually knew where Eller was. They could look until the sun burned out and they would never find Eller, he chuckled to himself.

CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

- GROOM LAKE -
“I’m sorry sir. We have looked in every building, every inch of the desert and climbed ever mountain and hill and have found no sign of Mr. Eller.”
“He didn’t just vanish. He has to be there someplace,” the President insisted.
“Sir, I understand your frustration. I do. We feel the same way. My people have been working around the clock to find him, in temperatures over one hundred degrees. We have had at least one chopper in the air every hour since he went missing. We have used thermo sensing units at night. I’m afraid we have to assume the worst at this point,” the general said sincerely.
“Still, you would have found his remains,” the President said.
“Not necessarily sir. We have coyotes and mountain lions in these parts. If he was bitten by a snake and couldn’t defend himself, well you understand what I’m saying,” the general replied.
“Even then, you should find something. Clothing, shoes, some damn thing.”
“Sir, we had a guard disappear a few years back and it was a year later when someone found his shirt buttons in a pile of coyote dung. They will eat anything without exception,” the general said.
The President sighed, “General, I understand you are doing your best. How much longer do you intend to search?”
“Sir, it will be ongoing, but I do need to release the bombing and gunnery ranges. All branches of the service have been understanding, considering the seriousness of this problem, but it is putting their programs behind schedule. I am getting a steady stream of inquires as to when they think I might open the facilities up so they can start scheduling operations.”
“I can see that it would be a potential issue. You can go ahead and open those sections of Nellis,” the President said.
“Sir, if it helps any, we have literally combed almost every inch of those areas at least a dozen times. I just don’t see how he could be in any of the range areas. I don’t intend to open them all just yet. I am still holding out hope we will find him. For now, I will only open ranges 62 through 65 south. The others are over the mountain areas and I still have men searching those regions,” the general said.
“I appreciate all that you and your men have done. I take it nothing came out of your talk with Dr. Yurris?”
“She maintains that she has not seen or heard from him. I have no reason to doubt her at this time,” the general replied.
“At this time? Are you still having some doubts?”
“Oh, nothing I would hang my hat on, it’s just that I have some doubts about her integrity.”
“Interesting. Thank you general. Now, I need to return to my meeting. You will let me know if something turns up?” he said.
“You will be the first to know,” the general answered.
~~
Raymond felt the rough texture of his whiskers as he lay back against the wall. He was thirsty and hungry. They only brought him a cup of water and a bologna sandwich each day. At the very least they could put mustard on it to break up the monotony.
He looked at the marks on the wall. It had been six days and no one but the guard had been down there. He never spoke, just opened the slot and tossed the sandwich in and an eight ounce bottle of Gatorade. How much longer did they intend to keep him here, he wondered, and to what end? They were going to have to do something with him eventually. He had been over every inch of the cell, probing for any weaknesses but it had been solidly built. He wasn’t going to just scratch or dig his way out of this place.
His bed was a solid slab of concrete with a thin mattress. The cell had nothing more than a hole in the floor for a toilet and a stainless steel sink with warm water coming out of one tap. Those were the only things in the room.
It was almost like movies depict solitary confinement where the bad guy is locked up with nothing but the clothes on his back and little to eat. The mental images of Steve McQueen in the movie Papillion, when he was placed in solitary confinement, flashed across his mind. Lord, he hoped he didn’t look like that. Who was looking for him? He had to be reported as missing by now, so if he could hang on long enough, someone would have to find him, right?
“Get up,” the guard said. Raymond blinked his eyes. He didn’t even realize he had been sleeping. He slowly stood, using the wall for support.
“Hand out your pants, socks and shoes.”
“Why?”
“Do what you’re told or I will come in and do it for you,” the guard snarled.
Raymond slowly removed his shoes, socks, and pants and handed them through the slot. The guard passed back a set of camouflage fatigues and a pair of fresh socks and military boots.
Well, Raymond though, at least I am getting a fresh change of clothes. He would have liked a fresh shirt and pair of underwear, but this was a step in the right direction. Nine marks were now scratched in the wall by his mattress. His whiskers were past the scratchy stage and starting to turn into a beard. If he just had a mirror he could have seen how he looked. He had always wondered how he would look in a beard, now he had the beard but no way to see how it looked on him. Life is just not fair sometimes, he thought, and then laughed out loud at the irony. Like not having a mirror was his real problem.

CHAPTER SIXTY

- GROOM LAKE INFIRMARY –
Angie Beck had been working at the base infirmary for over six years and was capable of handling most of the routine situations that came up. She was always cheerful and everyone seemed to know and respect her. In fact, she had likely attended to almost everyone there at one time or the other. She had done everything from giving routine shots, performing an emergency tracheotomy, and even delivering two babies. Her worst duties had been attending to burn victims and occasionally, a broken bone.
Doctor Campbell, the base surgeon, was currently away at a training seminar in Las Vegas. At least that is what his orders stated. The golf clubs were a dead giveaway that more than medicine was going to be discussed. It was just starting to get dark, and she was finishing filling out paperwork and looking over the medical inventory supply list before calling it a night, when two security officers came.
“Hi guys, what can I do for you?”
“We have sort of an emergency situation. We have a guy in custody and he has been acting crazy. We had to restrain him because he was trying to bash his own head in against the cell door. He tore most of his clothes off. We called the general and he wants someone to take blood samples and have them sent off for testing,” one of the men said.
“Why would he want to do that? A blood test isn’t going to tell you anything about acting crazy. Is he drunk?”
“No, he isn’t drunk, and that’s not the point anyway. The general said for us to get a blood test done on the guy,” he replied.
“I can take a look at him and run some tests myself to see what’s going on with the guy,” she said.
“Look, Angie, all I know is what the general said he wanted done. You know how he is. He probably watched a medical show on television last night and now thinks he knows what should be done.”
“But taking a blood sample isn’t going to give us results nearly as quickly as having me check him out.”
“Unless it’s drugs,” the other security man added,
“I guess it could be a possibility,” she answered.
“Angie, please. I’ve been in enough hot water with him lately. Would you mind just doing what he wants? What harm would it do and it would keep him off my ass,” he said, giving her his best, poor me look.
“Damn it Jon, this makes no sense at all but I know how he is. He gets a bug up his butt and everyone has to jump. Okay, bring him in and I’ll drain the poor bastard if that will please his holiness, even though it doesn’t make a lick of sense to me,” Angie said.
“That’s the other thing. He isn’t with us. We have him in isolation. The supreme ruler of the land,” he said, trying to lighten the situation, “Wants him kept away from everyone until he has the results back from the blood tests. He even has a medevac standing by to take the blood to Vegas,” he said.
She looked at the two guards like they had lost their minds. The general was definitely a very strange bird, she thought.
“So where is the poor guy?”
“At Beacon.”
“Good Lord. All the way out there? That’s in no-man’s land.”
“He wants him away from everybody and everything. We need to get going if we are going to get you back at a decent hour,” he said, “Better grab your coat, it will be dark by the time we make the round trip and drop off the samples at the chopper.”
Angie grabbed her coat and her medical bag, checking first to see if she had everything she needed. The general has rocks for brains, she thought, as they started off for the southernmost point of the Nellis range. It would take them forty-five minutes to reach Beacon
- BEACON HOLDING FACILITY -
Raymond was half asleep, in that twilight zone where you are not quite sure if you are a wake or sleeping. He was sitting on the floor with his head back against the wall. he cell door opened and three guards came in. They grabbed him up off the floor and handcuffed his hands behind his back. He was tossed on the mattress and his legs were cuffed as well.
“What’s going on?” he asked, realizing that this was no dream.
The guards said nothing but shoved a wad of cloth in his mouth and wrapped a band around it. He tried to say something but it was just mumbling that came out. They looped a second pair of cuffs to a steel ring in the wall and attached them to the leg cuffs so that he couldn’t get off the bed.
“Someone is going to come in here in a few minutes and take a blood sample. If you so much as struggle one bit, when they leave, your ass will be mine. I have permission to do as I please, so you had better just lie there and cooperate. You got it?” he said, pulling Raymond up by his hair.
He tried to say yes, but only muttered sounds came out.
“You damn well better do what you're told,” he said and shoved Raymond's head back against the thin mattress.
Now what the hell, Raymond thought? Why blood samples? Maybe they were using him as a bargaining chip and needed to show proof that they had him. Maybe he could use this to his advantage he thought, but how? He moved around so he could feel the rip in the mattress and he pulled the security card out and laid it under him.
Twenty minutes is a long time when you have a gag in your mouth and handcuffs that are on too tight. He could hear steps coming his way so he took a deep breath through his nose and relaxed. The cell door opened and two guards and a short, plump woman with dark hair streaked with gray came in. She seemed nervous. He looked at her intently, trying to hold her attention. The two guards stood nearby as she opened her medical kit.
“Do you keep him like this?” she asked.
“We usually don’t have the gag on but he starts yelling and cursing. He has the foulest mouth you have ever heard. We thought it best to not put you through that. You don’t need to listen to that filth,” Jon said.
“Well, we have to do something about his hands being behind his back. I can’t get a blood sample with him like that,” she said.
The two guards glanced at each other quickly. They hadn’t thought about that.
“Okay, I’ll undo them and take his hands from the back and put them in front. I still want the cuffs on him before you start. He is extremely violent,” Jon said.
“Do whatever you need to do but let’s get this over with. I want to get back,” she said.
Jon started to roll him over on his side but Raymond rolled for him so he could get to the cuffs. He was trying to keep the badge hidden by cooperating. Once the cuffs were off he wrapped his hand around the badge, threw his right fist, catching Jon in the side of the jaw and with his left hand he grabbed Angie’s coat, pulling her toward him.
She let out a yell and the guards pulled her away and jumped on him. They started hitting him with their fists. He went limp and absorbed the blows as best he could.
“Stop it. Stop it,” he heard the woman yell. The two guards quit hitting him and placed the cuffs back on him.
“Get the sample. I told you he was violent. The guy is an animal. Are you hurt?”
“I’m fine. It just scared me for a minute,” she said, straightening her coat.
“I’ll hold his shoulders and Kevin will hold his feet, just in case,” Jon said.
She wrapped the rubber tube around his upper arm and tapped on his vein. He was looking at her, trying to convey a message, but she was intent on her work. She pushed the needle into his vein and released the rubber tubing when the blood started to flow. She took two vials of blood before she withdrew the needle and placed a bandage over the entry hole.
“That should make the general happy she said, holding up the two vials.”
“Good. Let’s get them back to base so they can be flown to Vegas and I can report in. Maybe the general will get off my butt now,” Jon said, ushering her out of the cell.
Raymond lay on the cot, spent from the struggle and blows he had taken. He had done all he could at this point. The rest was up to fate and God.
The last thing he heard as the footsteps receded was the guard called Jon saying, “I told you he was crazy. See why the general wanted …” the last part faded out along with the footsteps.
When they were back at the base the two guards made a big show of rushing the vials to the waiting chopper. Jon jumped back in the Jeep and drove Angie over to the infirmary.
“Thanks Angie. You’re sure you’re alright?”
“I’m fine. Really. I’ve been grabbed by worse than that,” she kidded and Jon laughed like he thought it was really a funny line.
“If you’re sure? I don’t mind waiting or driving you home.”
“Don’t be silly. Go on and report to the big kahuna that the job is accomplished. The vampire has done her work. He might even say thanks,” Angie said.
“Right. Then I would have to come back to be treated for a heart attack.”
“Get,” she said and waved as he drove off toward the main security building.
It had been an eventful evening. She decided that she had had enough excitement for one night, closed up the infirmary and headed home.
The general was at the main security building when the guard drove up.
“How did it go?” he asked.
“Like clockwork. Here are the two vials,” he said, handing them to the general.
“Excellent. His pants and one of his shoes are over on the table. I want you to smear the blood on the pants and inside the shoe,” he instructed.
Jon picked up the pants that were tattered and torn. It looked like something had chewed on them, which is exactly what had been done. The general had used one of his dogs to make it look like something had been eating on them. They had given the shoe the same treatment.
“Don’t overdo it. Just make it look like he had been bitten and the blood had run down his leg,” the general said. When Jon was finished he held it up for the general’s approval.
“Good. Now head back to Beacon and throw it in the sand and drag it around. I don’t want it to look too fresh.”
“Yes sir. What about the prisoner?”
“What about him?”
“Did you have any special instructions?”
“No. Just don’t kill him yet. We may need him as a hostage if something should go wrong. It’s always wise to have a trump card for emergencies.”
“Yes sir. We are to discover the pants and shoe sometime tomorrow afternoon, right?” Jon asked.
“Correct. Then bring them here and make sure as many people see you as possible. I want it to get around that we found something.”
“Yes sir. I understand,” he said.
“Nice work Jon,” the general said as he was departing.
~~
Raymond lay on his side, rubbing his head up and down on the mattress, trying to dislodge the cloth rag that was holding his gag in place. He had to get it out of his mouth. Not only was it absorbing all the moisture but it was beginning to make him feel nauseous and he didn’t want to choke on his own vomit.
He rubbed back and forth until he felt his neck was going to give out, but just as he was about to give up, it rolled up enough so he could spit the rag out his mouth. He instantly had the dry heaves as he tried to gulp air down his throat. His mouth was dry and he needed a drink badly but his legs were still chained to the steel ring in the wall.
He reached as far as he could but he immediately felt a sharp pain in his ribs. They must have cracked them when they jumped on him, he thought. The pain intensified as he tried to stretch to reach the sink.
He could just reach the faucet and push it until he could hear the water running. He couldn’t reach the water no matter how hard he tried. It was so close yet so far away. That made his thirst even worse. He then got an idea to get some moisture at least.
He reached down and picked up the wad of cloth and unravel it, holding one end he tossed the other in the sink. He let it soak in the water a few minutes before pulling it out and sucking on the end of it. It was one of the best things he had ever tasted. He did it several more times before the dryness started to subside. His ribs hurt but at least he had water.
After drinking until content, he lay on his back and tried to find a comfortable position. It was an exercise in futility and he finally gave up. Eventually he drifted into a restless sleep.

CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

- GROOM LAKE -
The Jeep Cherokee raced up to the main security building with the lights flashing. People stopped and watched as the guard jumped out of the vehicle almost before it stopped and ran, clutching what appeared to be a pair of torn pants and a shoe, into the security building.
A few minutes later he emerged with several guards. They rushed to their vehicles and the procession sped off. Everyone watching knew something had happened and most speculated that they had found the missing person who had been object of non-stop searches.
Talk of the event quickly spread throughout the main base and it didn’t take long for it to filter all the way out to the S-4 complex, twelve miles away. It became the main topic of conversation for most groups as they ate lunch.
A few hours later the security vehicles returned but this time, no lights and at a normal speed. Obviously, whatever they found, it wasn’t good. The general came out and they all stood around the vehicles while he inspected the pants and shoe. No one had to get very near to understand that it wasn’t good news and the expression on the face of the general said the most of all.
He slowly walked back to the security building, holding the bloody pants and shoe.
- GROOM LAKE -
“Mr. President,” the general said, “I have bad news.” His voice was somber.
“Concerning Raymond?”
“Yes sir. We haven’t located him but one of the security patrols searching in the mountains came across a cave. It was obviously a coyote lair. They went in and found a chewed up pair of pants and one mangled shoe. They are both soaked in blood. We don’t know for sure if it is Mr. Eller’s but it is consistent with what he was wearing. I was going to have the articles sent to the medical lab in Las Vegas for testing to see if it was human, and if at all possible, DNA testing. Would anyone have a DNA sample we could have sent to them for comparison?”
“I have no idea. That’s not something I would know,” the President said, thinking that was a strange request.
“I guess we can go through his personal belongings here and see if we can come up with something that can be used. I just didn’t want to snoop in his items.”
“Well, I suggest you not worry about that and get what you need.”
“Yes sir.”
“Did they find his body?”
“They found bits and pieces of bone fragments and little else. The cave was pretty big so it looks like there may have been a pack of them. We are going to set a trap tonight to try to kill them off,” the general said.
“Just don’t let the animal rights freaks about it. As far as I am concerned you can kill every one of those damn things.”
“Yes sir. I’ll let you know when we have the results back from the lab.”
“Yes. As soon as you know for sure I will need to make some changes and have his next of kin notified,” the President said.
“I’m very sorry about this sir. I wish we could have done more,” the general said.
“It’s not your fault. I am sure he was just trying to do his job and something went wrong. It was one of those things that is out of anyone’s hands. He was a good man and will be greatly missed,” the President said.
“I understand how you feel. We had an uneasy relationship but I respected his integrity and dedication,” the general replied. He smiled as he hung up.

CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

- GROOM LAKE S-4, BAY 1 -
Dr. Yuriss was morose and had little enthusiasm for her work at present. The news about what the security people had found quickly made its way to her group. She was stunned and distressed about Raymond and what might have been. Most of all she was saddened for the loss of a very kind and good man.
She was going through the motions of working but her usual exuberance was clearly missing. She caught herself two or three times not paying attention and making silly mistakes.
“Dr. Yuriss. Dr. Yuriss are you okay?” her assistant said.
“What? Oh, yes. Sorry. I’m fine,” she said, shaking her head to clear it.
“You’re sure? We don’t have to do this right now if you would rather take a break.”
“No. Let’s get this lowered in place so we can get on with the next phase,” she said.
“Fine, but be careful,” he said taking hold of the chain hoist control switch.
He pushed the down button and the multi-directional flow control nozzle started to slowly lower into place. It was time consuming because it had to be guided in such a manner that the directional veins aligned perfectly with the flow nozzle outlet ports. It was one of the critical elements of being able to control the craft direction both vertically and horizontally. If they were not in perfect alignment, control would be virtually impossible.
He was on the other side of the vessel from Lynn and could not see where she was exactly. His eyes were focused on getting the cover in perfect alignment.
“Just about there,” he said, watching the alignment intently.
Only a few more inches and then they would be able to make the final alignment manually.
“Stop. Stop,” Lynn screamed out. “Raise it. My fingers are caught,” she yelled.
He quickly hit the up button and raised the casing.
“Ouch! Doggone it! Son of a gun!” she said, pulling her fingers from under the heavy flow control nozzle.
“Are you alright, Dr. Yurris?”
“No, doggone it. Boy-oh-boy, that smarts,” she said holding her throbbing fingers. They had already started to turn blue.
“Let me take a look at them,” he said.
“No,” she said pulling them back and protecting them with her other hand.
“We need to have those looked at. You might have broken something.”
“Hold on,” she said, leaning against the reactor housing, “I feel sick. Let me just get my breath,” she said.
“Here, sit down before you fall down,” the assistant said, pushing a stool over to her.
She sat down clutching her fingers. She looked at them and could see that blood was seeping out from under two of the fingernails. She could feel every heartbeat in the tips of her fingers. The pain was like shooting bolts of electricity. The ends of her fingers were turning purple and starting to swell.
“You’re right, I think I had better have these looked at,” she said.
“I’ll get some ice to put on them and then I think we should get those taken care of professionally.”
He ran and got ice cubes and wrapped them in a towel. He placed it gently around her fingers but she still let out a small gasp.
“Let’s get you over to the infirmary. They can see what needs to be done much better than the nurse here,” he said.
He called for security and they sent a guard, who took one look at her hand and decided that she needed to go to the main base for medical treatment. Lynn didn’t put up any argument. The pain in her fingers was excruciating and just walking to the Jeep made them hurt even more.
She felt so stupid for letting this happen. If she had been paying more attention she wouldn’t be in this mess. The ride to the infirmary was agonizingly long and every bump seemed to send a wave of fresh searing pain through her fingers. The driver did the best he could to miss the majority of the holes and depressions in the road but it didn’t make her feel any better.
“What happened to you?” Angie asked when Lynn came in holding her hand.
“I did something stupid.”
“Let’s take a look,” the nurse said.
“Doggone it, they really hurt,” Lynn told her, trying to be brave.
Angie carefully unwrapped her hand and looked at the deep purple tips of her fingers.
“I’m Angie,” the nurse said, trying to distract her as she checked the fingers on her right hand.
“Yes. Everyone seems to know who you are. Sorry, I’m Lynn Yurris.”
“Oh dear. You did do a number on those. Let’s do this one step at a time,” she said getting a needle and a bottle of numbing agent.
“You will feel a little discomfort when I stick the needle in, but it will stop the pain quickly,” she said, “Ready?”
“Do it. It can’t be any worse than it already is,” Lynn replied, closing her eyes.
Somehow, having her eyes closed seemed to help when she was getting a shot. She felt the pressure of the nurse’s hands and just a small prick. Within seconds the throbbing started to ease and she began to feel better.
“Wow, that’s much better,” Lynn said.
“Boy, nothing like a couple of smashed fingers to cause pain. I can still remember the time my fingers got closed in a car door,” she said.
“This was my fault. I simply wasn’t paying attention,” Lynn replied.
“It happens. Everyone works so hard around here. The isolation and long hours take their toll,” Angie told her.
“I guess I could blame it on that. The truth is, I just haven’t been myself. I can’t seem to get back on track,” Lynn said.
“Do you think you need to get some help? We have wonderful resources available if you feel the need. I’m not trying to be pushy but sometimes talking to someone helps,” she said.
“I don’t know. I’m just upset and saddened by the disappearance of Raymond Eller. He was from Washington and had some connection to the White House. I got to know him a little and it has been on my mind. To die out in the desert and be eaten by wolves. It's just so gruesome.”
“The guy that disappeared? I’ve been hearing about that. They think it was Coyotes. At least that is what I heard one of the patrolmen say,” Angie said, and then immediately realized it was not the best thing she could have said.
“Wolves, Coyotes, it doesn’t matter, it is such a horrible way to die. I can’t imagine it. As cruel as it sound, I hope he was dead first,” Lynn whispered, and started to cry.
“Oh you poor dear,” Angie said, letting Lynn rest her face in her shoulder.
“That, on top of your fingers. No wonder you feel disconnected. I would be more than happy to arrange for you to talk to someone,” Angie replied, hugging her and patting her on the shoulder.
“No,” she said, sniffing, “I’m not big on shrinks. I don’t think I could just pour my soul out to a stranger.”
She lifted her head and laughed quickly while crying at the same time, “Then again, I’m doing that right, now aren’t I?” Lynn said, tears running down her cheeks.
“Honey, everyone needs to unload sometimes. It’s what separates us from the wolves, coyotes or whatever you want to call them. That’s what keeps us human,” Angie told her, trying to make her feel better.
“I know. It’s just…I don’t know. He was such a nice guy. I really enjoyed talking with him,” she said.
“I understand.”
Angie placed her fingers in a bowl of ice water and had her keep them in it as long as she could. When she was done with that she took her into the backroom and took an X-ray of her hand. Fortunately, nothing was broken but they would sure hurt for a while she told Lynn. She placed finger protectors on the two damaged ones and wrapped them together.
“Hon, you are going to have to be careful with these fingers. You bump them against something and it’s gonna hurt like the dickens. You need to be really careful when you use that hand,” she warned, “I could put your arm in a sling if you think that would help?”
“No, I don’t want to do that unless it is absolutely necessary, Lynn replied.
“No. It would just a reminder to be careful with them,” Angie said.
“I think the pain will take care of that. Will I lose my nails?” Lynn suddenly asked.
Angie laughed, “Hon, you may be a doctor but that was spoken like a true woman. I’m sorry to say but, yes, I think there is a very good chance you will lose at least one, and probably both. That is usually what happens when they are damaged that badly.”
“Darn. Well, I guess I don’t have anyone to keep them looking nice for anyway,” she said, trying to cheer up.
“I will want to see them again in a few days. We may be able to save your nails if I put a small hole in them. The helps relieve the pressure and can save the nail sometimes. No guarantees, but it doesn’t hurt to have it done and it might help,” Angie said.
She gave her some pain pills and a few sleeping pills to help her at night when they would hurt the most.
“Thanks Angie. I appreciate the medical attention and the chance to get some of this out of my system,” she said.
“Glad to help with both. If you need to talk again, just come on over anytime. You can usually find me here.”
The ride back to S-4 wasn’t as painful as the trip over but it was still agonizing when they hit a dip in the road. When she got back her team met her and all expressed their concern and sympathies. They were a good group and she was glad to have them on her team.
She worked for a few more hours before the pain started to return and then she called it quits and went back to her quarters on Level-5. Just walking down the hall made her think of how close Raymond would have been and what might have been in time.

CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE

- GROOM LAKE HANGER 18 –
General Devin stood with his hands on his hips looking at the Su-12. He never got tired of looking at it. To him it represented the culmination of years of dreams, disappointments, and setbacks. Now he could see the light at the end of the tunnel and the Su-12 was that light. The craft had been fitted out and programmed. The pilots were trained and ready to go. Tomorrow would be the first test day.
They would practice simple takeoffs, landings, maneuvering, and altitude ascension, staying below 250,000 feet. They would stay both sub-orbital and sub-sonic until all systems had checked out one hundred percent. That would be followed by evaluation of the flight data and if everything was ‘go’, they would do their first orbital burn.
In just a few weeks he would be able to have the BlackStar loaded in the cargo bay and deployed. The specially built tracking station was already operational and it was the only one of its kind in the world. It would be able to track a scrambled signal so that messages could be relayed to both the Su-12 and the BlackStar.
From the BSTS he would be able to send data to aim and fire the weapon with the input of nothing more than a few coordinates, target radius, and photon stream power level. No place on earth would be able to trace where the photon beam had been fired from or by whom. It would become the perfect weapon and General Devin would have control.
He would have only a few more details to take care of once the BlackStar was launched and in orbit. The first would be to take care of the big mouth, Dr. Gimbel. There was no way he could let him get in the spotlight. He would divulge everything in his rush to gain glory.
Of course Devin couldn’t get rid of him immediately in case the BlackStar had a flaw and he needed the good doctor to come up with the solution. Once that was done and the BlackStar was in a stable orbit, the necessity of keeping Doctor Gimbel alive became null. He would become one more body buried out in the desert of Nevada.
- BEACON HOLDING FACILITY -
Raymond was starting to lose track of the number of days he had been in the cell. He could no longer keep day straight from night and he was becoming more lethargic as the time dragged on. He knew he had to keep fighting it but it became harder with each passing hour.
He was lying on the mattress, trying to calculate how much time it had been when the cell door opened. Three guards came in the room and yanked him out of the bed.
“Now what?” Raymond demanded.
“Just relax and don’t cause any trouble and this will be over with before you know it,” the one he remembered as Jon said.
“What are you going to do?” he asked, but decided struggling would only get him hurt more and his ribs were still sore. It was painful every time he moved.
“Don’t struggle unless you want to get hurt again,” Jon said as the guards tightened their grip on him.
The third guard jammed a needle in his arm and he could feel the sting as the medicine raced through his arm.
“What the hell was that?” he asked but got no reply.
He could feel his head getting dizzy and within seconds he was starting to feel his legs getting rubbery.
“What was that…” he tried to say as the room started to spin.
He could feel himself slipping into unconsciousness. His head slumped forward with his chin resting on his chest. They dragged him over to the bed and laid him down with his arm stretched out to the side.
“Let get this over with. I don’t like this one bit,” Jon said.
“Me either but the general said to do it, so we’ll do it.”
“That doesn’t mean I have to like it.”
Raymond slowly drifted back into consciousness and immediately realized something was terribly wrong. He slowly raised his head off the mattress and felt a bolt of pain run through arm and smash into his brain.
He looked down at his hand and saw that a large ball of gauze was wrapped around his left hand. Now what had happened, he thought, trying to make some sense of what he was looking at? He was aware of pain radiating from his hand but it didn’t register in his brain. He could see that blood had seeped through the bandage in several places.
He shook his head, sending another jolt of pain up his arm. What the hell had they done to him, he wondered? He tried to sit up but the pain was too intense. Suddenly he retched, causing this hand to ache intolerably. He lay back down, spitting the bile from his mouth. What in God’s name had they done? He was afraid to move any part of his body. All he wanted to do was lie still and make this all go away, but it didn’t.
Holding his hand as steady as possible he forced himself to sit up and swing his legs to the floor. Carefully, he undid the little metal clasp that held the dressing in place and started to slowly unravel the gauze. The more he took off the more soaked the bandage became. As much as he didn’t want to know, he knew he had to find out what they had done. As he got near the end of the blood soaked gauze, his worst fears were starting to be realized. He could see that whatever was done to him, it was going to be bad.
He uncovered first one finger then the next, but no more. The last two fingers had been severed. He looked at his hand in disbelief. These people are crazy. What the hell were they going to do, cut him up into pieces a day at a time? Being held in the cell was crazy enough, but this. This was beyond comprehension.
He felt physically sick but fought it off. He carefully tried to place the bandage over the oozing stumps of his last two fingers.
They had been cauterized crudely to stop the majority of the bleeding. He almost threw up when he accidentally bumped one of his remaining fingers and it pushed against the stub of the missing digit. He was drenched in sweat by the time he had the bandage back in place as best as he could.
He lay back on the bed, holding his hand, wondering just how far gone the general was. Or was he the one doing this? Hell yes, he thought. No one else had this kind of power. The goons that had done this were just following his orders, not that it made his hand feel any better.
He lay on the bed, holding his wrist with his good hand. The pain was non-stop and he laid there trying to regulate his breathing, thinking about everything, but what had happened to his hand. He was just about to fall asleep when the door to the cell opened once again.
“No. Don’t touch me you son of a bitch,” he yelled rolling toward the wall and balling up. “Haven’t you crazy bastards done enough to me already?”
“Easy, it’s okay, I’m here to give you a shot to help with the pain. It is an antibiotic as well,” Jon said, holding up a syringe.
“Sure. Just keep away from me. Haven’t you done enough? What are you going to cut off this time you stupid pricks?” Raymond said.
“Look Mr. Eller. I’m telling you. We aren’t going to hurt you. This is to keep you from getting an infection and to ease the pain. I’m going to leave the needle here. Use it if you want or don’t. It’s up to you. I’m sorry it had to be this way. I don’t have anything against you personally,” Jon said, laying the syringe on the floor at the end of the bed.
Raymond laid there until he heard the cell door click closed. He rolled over to make sure they had gone and looked down at the floor. What the hell, if they had wanted to knock him out and cut something else off, they could have overpowered him like before. He picked up the syringe and stuck into his left arm and then lay back down.
Within a minute or two he could feel the intensity of the pain starting to ebb. A few minutes later he was asleep. The last thing he remembered before he drifted off what that he sure hoped he still had everything when he woke up.

CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR

- GROOM LAKE -
“Mr. President,” the general said, “I just wanted to keep you informed of the latest development. The results came back and they were positive for human blood. We found some hair on a comb in his quarters and sent it to the lab along with the shoe we found. It is a definite match for DNA.
Early this morning one of the men found what looks like two human fingers. I had them flown to Mercury and confirmed. Maybe the FBI or someone can lift the prints off them and then we would have a positive ID. I don’t think we are going to find much more of Mr. Eller at this point,” he said grimly.
“Good God. That poor man. Eaten by a bunch of filthy coyotes. It makes me sick to even think of it. Yes, I’ll have someone fax the prints of Raymond for comparison. I’m confident that can be performed there rather than sending the fingers back to Washington. I take it Mercury is the name of a city in Nevada?”
“Yes sir. I’ll follow up on matching the prints, but I think this is the end of the road. It makes us all sick. What a horrible way to die. God rest his soul,” the general replied.
“Well, I guess not much more can be done. I doubt after this long you are going to find much more,” the President said.
“I suspect you are right, but I still have a team searching. It would be nice if we could return some of his body for a proper burial.”
“Yes but I don’t hold up much hope of that, do you?”
“Honestly? No sir, I do not.”
“Very well general. I appreciate your diligence on this matter. I guess we are just going to have to face the reality of the situation. I never look forward to this sort of thing. It is the most unpleasant of all my jobs, but it needs to be done so we can move forward,” the President said.
“Yes sir. Did you want to send someone to replace Mr. Eller? I’ll personally bring them up to speed as quickly as possible,” the general offered.
“Honestly, I haven’t even given that a thought. No, certainly not at the present. I will need some time to decide just what course of action should be taken. You continue as before, for now at least, send your reports directly to me,” he said, “If I have any questions I will call you for clarification.”
“Yes sir, Mr. President. I am truly sorry about Mr. Eller.”
“Thank you general. Let me know when we have word on the print match. I don’t know why I think that is important, but somehow it is. The DNA should be enough, but still, I guess I feel we owe it to the poor man,” the President replied.
“I will notify you the minute I hear from them.”
The general almost did a little dance when he hung up the phone. The DNA and fingerprints will take Eller out of the equation for good, he thought. He was sure the President wouldn’t rush into a decision about sending a replacement. His first priority would be to fill the vacancy in the Department of Homeland Security. That alone would take a good deal of time and keep the President occupied.
Now he was set. The first test of the Su-12 had gone even better than the early test of the Su-11. Tomorrow would be the first orbital mission. They would use the new pulse engines to produce enough thrust to break through the top of the troposphere at 400,000 feet.
It would be a low level orbit so they could find out if anyone, including our own military tracking stations, could detect them. NORAD was of course the biggest concern. The only anxious part would be the reentry. A disaster like the last time might finish him and the BlackStar for good. There was no use borrowing trouble, he said to himself. If you look for trouble, you can usually find it.
~~
Angie had worked later than she had planned. Several small incidents had kept her busy all day long. It was almost dark before she locked the infirmary and slipped her coat on. She walked to her car. She opened her purse and dug around for her car keys. Crap, she muttered, when she couldn’t locate them. She dug to the bottom of the bag but didn’t find them. Out of instinct, she reached into her coat pocket and felt something strange. She pulled it out and looked at it in the dimming light. It was a base security card that read:
Mr. Raymond Eller
ULTRA TOP SECRET
LEVEL — 9

Raymond Eller. Raymond Eller, she repeated several time. How in the heck did this get in my pocket? Who was Raymond… wait? Raymond Eller. He was the guy who got lost and was eaten by coyotes. The one Dr. Yurris was talking about. How did she end up with his card in her pocket? This was too weird she thought as she walked back to the infirmary to look for her car keys.
She opened the door and turned the lights on. There on the desk were her keys. Lord I’m forgetful she muttered as she locked back up. Raymond Eller. Why would his security badge be in her coat pocket? She was flipping it back and forth as she walked to her car. It hit her like a ton of bricks. The man held at Beacon. The one she went to get blood from. What was going on? Why was he reported as missing or dead, when he was being held in a cell at Bacon?
She shuddered as she climbed in her car and started the engine. She could see the main security building from where she was sitting. She needed to tell them that they were wrong. She stated her car and drove to the security building and went inside.
“Hi Angie,” the man behind the glass booth said.
“Oh, hi Billy. Listen, can you tell me about that guy that got lost in the desert? Did they ever find out what happened to him?”
He looked at her for a second. A frown flickered across his face for an instant.
“Why do you want to know?”
Immediately from his looks and tone, the hair on the back of her neck started to stand on end. Bad question, Angie thought.
“I was just wondering. I need to submit an accident report to the State whenever someone is seriously injured or dies,” she replied.
“Hum. Well, I guess that makes sense. What I have heard is that he is being considered officially deceased at this point,” he said.
“Oh dear. That means a lot more paperwork for me. Crap. Now I have to notify the State Coroner’s Office as well. I was afraid of that, but I thought I had better check to be sure,” she said.
“Sorry,” was all he said. He had stared at her intently the whole time they were talking.
She got back in her car and tried to think what she should do. Something wasn’t right. She couldn’t drive out to Beacon and check. They would never let her get close to the place. Was Jon in on this? He had to be. What the hell was this all about? She kept asking herself these questions as she sat trying to figure out her next move. She was startled when one of the guards tapped on her car window. She rolled it down part way.
“Anything wrong Angie?” he asked.
“Oh no. Not really.”
“Why are you sitting here?”
“I was just trying to decide if I should fill out the death reports now on the guy that was eaten by coyotes, or just wait until tomorrow. I guess it can wait. I know there is some kind of time frame for reporting deaths but I can’t remember the amount of time allotted,” she said, trying to sound convincing.
“Dead is dead. Tonight or tomorrow. I don’t see how it could hurt much to wait,” he said.
“You know, I think you’re absolutely right. I think I’ll go home, have a good stiff drink and call it a night,” she said rolling up her window and waving as she drove off.
What in the world should she do, she thought as she backed out of the parking space and started toward the home plate, which was the name for the main gate. It was the first time she had ever been worried about passing through the security gates. She had worried for nothing as the guard waved and motioned her through like every other night.
As she drove toward her place at Rachel, a small town just across the way from Area-51, she tried to think of her options. She could do nothing and just get rid of the badge. Two, she could go to security and say she found it. Or she could tell them what she saw at Beacon and confront them with the Badge. None of them sounded very positive.
She considered going to the Lincoln County Sheriff but he wouldn’t do anything but call the base and she would be right back to square one. Whatever action she decided to take, she needed to be careful. If something was going on and she told the wrong person, she could end up in the cell next to Raymond Eller. It was obvious that whatever was taking place, General Devin was in it up to his eyeballs.
The next morning when she arrived at the infirmary a patrol car was sitting outside. She got out and opened the door and a few seconds later two of the guards came in. She had seen them around but wasn’t sure of their names.
“Can I help you?” she asked as she took off her coat and hung it up.
“General Devin would like to speak with you,” the tall one said.
“Oh? Well I need to get everything set up for today. I’m giving flu shots this morning. Would you like to get one now?”
“No thanks. The shots will have to wait. The general wants to speak with you immediately,” he said.
“I guess it’s Okay but this is most unusual. People will be coming in expecting me to be here. Do you know how long it will take?”
“As long as it takes,” he said.
“I’ll leave a note on the door then,” she said, quickly scribbling out a note and sticking it on the door with tape.
They walked with her out to the Jeep and drove her to the security building. General Devin was sitting behind a desk when she was shown in.
“General,” she said, nodding at him.
“Ms. Angelina Beck. Have a seat,” he said, not getting up.
“General, I need to get the infirmary open. We are giving flu shots today,” she told him.
“Yes. Yes. That will all get done in time. I want to ask you a couple of questions. You were here last night asking about Raymond Eller, were you not?”
“Who? Is that the man that they said was dead? Eaten by coyotes?” she said looking puzzled.
He looked at her for a few seconds before answering, “Yes. His name is Raymond Eller. You were asking about him.”
“I didn’t know his name, but I did ask if he was officially dead. I have to submit a report to the State with the cause of death. It’s required by law,” she replied.
“So you said. Are you sure about that?”
“I most certainly am,” she said, frowning. “Why? What’s this all about?” she asked trying to cover the fear that was creeping up inside of her.
“I believe that is the job of the Chief of the Medical staff. Not the nurse,” he replied.
“Maybe you forgot. He is in Las Vegas at a medical convention. He isn’t due back until Friday. The State requires notification within forty-eight hours in the event of a death,” she said.
“I see. So you were just making sure we were within the confines of the law, correct?”
“Absolutely. Why else would I bother to ask? I didn’t know him,” she replied.
“You have never seen him before?”
“Heck no. I wouldn’t know him if he was standing next to you. I mean, our paths may have crossed but I have never treated him. I really don’t know him,” she said.
“That’s what Peter said,” the general replied.
“What?”
“Never mind, it’s from the Bible,” the general replied.
She wanted to stick as close to the truth as possible and what she had said so far was mostly true. She only suspected the man at Beacon was Eller.
“Thank you for your time Ms. Beck. You can go back and attend to your flu shots or whatever you were doing,” he said.
She got up and started to leave but turned back.
“Why are you asking me this? I don’t get it. The law requires me to file a death report and all I am doing is keeping us within the framework of those provisions. I’m trying to do my job and you are grilling me. What do you really want?”
He looked at her for what seemed like a lifetime and finally said, “I was not grilling you Ms. Beck. You will know when that happens, believe me. You may leave now.”
“General Devin, you have no idea how hard you make it for people to respect you when you treat everyone like dirt. You really should take a good look at yourself in the mirror some morning.”
He didn’t even acknowledge her presence. Instead he turned back to the monitors and began flipping through the various stations.
You prick, she said under her breath as she left. No one offered to drive her back but it wasn’t that far and it gave her time to think. Finally she had a plan of action.
~~
She was hiding something, he thought, as she walked out of the room. Did she put two and two together and realize the blood was from Eller? She was certainly not dumb. She was stupid for talking that way to him, but not dumb.
He couldn’t find any glaring problems with her answers, but something was bothering him, like a tickle in the back of his throat. Getting rid of her at this time may draw more attention to the base than he wanted. Another disappearance just wouldn’t help what he was doing. He would just have to order surveillance placed on her. Right now, he had more important matters to take care of. The second phase of the testing would take place at 0215 and he had a few details to take care of first. He got his vehicle and headed out to Beacon.

CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE

- The White House -
Sarah was making her first trip to the Oval Office to meet with the President. She was excited and awed by the whole thing. She had been sitting in her office when the call from the White House came. She was almost speechless when informed that it was President Sampson on the other end of the line.
“Ms. Steel? The President would like a word with you,” the caller announced.
She almost dropped the phone. A few moments later he was on the line.
“Ms. Steel, This is President Sampson.”
“Mr. President. I’m honored. I didn’t expect to be talking to you,” she stammered.
He chuckled, “Believe me, I’m just the same as you. I’m not Superman or the Pope. I called because there is a matter I would like to discuss with you. I think it would be better if you could come over to the Oval Office,” he said.
“Yes sir. When would you like me to come?”
“Well, now would work nicely, if you have the time.”
“I’ll be right there. What do I need to do to get in and how do I find you?”
He chuckled again, “I’ll be the tall older gentlemen wandering around with nothing to do.”
He heard her laugh on the other end.
“Just kidding. All you have to do is show your credentials to the guards at the gate and someone will escort you to the Oval Office. They know you are coming and will have a person waiting for you,” he told her.
Now, here she was, being shown in to the office of the President of the United States. It was a little overwhelming.
“Ms. Steel, welcome,” he said, coming from around behind his desk and shaking her hand. He held it for a few seconds and said, “firm handshake, I like that.”
“Thank you sir.”
“Please, pick a spot and take a load off,” he replied, dropping down into one of the chairs.
Wow, she thought, he is different somehow. She had always pictured him as formal with little sense of humor.
“What can I get for you? We have all sorts of juices and sodas,” he offered.
She had been warned about this so she asked for a Diet Coke.
After it was brought in he said, “I have asked you over here because I want you to hear this from me, not second hand information.”
“Yes sir,” she said, taking a big gulp of Diet Coke.
“Do you mind if I call you Sarah?”
“Please, Mr. President. That would be just fine with me,” she said.
“Sarah, I am about to tell you something that has not been released to anyone yet. In fact, you will be one of the very first to know. I’m afraid it isn’t good news, however. I don’t know any other way to say it so here it goes,” he said, taking a deep breath.
Oh God, I’m going to get fired. I screwed up at the congressional hearings and that’s it for me, she thought.
“Sarah, I am very, very sorry to have to tell you this,” he paused again.
She could see he was struggling with what he was about to say next. It wasn’t going to be good. She could almost see her career slipping away. She took a deep breath as well.
“Raymond is…dead,” he finally got out.
“What?” she gasped, shaking her head a moment. “I’m sorry, did you say dead? That can’t be,” she said putting her hands up to her mouth. “No. Mr. President it just can’t be,” she said trying to maintain control.
“I know. I know. I said the same thing. Raymond couldn’t possibly be dead. It had to be a mistake. A horrible mistake. I wish I could tell you that it isn’t true but we have positive proof now.”
“I don’t understand. How can that be? Not Raymond,” she said, fighting to keep from crying.
“I sorry Sarah. He was working on an assignment I sent him on. You can imagine how I feel. I am responsible for what happened to him,” the President said.
He was having a hard time maintaining his composure as well.
“How?” was all she could think to say.
“The details are not something you really want to know. It wouldn’t help any, believe me. He died in the line of duty for his country and for me,” he said, running his fingers across the bridge of his nose. “I’m so sorry to have to tell you this,” he said.
“I can’t believe it. Raymond. He was invincible. I looked up to him. He was a mentor to me. He gave me my first break,” she said, rambling.
“I understand how you feel. He was a good friend to me as well. We became friends when I was just a snot-nosed Senator. Not only was he important to this administration, but I personally grieve for his loss. I always enjoyed the time we spent together.”
“My God. Now what? I don’t even know what to say. This is surreal. I can’t…I can’t even fathom this,” she said.
“I understand. I felt the exact same way when I learned of it,” he assured her.
“When is the funeral? Has that been arranged?” she asked.
“I am having his mother notified today. I sent a personal currier to deliver a letter and convey my condolences. I will know more after we find out her wishes. She is quite old and her health is poor. I want to make sure we respect whatever she desires.”
“This is terrible. Poor Raymond. He was such a good person,” she lamented.
“He was indeed.”
She sat with a vacant look on her face, not saying a word. The President let her sit for a few minutes longer before interrupting her thoughts.
“Sarah, as unpleasant and callous as this may sound, I need to keep the government running. I may sound coldhearted but the Department of Homeland Security is critical to this administration and the whole country. I can’t have everything come to a screeching halt. As difficult as it is, the business of security for our nation must go on. Terrorist do not give us time off to grieve.”
“Yes sir. I understand. I will help whomever you appoint as the Director to make the transition as quickly and smoothly as possible. I give you my word,” she said.
“I knew I could count on you, that’s why I would like you to stay on as the Acting Director of Homeland Security. You have my full confidence in your ability to handle the job. I thought you did very well with Karney. You didn’t take any of his bluster and guff. That shows real courage for you to stand up to that windbag,” he said.
“I tried to hold my own without crossing the line,” she said. “Raymond told me…,” she said, wiping a tear from the corner of her eye.
“I know. It’s hard. Sarah I am depending on you to hold that department together. I know it will cause a horrible ripple in productivity, but it can’t remain that way for long. Our enemies won’t take a holiday,” he said.
“I agree. I appreciate your confidence in my leadership and I will work to the best of my ability,” she replied.
“That’s all I could ask and I know you will get the job done,” he said, “The announcement will be made after we release the news of Raymond’s death. It will become official at that time,” Sampson said.
“Yes sir. I will say nothing until I am told to do so.”
“Thank you Sarah. I am truly sorry for your loss as well as mine. He was a great friend to both of us.”
Somehow she had managed not to cry all the way back to her office, but once inside, she closed the door and the tears started to flow. She sobbed quietly until she could cry no more. Poor Raymond. He had been so excited about the new challenge he was facing and now he was dead. What a waste of talent and of a good person, she thought.

CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX

- GROOM LAKE INFIRMARY -
Angie noticed that a security person was hovering around almost constantly. It was apparent that they were keeping an eye on her. It would have bothered her less if they had tried to be a little less obvious. It was like they were challenging her to do something so they could pounce on her. It was so strange. She had always gotten along with everyone. They had all been patients at one time or another. It was like she had suddenly become the enemy. What the hell was going on around here, she wondered? She realized that General Devin had gone over the deep end and was extremely dangerous.
A break in the treatment of patients and flu shots gave her a moment to put a plan into action. She called the S-4 facility and asked to speak with Dr. Yurris.
“Doctor Yurris.”
“Hi doctor. This is Angie from the infirmary.”
“Hi Angie. How are you?”
“The question is how are you? How are your fingers doing?”
“Sore as all get out but I’m taking the pain pills and they help a great deal. It’s only when I do something stupid that it really hurts. Like eating, sleeping, breathing. That kind of stuff,” she said, laughing.
“Well, I called because you need to come by if you want to save those nails. We need to drain the blood out from under them. If you don’t, not only will you lose them, but they will never grow back right,” she said, exaggerating the seriousness.
“Well, I don’t know. It is hard to find the time to get clear back to the main base,” Lynn said.
“It’s up to you but I think you are creating some potential long term problems, not to mention that it will take longer to heal. I just wanted to make the offer. It’s your call,” she said, trying not to sound like she was begging her to come.
“Maybe I should. How long are you there at the infirmary?”
“I usually leave around 6:00 p.m.,” Angie told her.
“I’ll tell you what. If we are at a breaking point before then, I’ll have someone run me over so you can drill a hole in them. If I don’t make it over, it’s because we were at a critical point and I just couldn’t get away,” Lynn said.
“Whatever. You know where I am. Just be very careful, it wouldn’t take much to really cause you some serious long term damage,” she said nonchalantly.
Nothing was ever easy, Angie thought. She wasn’t sure if anyone was listening in, but considering the attention she was getting, she wasn’t about to take that chance.
The rest of the day seemed to drag by. Other than the security guard and an occasional person dropping in for a flu shot, it was as dull as it could possibly be. It was going on 5:45 p.m. and she decided that Dr. Yurris was not going to show up.
She started to close up shop and head home. She was headed toward the door when she saw a white Cherokee pull up out front. She could see Dr. Yurris in the front seat.
“Sorry, I hope I’m not keeping you,” Lynn said when she came in.
The security guard was with her.
“No problem. I glad you decided to have me take a look at those.”
“Well, nails are important. I may be a scientist but like you said, I’m still a woman,” she said chuckling.
“By golly, if they are important to you, they are important to me. Let’s just see what we can do about saving them,” said.
Lynn sat down on a stool and Angie unwrapped them and took a look.
“Still terribly sore I would imagine.”
“Only when I breathe.”
“Yes. I can sympathize with that.”
The guard had maneuvered to get a look at her fingers. Angie noticed it and assumed he was to report back if the injury was real. She would give the bastard something to report.
“They are healing, but slowly. The blood is building up under those nails. That’s why you feel that throbbing. We need to release the pressure under them or they are going to continue to hurt and you will eventually lose them. Once the pressure is relieved, they will heal better and a lot of the pain will subside,” Angie told her.
“I’m all for that. It’s hard to do much with them like they are.”
“Now, I want to be truthful up front. It is going to hurt when I press the blood out but once that’s done I promise it will feel a hundred times better.”
“Just give me a stick to bite on,” Lynn joked.
“You ready?”
“As ready as I’ll ever be,” Lynn said.
“I’m going to heat up this paper clip I’ve straightened out. Then I will touch it to the back part of your nail. It will poke a hole in the nail, and when I press on it, the blood will come out and the pain will subside considerably.”
“What about when it burns through the nail?”
“Hey, trust me, I’m a professional. Maybe not a rocket scientist like you, but I’ve done this a hundred times. That part won’t bother you at all,” Angie assured her.
“Let’s do this before I chicken out.”
Angie held a flame to the bottom of the wire until it was red hot.
“Hey, why don’t you make yourself useful instead of just lurking around,” she said to the guard.
He shot her a dirty look.
“What do you want?”
“I want you to hold her hand steady. She can’t move when I place this wire on her fingernail. Most people want to jerk away,” she said.
He reluctantly placed his hands around Lynn’s wrist.
“Here we go. You can close your eyes.”
“Don’t worry, I intend to,” Lynn replied.
Angie touched the hot wire to her nail and it quickly went through the layers and blood started to ooze out.
“Hold her,” she said to the guard as she continued pressing down on her finger.
Blood squirted out of the opening and sprayed on the guard’s uniform.
“Ouch. Damn. Ohhhh. Golly that hurts,” Lynn said.
“Ah shit,” the guard said, “You got it all over my uniform.”
“Sorry. You never know how it’s going to come out. Sometimes it just sort of oozes and other times, well you saw what can happen.”
“Crap,” he said.
“Go put some cold water on it. If you don’t, it will set in and it will never come out. Use the sink over there, and don’t spare the cold water. Make sure it’s as cold as it gets,” Angie said.
When he walked over to the sink to try and get the blood off his shirt. Angie quickly showed Lynn the note wrapped around a badge. She slipped it into Lynn’s pocket and shook her head to say nothing. Lynn had a puzzled look but knew better than to say anything.
“Do you think you can handle the other one now?”
“I’m here, let’s do it.”
“O.K. Same routine but you cannot move. Understand?”
“I’ll do my best,” Lynn assured her.
“Do you want to hold her steady?” Angie asked the guard.
“I don’t think so,” he said in a sarcastic tone.
“Fine,” was all Angie said.
Angie heated the wire and poked a hole in the other nail. This time it was a bigger hole and the blood came out without her having to press on it. Angie gave her a little tap on the leg and mouthed the word, ‘ouch’.
“Ouch, daggone. Do you delight in hurting people?” Lynn said, loud enough for the guard to hear.
“Sorry. That’s the only way to be sure it is all out. Now tell the truth, aren’t they starting to feel better all ready?”
“Well, I hate to admit it, but yes, they really are.”
Angie wrapped her hand after replacing the finger protectors. The guard was still working on his shirt when Angie told him she was done.
“Great. Now I have to walk around in a wet shirt,” he grumbled.
“It won’t be wet long. Five minutes in that blast furnace outside and it will be dry. Thanks for your help,” Angie said cheerfully.
He didn’t bother to reply. She waved to Lynn as they drove off. Like Raymond had done before her, she had done all she could do at present. She had passed the ball to Lynn’s court.

CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN

- S-4 BUILDING –
When Lynn got back to the S-4 facility she went straight to Bay-1 and immediately went back to work. She knew that whatever Angie had passed to her was important but it was probably dangerous to do anything out of the ordinary. Keeping to her normal routine seemed like the best thing she could do at this point.
After working for an hour she told her crew that she was going to the restroom. Once inside she went into one of the stalls and locked the door. It was a strange feeling, like she was doing something wrong, but she knew she wasn’t. She slipped the note and badge out of her pocket. The badge belonged to Raymond Eller and the note read:
I don’t know what’s going on but this man is being held in a Cell at the Beacon site* He is not dead like they would have us believe& At least he wasn’t when I saw him%. I was ordered to draw blood from him which they must have used to convince everyone he was Dead.(I am Being watched so I can’t do much at this point( You are probably being watched too. Be careful*#

She reread the note three times, making sure she really understood what was being said. He was alive? Raymond was alive. None of this made sense. What was this Beacon site and where was it located, she thought? What should she do now? And what was the point of all the parenthesis and other strange marks at the end of each sentence? Who could she trust?
She folded the note back up and placed it, along with Raymond’s badge, in her lab coat pocket. Having second thoughts she took the note and badge and wedged it behind the lavatory tank and wall. It was too dangerous to carry around if Angie was right. Her mind was racing but she couldn’t really come up with a plan to help Raymond.
Lynn couldn’t go to the general or security. She was going to have to think of something, but what? When she went back to the lab she must have looked different because several of her team members asked if she was all right. She realized she needed to shake it off and act natural. She blamed it on her hand hurting and the medication wearing off. She began to concentrate on the project they were working on, trying to put the note and Raymond out of her mind.
They were all emerged in trying to get the hydraulic couplings attached to the flow control nozzles so they would not interfere with the directional flairs. The team had been working on solving this dilemma for about an hour when General Devin and two guards came into the bay. One was a man that Lynn had seen around lately and the other was a woman that she didn’t know.
“Good day Doctor Yurris. How is everything progressing?”
“Oh, hello general. Right now we are struggling with the control unit. We may have to find another type of coupling or a different routing sequence for the hydraulic hoses,” she said, trying not let fear creep into her voice.
He could be here just to check on progress, but she knew in the back of her mind, it was more than that.
“Yes, well I am confident that you will figure it all out. You have done such a magnificent job up until now,” he said, a quick smile flashing across his face.
“We will get it, one way or the other,” she assured him.
“Dr. Yuriss, I would like to have a word with you in private if you don’t mind.”
“Sure. I’ll just have Alex take over,” she said, calling him over.
“Alex, take the hoses back out of the fittings and grind the opening a little more and see if that will let them clear. I’ll be with the general,” she said.
She wanted to make sure someone knew where she was. The general led her to his Hummer and asked her to get in. It was all she could do to climb in and shut the door.
“Dr. Yuriss, how well did you know Raymond Eller?”
“I don’t know. A little. We talked a few times. He seemed like a really good person. You probably know, you saw us talking a few times. I am sorry for what happened to him if that’s what you mean,” she said.
“Do you know why he was really here?”
“Only what he told me, to visit the site and make a report on how the various projects were going,” she replied.
“Who was he going to report to?”
“I have no idea. He didn’t say and I didn’t ask. Why? What’s this all about, general?”
He didn’t bother to answer her question but said, “The security log shows he came here to Bay-1 after his return. Did you see him at that time?” he asked.
“You asked me that before. The answer is the same. No. General, I want to know what’s going on. Why are you asking me this again?”
“I just want to be sure I have done all we can to locate the poor man. With your relationship, I thought it would be best to go over it one more time.”
“Our relationship was not like you are making it out to be,” she said indignantly.
“Dinner at your place? What would you call that?”
“I would call it talk.”
“I’m sure you would,” he said sarcastically.
“General, I am not one of your little lackeys that run around after you like a puppy dog. I don’t care what you think one way or the other. We have achieved a remarkable breakthrough here and that is what I care about. You can just keep your speculation and demeaning remarks to yourself,” she said, letting the anger in her voice raise.
“This is my base Doctor Yuriss. Mine,” he said, slapping his chest.
“Everything that goes on here is my business. You are my business. I will ask any damn thing I please. Are you clear on that?” he said, glaring at her.
“No. I am not clear on that. My work here does not mean I forfeit my personal time or my rights as a human being. I am not in the military. I can, and will, walk off this base at any damn time I please.”
“Brave talk doctor. You seem to forget that I control who leaves and who doesn’t,” he shot back, his face getting red.
“You’re threatening me. Who do you think you are? Hitler? You’re an egomaniac,” she said reaching for the door.
He grabbed the back of her coat and yanked her back in the Hummer before she could get out.
“Let go of me. Are you crazy?” she shouted.
The two guards outside the Hummer didn’t move to interfere.
“You listen to me Doctor Yuriss. Listen very carefully. I don’t give a damn about what you think I can and can’t do. You will do what I say when I say it. If you try to interfere with the projects at this facility, I will personally have you shot and buried in the desert. Do I make myself clear?” he yelled at her.
Spit bounced off her cheek as he clutched her lab coat. She knew he was ready to go over the edge. He was certifiably insane. This was not the time or place to say anything that would anger him further. She let her shoulders go slack and the tension drain out of her as best she could. He was crazy.
“Have it your way general. I get the message,” said. “Now, would you please let go of me. This is hurting my hand.”
He released his grip on her and straightened his shirt and tie.
“Just so we understand each other Doctor Yuriss. You will continue to work as before, but be assured, I will be keeping an eye on everything you do from this point on,” he said.
His voice had become calm and he seemed to be back in control.
“I got the message,” she said and climbed out to the Hummer.
As she was about to shut the door the general said, “Doctor. Just one more thing. Hand your coat to the guard. You can get another one inside.”
She took off the lab coat and threw it at the guard and walked off briskly.
She was shaking by the time she got to the building. She rushed to the bay and leaned against the door once she was inside.
He was definitely certifiably insane, she thought. What could she do about this situation? She had no doubt that he would be watching every move she made. Knowing how sick he was, she wondered if her room was bugged or worse yet, have hidden cameras.
Hold on, she told herself, she didn’t want to get a paranoid as that crazy bastard. If he was having Raymond held, she was sure he would have no trouble making good on his threat. No matter what, she was going to have to come up with some plan. With him watching her every move it wasn’t going to be easy.

CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT

- GROOM LAKE HANGER 18 -
Devin was watching from the tower as they rolled the Su-12 out of hanger 18. He looked at his watch, it was 02:16. He smiled, they were exactly on time. The Su-12 rolled slowly down the ramp way to the taxi strip. He watched as it reached the far end of the almost five mile long runway.
“Control, Fastmover, in position for departure.”
“Fastmover, Control. You are cleared for immediate departure.”
The general watched as the magnificent machine started accelerating, gaining liftoff speed of two hundred and fifty knots within the first mile. Slowly its wheels lifted off the runway and its momentum took an immediate leap. The giant bird gained altitude rapidly and was nothing more than a spec by the time the roar reached the tower.
“Control, Fastmover. Switching to one-five-one-two point five.”
“Fastmover, Control. Copy one-five-one-two point five.”
“Control, Fastmover One. Read back correct, out.”
“Control, out”
Within minutes the Su-12 Fastmover was already reaching an altitude of sixty thousand feet. It was time for the next phase. The general left the tower and walked a few hundred yards to a giant dish pointed toward the sky. He opened a door in the base of it and went to the control panel. The computer displays were already on.
On one screen he could see the two pilots. Another gave him a view out the front of the craft and a third the instrument panel. The general set the frequency to one-five-one-two point five and pressed the microphone key.
“Fastmover, Thor, do you copy?”
“Thor, Fastmover, we have you five by five.”
The general flipped a switch and watched as an oscilloscope danced across one of the screens.
“Fastmover, I have initiated the voice modulator control. Do you read me?”
“Yes sir. You’re still five by five.”
“Good. I see you’re approaching 100,000 feet. Everything looks good from here, how does it feel to you?”
“As smooth as baby’s butt. It doesn’t get much better.”
“Excellent. Head for the ceiling”
“Initiating pulse engine sequence in five, four, three, two, one, Mark.”
The general watched the monitor as the altimeter began to wind up like a spinning clock. The Su-12 cleared 200,000 feet in less than a minute and had reached 18,000 miles per hour. He couldn’t help but stand there with a smile on his face. A little over a minute later he could see the altimeter starting to slow and then hover as Fastmover reached the top of the thermosphere.
He watched as the outside temperature started to climb. They had reached the point where the sun's energy would rapidly heat the exterior of the craft.
“We are at 400,000 feet,” the astronaut reported.
“Ten-four. How was the ride?”
“A little buffeting at 300,000 feet, but it only lasted a few seconds.”
“Outstanding. You are go for one orbit,” the general said.
“Don’t go anywhere, we will be back before you known it,” the pilot joked.
The general sat down at last and clasped his hands together. All they had to do was bring it home safely and then he could move to the final stage of his plan.
Once the BlackStar was in orbit he would tie up any loose ends. Eller, Dr. Yuriss, Beck, and the two guards at Beacon would all have to be disposed of. It was a small price to pay for the end result, at least in his mind. Of course Gimbel would have to go at some point but not until he was sure he was of no further value to the program.
While waiting, he called the tower for a report on what they had on radar both the short and long range.
“Just our normal traffic outside the restricted fly zone. Nothing out of the ordinary,” the controller said.
“Good, very good,” was all he said.
No one would know the Fastmover was completing an orbit except the astronauts and him.
“Thor. This is Fastmover.”
“Go.”
“We are nearing completion. We will be starting our reentry procedure in four minutes.”
“Just bring the baby on home safe and sound.”
“You can count on that,” the pilot replied.
All Devin could do for now was wait. His eyes were transfixed on the monitors. He could see the two pilots going through the checklist.
“Initiation in three, two, one, now.” He watched as the pilot punched a few buttons and the cockpit pitched to a downward angle. The altimeter started to unwind, moving faster and faster as they started the descent from seventy-five miles up.
He watched the commander of the craft start to pull the nose back up so that the tiles would dissipate the heat. The craft hurled through the mesosphere, and he could see the flames start to stream past the cockpit as the heat built up, allowing the friction to slow the rate of descent. Then came the stratosphere and finally the troposphere.
They were directly in the center of the projected glide path to bring them to the approach to runway 14L. They would have nearly five miles to bring the craft to a halt. The general watched as it broke through the 50,000 foot mark and started to line up for final approach.
“On final,” Fastmover said.
“You are five by five here.”
Triple sonic booms echoed across the desert as the Su-12 streaked toward touch down.
The craft came in and flared slightly before touching down in a cloud of burned rubber and dust. They were down safe. He could see the pilot deploy the parachute as the speed bled off. Three miles down the runway it was traveling at only 150MPH. At mile four it rolled to a stop. They were home, safe and sound.
“Welcome back, Fastmover.”
“Thank you. Can we do it again?” the pilot said.
“And again, and again,” the general joked back.
He took a deep breath. One more giant segment of his plans had been accomplished. Now he if he could get that little prick Gimbel to get the BlackStar ready to deploy on time, he would be all but finished.
- S-4 LEVEL-5 –
Lynn had waited until the scheduled time for the Su-12 to make its flight. She knew the general would be occupied with the test and it would be her best chance to try to help Raymond. After she had retrieved the note that Angie had given her, it had taken her over an hour before she deciphered it.
*&%((*#. It was a phone number. 875-9984. She spent the next hour figuring out how she was going to give Angie a message in case they were listening in on her phone. She dialed the number and a sleepy voice answered.
“Beck residence.”
“Angie? This is Lynn Yurris.”
“Lynn?” her voice became instantly awake.
“I’m the one with the smashed fingers,” she said.
“Certainly. I remember those poor things. Is there a problem?” Angie asked.
“I am so sorry to bother you at home but my two fingers are killing me. I seem to have zero tolerance for pain. I have been up since 2:35, trying to do something to help ease the pain. I ate the medicine you gave too me but I only have four, no, six more pills left. I was going to try to go back to work at 3 but I will be lucky to make it by 5 now. Can you recommend any thing for the pain?”
“Lynn I’m so sorry. I thought relieving the pressure would take care of that. Take the bandage off, soak them in ice water for as long as you can stand it and then wrap the gauze loosely around them. You can take two more pills, Okay?”
“Yes. I’m sorry to bother you, they are just killing me.”
“I understand. Try that, if it doesn’t help, come see me tomorrow and we will try to relieve the pressure some other way,” Angie told her.
“Thanks Angie. Sorry to have awakened you,” Lynn said.
“Don’t worry about it. I can handle a little sleep loss,” she replied.
Lynn closed her eyes and let her breath out. If they were listening she doubted that they would find anything too suspicious. Now, if Angie can only figure out what she was telling her.
It was obscure, but then so was Angie’s note to her earlier. She went through the motions of following Angie’s instructions just in case they were watching or listening. He didn’t put anything out of the realm of possibility for the general.
After re-wrapping her hand, she pretended to take two more pills and climbed back in bed. She prayed for Raymond and Angie. They were the ones that needed the most help now.

CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE

- S-4 LEVEL 10 -
Dr. Gimbel had just finished a final visual check to make sure all surfaces of the weapon were completely covered with the radar absorbing stealth material. It would make it impossible to track the BlackStar by any station on earth. Only he held the key to controlling the functions of the weapon. He had built the only Gamma Beam Transmitter and Receiver tracking device ever made.
The GBTR was his invention and allowed transmissions to be sent and received on the back of Gamma waves. With this, the BlackStar could be controlled without anyone knowing it was happening. It was his program that made it all possible.
“Dr. Gimbel,” the general said, walking into the lab on Level-10. Our little beauty seems none the worse for wear after the trip down from the Hump.” He was almost cheerful.
“Yes indeed. I just put the finishing touches on it and all that remains to be done is the final programming,” the doctor replied.
“Wonderful. I am delighted at the way this is all coming together. It won’t be long before the world discovers just how monumental your achievement has been. You could well become known as the father of a new era,” the general said.
“Thank you general. That is kind of you to say so. Do we have a time planned for deployment yet?”
“It won’t be long now. They will be going over the Su-12 for the next two days and downloading the flight data to see if any anomalies occurred. I don’t think they will find anything. The flight was by the numbers. Once they finish that, it will be reprogrammed for the next flight and the pilots will have to do some brushing up on the BlackStar deployment. How long will it take to secure it into the cargo bay?”
“No more than a day I should think. The critical element will be making sure that the solar panels clear the bay. It is going to be a tight fit but if we take our time it will be fine. I just don’t want anything to go wrong at this point. As you know, power is the key to the success of the BlackStar. We can’t afford to damage the solar array,” Gimbel replied.
“To be on the safe side, let’s say two days to make sure everything is tethered and secured correctly. So, we are looking at seven to eight days for our next launch window, weather permitting. We had a lot of dust devils today, I hope the wind dies down soon,” the general said.
“You know, they were wrong,” Gimbel said.
“Who? What are you talking about?” the general asked.
He had been caught up in his own thoughts about the launch. Gimbel was always rambling on about nothing important.
“The people at Trinity. Oppenheimer. It wasn’t him that became the destroyer of worlds. It is us. We have become death, the destroyer of worlds. The atomic bomb is nothing in comparison to the BlackStar,” Gimbel said.
“Perhaps you are right. I prefer to think of it as we have become the protector of our world. Screw the rest of those little green bastards. They come poking around here without permission and we will annihilate those pint size piss-ants,” the general declared smashing his fist into his palm.
How typical, thought Gimbel, the man really was a prima donna.
- ANGIE BECK’S HOUSE –
Angie got up and went into the kitchen. She fumbled around in the kitchen drawer and fished out a piece of paper. She started reliving the conversation over in her head. She wrote; two fingers, zero tolerance, two thirty-five, four, no, six pills, back to work at three now five. She stared at the numbers:
202-354-635. Something was not right. A number was missing. ‘Too me?’ Maybe it was supposed to be 202-352-4635. That had to be it. She grabbed the phone book and looked up the area code for 202. Washington D.C. Lynn was telling her the number for someone in Washington D.C. She looked at the kitchen clock. It was 3:18 a.m. It would only be five or six in Washington. Too early to try and call. At least she could find out who it was.
She started to dial then slammed the phone back down. She would have to get dressed and make the call from someplace else. If the general had her line tapped, he would know in an instant what she was up to.
She quickly dressed, started the car while it was still in the garage with the door down. When she was ready, she backed out of the garage and headed to the Walgreen’s Drug Store. When she got there she pulled up next to the pay phone. Using her calling card she dialed 202-345-2635. The phone rang several times before a grumpy man answered.
“Who the hell is this?”
“Uh. I’m not sure I have the right number. Who am I speaking to?”
“Who the hell are you?”
“I’m calling from Nevada. I was given this number. It concerns Raymond Eller.”
“Who? I don’t know any Raymond Eller. You got the wrong number.”
“I’m sorry. I guess I made a mistake,” she said, trying to apologize.
“You sure the hell did,” he said and hung up.
Now what, Angie thought? She closed her eyes and tried to remember exactly what Lynn had said. Each time she kept coming up with the same sequence of numbers. Something was missing, but what? Wait a minute, she suddenly thought.
I ate all the pills you gave me. That didn’t make any sense. Lynn wouldn’t talk like that. She wrote the number again: 202-358-4635. That had to be it. Angie quickly dialed the new number hoping she wasn’t about to wake someone else.
“You have reached the Department of Homeland Security. Please listen carefully to the following options, the annoying voice said. “If you know the parties extension you are trying to reach you can dial it at….”
That was it. Lynn had mentioned that he was from Washington and connected with some agency. This had to be the place. She listened as the directions droned on.
“For further instructions or an emergency please hold for the operator.”
If it was an emergency? Hell, she would be dead by the time they got around to answering her, she thought.
“Department of Homeland Security, how may I direct your call?”
“Yes. I have an emergency. I need to speak to someone from Homeland Security immediately.”
“What is the nature of your emergency?”
“Nature? I think something terrible is happening at Groom Lake,” she said.
“I’m sorry. Did you say Groom Lake?”
“Yes. Area-51, Groom Lake. In Nevada.”
“Nevada? You will need to contact the local office. If you will hold, I can give you that number,” the operator said.
“No,” Angie yelled but it was too late.
She hated these damn systems. Right at this moment she wanted to shoot the dumb bastard that invented it. She redialed and had to wait while it babbled on until the operator came back on the line.
“Department of Homeland Security, how may I direct your call?”
“Look. I just called there. I have an emergency situation. I need to talk to some there in the Washington office. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
“What is…”
“Goddamn it. Listen to me. This is an emergency. Don’t you get it? That means I don’t have time to be jerked around. I need help right now,” she said, her voice rising higher and higher.
“You don’t have to be rude. If you will just hold I’ll switch you to the duty desk,” the operator said.
“Homeland Security, Duty Officer.”
“Yes. I need help. This is an emergency of the highest nature. Do you know who Raymond Eller is?”
“Mr. Eller? Is this a joke? Mr. Eller was the Director of the agency. He passed away yesterday,” he replied.
“That’s what I am calling about. I know where he is. He is not dead. I need someone that will listen to me,” she said, fighting to keep under control.
“Where are you calling from?”
“What? What does…Nevada, Okay? I work at the government facility at Groom Lake. Mr. Eller is here. Someone has kidnapped him and is holding him. Please. I need to get this to someone who will listen,” she pleaded.
“You’re saying that Mr. Eller is alive and being held in Nevada at some government facility?”
“Yes. Yes. That is exactly what I’m saying.”
“I see. Why don’t you give me your number and I will have someone contact you,” he said.
“Look you little shit. I’ve had it with you and your system. You get me to your superior or I swear to God, when I am done with you, you will have your shorts in such a knot that you will talk in a high voice for the rest of your life. This is Raymond Eller I talking about,” she yelled into the phone.
She had reached the end. All of the pressure and tension of the last few days came boiling out.
“I’m sorry but the President announced Mr. Eller’s death last evening. I don’t think the President would get something like that wrong. What did you say your name was?”
She sighed, trying to think what to do next. She glanced at the rearview mirror and saw a white Jeep Cherokee come around the back of the drugstore.
“Look. They are coming to get me, maybe even kill me for what I know. You tell someone that you got this call and you may just end up being a hero. If not, then you are just as much a part of Raymond Eller’s death as they are. He is being held at a place called Beacon, at the south end of the Nellis Gunnery Range complex in Nevada. Do you unde…”
He could hear a noise that sounded like a pop and then the phone drop. The horn of a car was blaring and suddenly it stopped.
“Hello? Hello? Are you still there?”
“Who is this?” a man’s voice said.
“Who is this?”
“Look, whoever you are, this lady escaped from a sanitarium earlier today. We have been looking for her. Whatever wild story she told you, it was just that, a wild story. Sorry for bothering you,” the man said and hung up.
“Hold…” but the line was dead.
Now what the hell? He looked at his watch. He only had twenty-five more minutes on this shift and then he could take off for the weekend. If he said anything he would get sucked into staying longer and filling out an incident report. Crap. The last thing he wanted to do was hang around Washington filling out some paperwork about some nutcase that called in about the dead director. Besides, they would think he was as crazy as she was for writing it up.
- BASE SECURITY AT BECK’S HOUSE –
The two men had lost Angie when she bolted out of the house and took off. Both had just nodded off when her car raced down the street and around the corner.
“Shit. Wake up. Beck just took off,” he passenger yelled, slapping the driver on the shoulder.
“What? What are you talking about?”
“Get going. She just turned the corner,” he yelled, pointing down the street. The driver started the car and jammed it into drive and shot off down the street. He skidded around the corner but they couldn’t see her car.
“You were supposed to be watching the house,” the driver snapped.
“Up yours. I just nodded off for a second.”
“If we don’t find her, you explain it to the general,” he said turning down a side street.
“Where the hell could she have gone?”
“Head for the main road,” the passenger ordered.
The driver slid around another corner and gunned the engine. He ran a red light and accelerated as fast as the Cherokee could go. They exited the on ramp and sped down the main highway, trying to look in all directions at the same time.
“I don’t see anyone up ahead. Damn it. Where the hell is she?” he said banging his palms against the steering wheel.
“There. At the Walgreen’s,” the passenger said, pointing.
The driver jammed on the breaks and skidded to a grinding halt. He did a U-turn across the median and bounced up on the road heading back toward town. He took the exit and almost hit an oncoming truck as the Jeep fishtailed, the rear end fighting for grip.
“It would be better if you didn’t kill us before we get there,” the passenger said calmly.
The driver ignored the remark. He slowed down when they got to the drugstore, turned off the lights and let the car idle around the corner. They could see she was animated through the back window. The cord of the pay phone was threaded through the window.
The driver of the Jeep gently put on the breaks and the two men got out, ducked down and started toward the car. They were close enough to see her when she looked in the mirror and then turn to look behind the car.
“Run, she saw us.”
They both took off running. The driver could see her yelling into the phone as he raced up to the window. He aimed his gun at her head and pulled the trigger. The side window shattered and blood splattered across the windshield and dash. Her head snapped to the side and she fell forward. The blaring horn shattered the morning air. He reached in, shoved her over and picked up the phone.

CHAPTER SEVENTY

- STRIKE-1 HQ -
The commander walked down the hall to Number One’s quarters and knocked on the door. Miller opened the door and was surprised to see him standing there. The commander had never been to his quarters before. It was usually the other way around. He was usually the one summoned to the commander’s quarters.
“Sorry to barge in on you but I need to talk to you and this is off the record,” he said.
“Sure. Come on in.”
The commander entered and sat down on the ottoman in front of an armchair.
“Can I get you anything? I have Diet Coke and Root Beer.”
The commander laughed, “I could have guessed.”
“What?”
“Nothing. What I am about to ask you goes no further than this room for now. Agreed?”
“Absolutely.”
“Good. As you are aware we are asked to take on missions that either the government wants to keep secret or disavow if something goes wrong. We get the jobs that everyone else is smart enough to pass on. What is unusual is that I have been asked to personally direct this next mission. I would never step on someone’s toes without first explaining the situation.”
“I see. So if I read this right, I would not be Number Two.”
“No. You are still Number Two. I would fill the Number One slot and you would be second in command. I don’t like it especially, but this is what I was asked to do.”
Miller shrugged, “What can I say? I don’t really have a choice do I?”
“Not really. Not this time,” the commander replied.
“Then I guess that is the way it has to be. Can I ask you something?”
“Sure. Go ahead.”
“Has this anything to do with my performance? If it does, I would rather be left off the mission.”
“Absolutely not. You have to trust me on this. If it was performance related I would be the first to tell you right out. Have you ever seen me pull any punches when it comes to the efficiency of the team?”
“No. It’s just a bit of a letdown. It isn’t often that Number One goes into the field.”
“I understand. I would feel exactly the same way and have the same questions as you do. We aren’t very different. You will retain the previous position of when this mission is over. The only thing different on this mission is that I would like you to be the one to pick the team members. Don’t draw numbers. You select who you want to go along.”
“I’ll take care of it. I can have it to you within the hour if you would like.”
“That would be excellent. We are on a short fuse and as soon as you have them selected, get them to the ready room,” the commander said.
“Will do. And don’t worry, I can handle it.”
“I never doubted it for a second.”
- GROOM LAKE –
The general stood looking at the two security guards. They had just finished telling their story about Angie Beck.
“That was sloppy work and totally unprofessional. I pay you out of special funds, on top of your regular pay, so that you will be the best, and this is what I get? Hell, I could get some dumbass to handle it that way. What the hell were you thinking? Anyone could have seen you. Christ almighty,” he said flopping down on the edge of his desk.
“Sir, it all happened so fast and we couldn’t be sure she wouldn’t try to complete the call. It seemed like the right thing to do at the time.”
“Hell, cut the phone line you blockhead. Smash the window and jerk it out of her hand. I know, how about this, the lever to hang up was outside the car window. Why not just cut the connection?”
“We didn’t think of that. All we thought about was stopping her.”
“And you’re sure she never completed dialing?”
“Yes sir.”
“Is he right?” he asked the other guard.
“Yes sir.”
“Gentlemen I am very disappointed in your ability to handle this situation professionally. I want you to take her car over to range 64 and park it with the other cars they use for target practice. Take her body out and bury her in Tikaboo Valley, far away from home plate. Do you think you can manage that?”
“Yes sir, general,” the both said.
“Good. Get out of my sight. I want to know when you finish this task. Report directly back to me, understand?”
“Yes sir.”
The general had to smile. It really didn’t make all that much difference. He was going to have her eliminated when the BlackStar was in orbit and operational anyway so the timing made little difference. The two security men would be shaking in their boots, he thought, as a smile crossed his face. He tweaked a line from Apocalypse Now. God, I love the smell of power in the morning, it smells like victory.
He drove out to S-4 and took the elevator to Level-10. The BlackStar was sitting on a motorized dolly. He found Gimbel hunched over a laptop computer.
“I think we can start loading tomorrow. We will keep the same routine. I’ll have Level-1 cleared and we will take it up at 02:15. We will load it on a truck and take it directly to hanger 18. Only you and your team will be allowed in the hanger until it is loaded and the cargo bay doors are closed,” he told him.
“What if we need some help of some kind?”
“Send for me. I’ll determine the course of action,” the general said.
“Very well. We will finish covering it later this afternoon and have it ready to take to Level-1 at 2:15 a.m.,” Gimbel replied.
He used civilian time just to piss off the general. It was a small victory but gratifying nonetheless.
“Fine. I will see you then. I will be getting some shut-eye if you need me for anything,” Devin said.
Gimbel had been waiting until the last minute to upload the program that would make the BlackStar operational. It was his insurance policy in case the general slipped over the edge. He knew Devin was definitely insane, but having to work with someone like that was the price he was willing to pay for the fame he would soon have.
Like the general, he had a trump card up his sleeve as well. He had embedded a sub file code in the programming that would need a protected password to activate the firing sequence of the BlackStar. If the wrong password was entered, a worm would be released and erase the entire command control. The BlackStar would tumble out of orbit and crash into the earth's atmosphere. He wasn’t about to take a chance on the general’s sanity to keep him alive.

CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE

- GROOM LAKE DESERT –
“I gotta’ go take a leak. You want me to bring you another beer?”
“Sure. I hope you don’t mean that like it sounded,” he quipped, “And if we have anything to eat, bring that too.”
“I think we have some pretzels but I don’t know how stale they are. They were in the Jeep, open all night.”
“Well, it’s better than nothing. Bring them and I’ll munch on them,” he said, looking through the night vision glasses at Hammer Road.
It was the infamous road where the secret black mailbox was located. He stood leaning against the front of the Jeep. The pay was good but it was damn boring out here night after night with nothing to do but drink beer, watch a few planes land and take off, and sleep.
“Hey, did you fall in back there? How about a beer before I die of thirst,” he said lowering the glasses.
A hand slid up and around his face, yanking his head back as a knife slit his throat, severing his esophagus and vocal cords. He slumped to the ground like a sack of potatoes. The six men emerged from the darkness. They were aware that the security patrols had night vision capabilities but they were the older fourth generation units. Strike-1 had the latest technology, far superior to the older versions. No one needed to say a word; they all knew exactly what to do next.
The Strike-1 team hugged the shadows at the base of the hill and started south. The target was just a little over five miles away. They would have to eliminate two more patrols but that would only take a few minutes at each post.
Within thirty minutes they were lying on the ground surveying the razor wire compound and the two guards sitting in the booth. Number One held up two fingers and then pointed to number four and number six. They knew what they were assigned to do.
They dropped down and started toward the booth, using the razor wire to cover their movements. They crawled forward, watching for any movement inside. Slowly they inched their way closer and closer until they were able to tuck right up under the bottom of the booth. They looked at each other and made a face. What were they doing inside, sleeping?
They made their way around to the side of the booth. Number Four held up three fingers, closing them one at a time. When he made a fist, Number Six yanked open the door and the other team member sprayed the inside of the booth with thirty rounds of sub-velocity machine gun bullets. The men in the shadows could see the action but couldn’t even hear the gun firing.
The two members quickly checked the guards. They were both dead. They pushed the button for the gate and it swung open. The other members rushed through the opening and fired as a guard inside the building spun around startled.
Number One waited until the other two members rejoined the team and then signaled for three men to go up and three to go down the stairs. Leap fogging from man to man, the teams went their separate ways. The upper team found three more guards sleeping and subdued and bound them with plastic wrist straps.
One member took out a syringe and shoved it to the arm of each one of the guards. They would be out for six to eight hours, and even when they woke up, they wouldn’t feel like doing much for a while. The men going down the stairs found only one guard. Like the others, he was sound asleep. It probably saved his life.
They strapped his wrists behind him and placed him in one of the cells. They opened the next cell door and found a man huddled against the wall.
“Are you Raymond Eller?”
“Leave me alone you bastards,” he yelled at them.
“Mr. Eller. Take it easy. We are here to get you out of this place,” Number One said.
“Don’t touch me,” he said, pulling his legs up to his chest.
“Relax. We’re here to stop all of this but we need your help. Mr. Eller?”
He sat rocking back and forth for several seconds and the men just left him alone. His face was dirty, his hair stood out at wild angles and he had a pretty good beard. From the pictures they had been shown it was obvious that he had lost a good deal of weight.
Finally he said, “Are you here to take Devin out?”
“Yes sir, if necessary. You’re our first priority. After that, we intend to shut everything down until it can be sorted out. We need your help to do that. Can you help us?”
“Yeah, I think so. I haven’t had anything to eat for two days. They just quit feeding me all of a sudden,” Eller said.
“Here,” Number Two said, pulling a high energy bar out of one of his zippered pockets. He opened it and handed to Eller. Raymond bit into it and let the flavor roll across his tongue. It was as good as a steak, he thought, as he took another big bite.
“Take your time. We have plenty of time.”
Number Four went to work administering first aid to his hand. He bound the two stubs to the other fingers and re-bandaged them properly. He also gave him an antibiotic shot just in case.
“Here, this will help with the pain,” Number Four said, giving him three pills to take.
“Thank you. They still hurt some but they are a lot better now that you bandaged them properly. The first few days were the hardest.”
He took the pills and swallowed them. Raymond finished the last bite of the power bar and stood up. Two men grabbed him by his arms to steady him.
“Water,” he said.
“Here, drink this, it will give you more energy,” Number Two said.
Raymond took a big swig of the liquid and wiped his mouth on his sleeve.
“Better. Thanks. I feel better. You said you need my help. How many men do you have?”
“Six,” Number One said.
“Six? I hate to tell you this but if you intend to shut down Devin you are going to need a lot more than six men.”
“Sir, I mean no disrespect, but unless they have over a couple of hundred armed men, they don’t stand a chance. We’re Strike-1 and frankly, the best thing they could do is lay down their arms and hand General Devin over.”
Raymond shook his head, “I certainly admire your courage. What do you need me to do?”
“We have a general map of the layout of the main base. I think they call it home plate.”
“They have several facilities, but the main base is where the most of Devin’s goon squad is likely to be found. They have patrols on all the hills and approaches. They are almost impossible to locate.”
He looked and the six men were smiling.
“What? Did I say something funny?” Raymond said, with a puzzled look on his face.
“We have eliminated four of the patrols already. Two guards outside in the booth, two inside and four in here. I don’t think we will have too hard of a time locating them,” Number One said.
“Maybe the six of you are enough,” Eller replied.
“Now, what we want to do is secure the S-4 facility first. Is there a new type of weapon being developed?”
“I can’t say for sure, one hundred percent, but I don’t know why else Devin would go to so much trouble to keep a secret or try to eliminate me?”
“Let’s assume he does. The logical place would be in that facility, right?”
“Yes. Rumor has it that while the place is only supposed to have nine levels, there’s a secret tenth level. That’s where they are building the weapon. At least that’s what the insiders say. A Doctor Gimbel is in charge of the project,” Raymond told them.
Eller was starting to feel better. His adrenalin was kicking in and his hand wasn’t hurting as bad. He was ready to even the score with General Devin.
“Is there another way in besides a frontal assault?”
“No. They will have one or two guards outside, but they are usually half asleep. Once you get in there are two more guards. I think they are behind bulletproof glass. After that, the guards are randomly dispersed,” he told them.
“Number Two. We will have to take the two guards out at long range. Three and Five can handle that. Mr. Eller. How do you access the door?” Miller asked.
“Damn. I had a badge that you swiped but I used it to try to escape. Say, how did you know I was here?”
“We will tell you all about it once we finish this mission and get you safely out of the area.”
“That means we blow the door. Six, you handle that. As soon as the door goes, it will be up to me to take out the two behind the glass,” Miller said.
“How can you do that? It’s bulletproof,” Raymond said.
Miller pulled a soft case from off his back and showed the .50 Caliber Desert Eagle to him.
“Bulletproof or not, this will take it out like a hot knife through butter.”
“I don’t think I could argue with that,” Raymond said, raising his eyebrows.
“How far to S-4? Our estimate is six miles. Is that about right?” Miller asked, closing the gun back in the case.
“It’s about that. We will…” he suddenly stopped in mid-sentence.
“What?”
Everyone tensed for a minute. Fingers slid inside trigger guards and they all looked from one side to the other.
“Sorry. I just thought of something. It may save us some time and make it easier to get inside,” Raymond said, snapping his fingers.
“What do you have in mind?” Number One asked.
“On one of my trips I found some inlet and exhaust shafts. I’m positive they lead into the tunnels. If we could get down those, we may be able to find a way in on one of the lower levels and work our way from there. It would avoid the frontal assault you were talking about” Raymond told them.
“Can you find these shafts again?” Miller asked.
“I’m sure I can. Do you have some way of climbing down them? Remember, they may go several hundred feet down.”
“Between us, we have six hundred feet of high tensile strength nylon. We can make it work,” Miller said.
“Then let’s do it,” Number One said. They brought the guards from the upper level down and placed them in the cells before heading out.
They were not able to move as fast with Eller along. He was weak and became tired easily. He was glad when they left him a few times to take care of the patrols. It gave him a chance to catch up. Miller handed him another power bar and left some juice with him on one occasion. Forty minutes later they were at the opening of the exhaust shaft.
“What do you think?” Number One asked.
“It’s exhaust. I think we would be better to pick one of the inlet shafts. This one must have a pretty sophisticated filtering system and we could lose a lot of time trying to circumvent it,” Number Two replied.
“I agree. I think the inlets will be easier,” Number One said.
“The inlet it is.”
Ten minutes later they stood at the opening of the inlet shaft. They quickly went about securing the lines together and hooking harnesses to quick disconnects and belay devices.
“Are you sure you want to try this? You’re weak from lack of proper care. This will be murder on that hand of yours. I think you should stay here and stay hidden,” Miller said.
“No. I can do it. Just show me how that thing works again.”
Miller showed him how to apply friction with the BRD. A belay/rappel device is used to create friction to stop or slow a descent; he explained, and showed Eller how to use it properly. When they were all set, Number One led the way and then Number Two, followed by Eller and the rest of the team.
Miller wanted to be in a position to stop Eller if he should have a problem or start to fall. At the twenty foot level they came to the first fan. It was slowly sucking in large quantities of air. There was a filter on both sides of the blade. Number One removed the outer one and passed it up to Miller. Miller rolled the filter into a stiff tube and handed it back down. Number One timed it and shoved it between the moving blades. The blade and filter went about half way around before it jammed against the wall and stuck.
Number One quickly reached through the blades and cut the fan belt, disabling the unit. He removed the filter on the other side and let it drop down the shaft.
They used the fan housing to reposition the ropes and climbed down until they came to the first offshoot that fed the second level.
Once again they repositioned the ropes and went down to Level-3 before taking the supply duct into the ceiling above the hallway that led to the laboratories on that level. It was slow going as they crawled along the air duct tube until they came to the first vent.
Number One carefully looked through the vent and could see no one around. He tied a rope around two of the slats of the vent so that when he shoved on it with his feet it wouldn’t crash to the floor below. Miller placed his back against Number One’s and helped brace him as he shoved on the vent. It gave way and fell into the room below but the rope kept it from crashing down. Number one quickly scurried through the opening and dropped to the floor below. He looked around to see if anyone had heard but nothing stirred. Within minutes all seven were on the ground.
“Where are we?”
“You are going to think I’m crazy when I tell you. You are just going to have to trust me when I say that we are in the Biotech Lab section where they perform different experiments and autopsies,” Raymond said.
“Autopsies? On who?”
“You will need to see that for yourself. Follow me,” he said.
He led them to the first biometric lab. He had them get ready; he had no way of knowing how many people might be in the room when he opened the door. Instead of yanking it open, he simply opened it and walked in. There were two men in the room. One was hunched over an electronic microscope and the other was preparing a slide.
“Who are you and what are you doing in here?” one of the men said.
“I’m Raymond Eller. I’m here to borrow something from you,” Raymond said.
“You’re not Eller. I met him,” the scientist who had been looking into the microscope said, studying Eller.
“Actually, I am but it’s a long story. I need to borrow your badges.”
“What the hell are you talking about? You can’t have our badges. I’m going to call security,” he said.
“Don’t. I don’t want to have to do this the hard way. Please just listen a second. I’m Raymond Eller. I have been held by General Devin. He has become psychotic and is going to do something crazy unless we stop him. I need your help,” Eller said.
They looked at each other for a second and then the first one started toward the security phone.
Eller opened the lab door and said, “Okay, do it your way.”
Number One’s gun barked a single bullet that smashed into the phone. The two scientists drew back, huddling against the rear wall.
“Sorry. These men came to rescue me from Devin. I didn’t want to have to do it this way but we have no choice. I need your badges,” Eller said, holding out his hand.
The two men quickly handed them over. Plastic wrist straps were placed on the two men and Number Four injected them with the same serum they had used on the guards at the Beacon site.
“What the hell is this place? What are those things?” Number One asked, pointing to the dead aliens in refrigerated glass containers.
“I told you that you would have to see for yourself. I don’t have time to explain but they are just what you think they are,” Raymond told him.
The two team members looked at him, then each other and back to the aliens. They were speechless.
“We need to go,” Number One uttered, leading them out of the lab.
“We can use these to go back to Level-1. As soon as we step out of the elevator you will only have a few seconds before they realize something is wrong,” Eller told them.
He grabbed a piece of paper and drew a rough layout of what they could expect when the elevator doors opened. He drew X’s where the guards were usually found and where the bulletproof booth was located.
“You,” he said, pointing to Number One, “Will have to make the shot that takes them both out before they can hit the alarm button. If that happens, the place locks down and the main base is alerted. We will have a serious problem.”
“What’s the distance from the elevator to the booth?” he asked.
“I would guess ten yards or so.”
“When we get there, everyone stays put in the elevator. I’ll take the shot from inside the elevator. If I get them both, the rest of you start taking out the guards. He assigned the X’s on the paper to each member.
“Everyone know what we need to do?” Number One asked.
They all nodded in agreement.
“One more thing. When it comes time to clear the bays you are all going to see things that will astound you. Take out the guards first and then gawk at what you are seeing,” Raymond warned.
“What are we going to see?” one of them asked.
“Listen to me carefully. I know what I’m about to say may sound crazy but you are going to see aircraft like nothing you have ever seen before. I can’t describe how it is going to affect you except to say you will be shocked by the sight. They are not of this world. They are from another solar system,” he told them, letting it sink in.
They were all looking at him intently.
“I know you have a thousand questions, just like I did when I saw them for the first time. Listen to me. You must stay focused on the task at hand of bringing down the guards. If you don’t, you could get us all killed. They have seen what’s in those rooms hundreds of times so they won’t be distracted. We can talk about what you saw afterward. Got it?” Raymond said.
They all looked at each other and they nodded that they understood but Raymond knew they weren’t really prepared for what they were about to discover.
“Let’s do it then. We don’t have much longer before the sun starts to come up,” Number One said.
The team arranged themselves in the back corner of the elevator, except for the shooter. As soon as the door opened he would zero in on the two men in the booth and take them out. It was the most critical element of this stage. Eller swiped the confiscated card and the elevator headed for Level-1

CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO

- SU-12 DEPLOYMENT -
The general was sitting in a desk chair watching the monitors. Doctor Gimbel was hovering over a control panel, monitoring various gauges and dials.
“We have achieved deployment orbit.”
“Outstanding,” the general said.
He could see the two astronauts going through various procedures and checking different instruments.
“We will open the cargo doors as soon as the airlock is pressurized and we are in our suits. We will initiate EVA on the forth orbit.”
“Good. Make sure you triple check everything. This is the first extra vehicular activity using the Su-12. I don’t want anything to happen to you while you are making this spacewalk,” the general said.
“You can count on it,” the pilot said.
The general could see him taking off his harness so he could float to the back of the shuttle and start putting on the suit.
“Remind them how important the solar panels are,” Gimbel said.
“Don’t worry doctor. When they get suited up and have the MMUs, I’ll remind them,” He said.
“Yes, well this is the first time the manned maneuverable units have had the Rovkis III robotic arm attached.”
“They have practiced using the MMUs a hundred times. I think they will be able to handle it, but if it will keep you quiet, I’ll remind them,” the general said.
He watched as the two astronauts helped each other place the various layers of the protective suit on and attach the EKG pads, communications pack and all the other equipment to keep them safe from the sun’s intense radiation.
The general passed the time by humming ‘she’ll be commin’ around the mountain when she comes’ which was getting on Gimbel’s nerves with each orbit. On the forth orbit they were ready
“Thor, we are ready to initiate EVA.”
“Gentlemen, good luck. Watch the Rovkis. It might be a bit tricky to use with such a tight fit. If you don’t like the way it’s going you can always change to the MMUs without it. Take all the time you need. Those solar panels are critical,” the general said.
Gimbel was just shaking his head ‘yes’.
“Understand Thor. Initiating EVA,” he said and pressed the release button and watched as the gauge went to zero and a green light flashed on. He pushed the hydraulic release clamp start button and the door began to swing open. They both pulled down the gold shields that would protect their eyes. They quickly went over each other’s equipment and stepped through the opening.
After floating over to the MMUs and getting them on they opened the cargo bay doors. Sunlight flooded the compartment and the general could see a clear view of the earth.
They were drifting one hundred and ninety miles above the earth and the general could see the eastern seaboard and Atlantic Ocean. The two astronauts looked at the sight for a few moments and then set about the task of detaching the BlackStar from its docking station and getting it clear of the cargo bay.
The general watched as the two men maneuvered around the weapon often within inches of touching it. Gimbel was holding his breath at times as he watched, and at other times, looked away and closed his eyes.
It took three orbits before all of the tethers, straps, and retaining bolts were removed and safely stored. Using the robotic arms, they slowly started inching the BlackStar from its docking station. It was a slow and arduous process as the two astronauts performed their intricate ballet almost two hundred miles above General Devin and Doctor Gimbel. They listened as the two men went about the task.
“First panel clear.”
The general didn’t respond. He didn’t want to interfere with their concentration. One orbit later they reported the second panel was clear and they were bringing out the rest of the payload. Once the two panels were out of the bay, the rest would be relatively simple.
“Thor, the package is clear. Current position is three meters from the bay.”
“Stupendous. Standby for uplink to move it ten meters from the shuttle.”
“Standing by.”
Gimbel flipped two switches quickly on and off. They watched as a short burst of nitrogen exhausted from nozzles at the base of the BlackStar. It slowly started to drift away from the Fastmover shuttle.
“Extending panels,” Gimbel said.
“Roger. Standing by.”
Gimbel pushed a button on the console and they watched as the arms slowly unfolded and started to extend from the sides of the weapon. The first one extended all the way and immediately turned toward the sun. The second one extended only part way and stopped. Gimbel pushed the button again and it moved a few inches before stopping once more.
“What’s wrong?” the general asked.
“I don’t know. Everything seems right but it simply won’t extend.”
“Try it again.”
“I did.”
“Do it again,” the general said through clenched teeth.
Gimbel pressed the button but the panel refused to budge.
“Thor, Fastmover. You want me to maneuver over and see if I can figure out the problem?”
“Yes. That seems like the only option at this point. It has to be fully extended to function properly,” the general said.
“Roger.”
Devin and Gimbel watched as he used the MMU to position himself just a foot from the panel.
“One of the extension cables is off the track. It is caught behind the pulley wheel. I can’t get my hand in the opening. I will need to rig something to pry up on the cable,” he reported.
Gimbel was pacing frantically back and forth.
“If they break that cable the arm will just hang and won’t rotate toward the sun,” Gimbel muttered.
“Well doctor, if they do nothing it won’t work properly either, will it?” the general responded.
“Thor. Do you want me to try?” the astronaut asked.
“Yes. Do what you can. If the cable breaks it will cause the panel to drop down and be useless. Do the best you can. It isn’t going to do us much good like it is,” the general said.
“Roger. I think it will take both of us to get this done. I will need some help with leverage.”
“Do whatever it takes. Good luck,” the general said.
It was out of his hands. Now everything hung on the ability of the two astronauts to find a way to rectify the situation. The general didn’t believe in religion but he was tempted to ask for help this one time, instead he chewed on his thumbnail.
Gimbel paced the floor and mumbled at such a rate it was making the general nauseous. Finally he told him to sit down and shut up.

CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE

- GROOM LAKE -
Number one was ready to brace the Desert Eagle against the elevator opening as soon as the doors slid back.
“Standby,” he said as the doors started to slide open.
As soon as they were fully opened, he braced his arm on the frame of the elevator opening and placed the Eagle over his forearm. He could see the two guards talking; neither was looking toward the elevator. He placed the crosshairs so the shot would go through one man and hitting the second man in the chest. He squeezed the trigger and the big bore weapon fired a round, slicing through the bulletproof glass and striking the first guard in the middle of the back. The bullet blew out the front of his chest and slammed into the base of the throat of the second guard.
Both were dead before the roar of the gun had dissipated. The rest of the team rushed out and started methodically taking out the other guards around the hanger. One after another they fell as they started to panic because of the sudden attack from within the building.
They rushed the security room and took out the three guards watching the monitors.
“Clear,” came the responses from the team members as the main hanger level was secured.
“Some of the guards could be in the bays. We will need to clear them as well,” Miller said looking around at the large numbers painted on the bay doors.
“I’ll handle Bay-1,” Eller said.
“Fine but Six, you go with him,” Miller ordered.
The two men ran toward the bay door. Eller looked through the glass and saw a guard leaning against the U-5 ship. Damn, he should have told them more about what they were getting ready to find in the bays, the thought. It was too late now. He could see them all in position, ready to rush the bay doors. He opened the door and the guard looked over at him.
He placed his hand on his sidearm and said, “Who are you?”
“Raymond Eller.”
“Eller’s dead,” he said and started to draw his Glock from the holster. He heard a familiar spiting noise behind him and saw the guard thrown back and crumple to the floor. He quickly scanned the room and then ran over to the isolation booth.
Lynn was in the isolation booth at Bay-1 setting up for test of the control nozzles now that they had solved the problem of the coupling interference. They ground the opening but it still would not let the nozzles rotate in all directions. Finally one of the team members designed a new coupling that would allow the necessary clearance for proper movement.
This would be the first real test to see if they could control the anti-mater flux field reactor. She had just started to power up the reactor up when the door to the lab burst open. She turned and saw a man in dirty military clothes standing in the doorway.
“Get the hell out of here. I’ve started the reactor,” she yelled.
“Lynn. It’s Raymond,” he shouted and closed the door.
Raymond? It couldn’t be. This man had a full beard and Raymond was locked up in some cell, she thought. She turned and hit the power button and the reactor stated to shut down. She waited until the green safety light went on and then took off her hood.
She threw open the door and there stood Raymond, beard and all. He looked a little worse for wear, but it was definitely him.
“Raymond” she said and rushed to his arms.
They just hugged for several seconds.
“How? I don’t understand. I thought you were in a cell being held by Devin,” she said and buried her face in his chest.
“You can’t believe everything you hear,” he said with a big smile on his face.
“I didn’t know if I would ever see you again. Angie must have figured out my message and notified the authorities,” she said, her eyes were welling up and a tear rolled down her cheek.
“I don’t know how I got rescued, but here I am. You sent for the authorities?”
She gave him a quick recap of what she and Angie had discovered and how they had gone about trying to get a message to the Department of Homeland Security that you were alive.
“Do you know any way to get to the 10th level?”
“No. I honestly don’t know anything about it but I don’t think you need to,” she said.
“Why? We need to destroy any weapon that crazy Devin is developing,”
“Two nights ago, we were up in the lab working and we were ordered back to our facilities on Level-5. We were told to stay away from that area until after 3:00 a.m. They made it clear that anyone caught on the main level would have to deal with the general personally.”
“That means they took it to hanger 18 where the Su-12 is,’ he said. “Have you heard anything about a shuttle mission?”
“Just the rumors floating around. According to the rumor mill it was scheduled to happen yesterday in the early morning hours.”
“Damn. Now we have to go to the main base,” Raymond said.
“It’s too dangerous. You don’t have enough people to take on the general,” she insisted.
“We have to try.”
“Mr. Eller. We need to get moving,” Six said finally.
“I know. Lynn, go down to your place and wait. Don’t leave. Don’t let anyone in unless they are from the Strike-1 team. They will identify themselves. Here,” he said, handing her the gun that he had been given earlier, “Use it if someone tries to force their way in,” Raymond told her.
“I don’t know how to use a gun.”
“Just aim at the middle of them and pull the trigger. Keep pulling it until it stops making a loud noise. It is loaded and one is in the chamber. Don’t pull the trigger until you are ready to use it,” he said.
“Mr. Eller. We have to go. Time is running out.”
“Okay,” he said and kissed Lynn before running down the bay and through the open door.
The team had gathered in the hanger, waiting for Eller.
“Mr. Eller,” Number One said.
“I know. I know. Were those real spacecraft and where did they come from? That’s what you want to know, right?”
“That and a thousand other things,” Miller added.
“Understood. But for now you are just going to have to concentrate on the job at hand. In a word, yes, they are real and yes, they came from some other planet.”
They all had a look of amazement and most had their mouths hanging open. Eller wondered if he looked that way when he first saw them.
“We need to focus. I know its damned hard but we have to keep moving.”
Raymond briefed them on the latest developments he had learned from Lynn. It meant an assault on the main base and the potential for the general to do something insane. They all knew what had to be done. Raymond told them about the two guards who would be outside the entrance. They would have M-16s and since the hanger was soundproof, they wouldn’t be alerted to what was happening.
Number one assigned Miller and Number Four to handle disposing of the guards. A few minutes later they got the signal that they could move out. The plan was to take two Hummers and head to the main base. They would neutralize the main guard building first and then locate the general and take him into custody.
They commandeered two Hummers and were soon racing down the main road toward home plate. They pulled up to the main security building and rushed the front door. Immediately they started to methodically eliminate any resistance they met.
During one savage exchange of gunfire, Number One was struck in the shoulder and toppled. All the Strike-1 members stopped shooting for a second. Number four crawled over and checked for a pulse. He was alive and he started medical treatment immediately. He was definitely out of action.
The others knew nothing more could be done right then except to continue with the mission.
It would all be on Miller’s shoulders now. During the raging battle that went on inside the building one of the security guards was able to get to the security system console and issue a 405, ambush/intruder alarm.
The 405 would trigger a full lock down and security alert to all sectors. Guards from other areas of the base started to rush to the security center and the battle intensified further. Miller peeked out one of the windows and could see eight or nine of the guards crouched behind one of the Hummers.
“Four, bring the Thumper and take out that Hummer over there,” he said pointing.
He chambered a round in the M-80 and fired, striking the Hummer in the middle of the hood. It exploded in a huge fireball. All nine lay dead at the edge of the burning hulk. Miller quickly aimed the Eagle and picked off three more guards before having to reload.
We can’t stay here. Eventually someone will come up with the idea of burning us out. We need to break out and take the fight to them,” Miller said.
“Yeah, sure. What? There are only like, two hundred of them left,” Eller said.
“You want me to send for some more to help them out?” Miller quipped giving him a quick smile.
“Cute. Very glib. What do we do next?”
“We are going to head out and make our way to that brick building over there. We can pick them off a few at a time. Then, when we feel the time is right, we will make a run for hanger 18. You will have to lead the way for that” Miller said.
Raymond just shook his head and took a deep breath. These guys were crazy.
“Let’s do it” he said at last.
Everyone reloaded and each unpinned a fragment grenade. They handed one to Raymond with instructions on what to do when he released the spoon.
“Ready? Now,” Miller said, charging out the door first.
Each man followed firing his machine gun and tossing his grenade. Eller had taken Number One’s weapon and was firing as he ran, trying to keep up with the other Strike-1 members. They reached the building and scrambled inside.
“Anyone hit?” Miller asked.
"Minor,” Number Three said, “Arm. Not bad.”
One of the others went to work on his arm, placing a compression bandage over the wound.
"It missed the bone. It’s gonna hurt like hell but nothing is broken.”
While that was going on the others were firing at the guards, taking out a few at a time. Miller was the most effective with the big bore .50 Cal. His rounds could pierce the Hummers and come out the other side, taking a man down each time.
“Ammo check,” Miller called and each man searched the backpacks and piled the ammunition on the floor.
“Divide it up and stash it, leave the packs. We are going to need to travel fast and light,” he said. “Mr. Eller, I’ll be right alongside of you but you will need to lead the way. Are you up to it?”
“Sure. I’ve got nothing better to do,” he said.
“Good man. We might have to make you an honorary member of Strike-1 team when this over,” Miller joked.
“Oh great, go from one bunch of crazies to another. I gotta get better assignments,” he shot back.
Miller made one last check before they dashed out of the building, guns firing. They ran from one bit of cover to another while Raymond led them to the hanger. They had managed to kill or wound several more of the security guards before they reached the objective. They burst inside but the Su-12 was gone.
The rumors were right. It was already in orbit. That meant the weapon was either deployed or about to be. They searched the hanger and found the technicians in one of the rooms, hiding behind overturned tables.
“Where is the shuttle?” Eller asked.
“In orbit. It went up yesterday,” one of them spoke up.
“Was anything aboard it?” Raymond asked.
“Something must have been. They brought in a special crew to load it and we weren’t allowed back until it was stored in the cargo bay.”
“Do you know what it was?”
“No. We never saw it.”
“Where is the general?”
“Probably in the control tower,” one of them offered.
“No. He will be in the Su-12 control center,” a woman spoke up.
“Where is that?” Miller and Eller ask in unison.
“In the base of the QKR,” she said.
“What is that?”
“Quick Kill Radar. The big dish by the tower. I’ve seen him go in after a launch.”
“Thanks,” Raymond said.
“Do you know where it is?” Miller asked.
“Not far from here. The guards will probably figure out that we will be heading there. It isn’t going to be easy.”
Miller looked around and saw a motorized cart used to pull the Fastmover out of the hanger. It was big enough to hold three people.
“Six, with me and Mr. Eller,” Miller said.
“Look, if we are going to go out there and get killed, would you mind calling me Ray or Raymond.”
“I can do that Mr. Eller,” Miller said grinning.
Raymond shook his head.
“Ray. You, Six and I are going to make a dash for the radar dish on the cart. Once we clear the building, the guards will try to follow us and pick us off. Three, Four and Five will come after we have cleared them and take them out from behind. They won’t be expecting two waves,” he said.
“Sounds crazy to me but then this whole thing has been crazy. You know where Butch and Sundance run out of the building and the entire Bolivian Army is waiting? It kind of feels like that, but what the heck, what are we waiting for?” Raymond said, climbing on the cart.
“You cover the right and Six will cover our back. I’ll drive and cover the left. Ready Ray?” Miller asked.
Yes indeedy,” he said and waved his arm in a forward motion.”
Miller started the motor and drove down the ramp and following Raymond’s directions headed toward the QKR dish.
They fired at anything that moved or took a shot at them. The second group was able to catch many of the guards in the open and take them down. Miller was grazed in the head and blood ran down his face but he kept the accelerator pedal to the floor of the cart.
They had just reached the base of the QKR dish when Six took a round in the chest, spinning him around. He fell face first across the cart. Miller grabbed him and picked him up, hoisted him over his shoulder, and ran for the base of the dish.
Raymond fired back at a rushing guard and saw him collapse in a heap. He turned and ran after Miller. He caught up and helped cover them as Miller sat Six on the ground.
“Hang in there buddy,” he said as several rounds crashed into the base of the dish just above their heads.
“Here, press this against the wound,” Miller said to Raymond and dropped to his stomach, bringing the Eagle to the firing position.
Three rapid shots and three guards were taken out of the equation. He quickly replaced the magazine and fired off five more rounds. He hit three out of five. He ejected the magazine and shoved another one in, chambering a round. Bam, Bam, Bam. Three more guards went down. The others started to break off and head for cover.
“Six. You hang in there. The others will be here in a second. Hold on,” he said but the glassy look in his eyes told him the story. He was already dead.
“Damn it,” was all he said, letting off another round, hitting a retreating guard and toppling him forward onto the tarmac.
The guards running away from the dish were caught by the remaining advancing Strike-1 team. Most started to lay down their weapons or just take off running. It was becoming more of a mopping up action at this point.

CHAPTER SEVENTY-FOUR

- QKR RADAR FACILITY –
General Devin and Gimbel had watched breathlessly as the two astronauts worked at getting the remaining solar panel deployed. Finally one of them went to the end and with the robotic arm was able to move the panel back so that the other one could force the cable up and over the pulley.
“Thor, I think we got it. Give it a try.”
Gimbel clenched his fist before pushing the button. The arm started to slowly extend. The astronaut on the end of the panel helped guide it along until it was fully extended. It immediately rotated to face the sun.
“Way to go. Nice job,” the general said.
“Nice work,” Gimbel added.
“Piece of cake. We do this stuff all the time.”
“Right. You did good boys. Now you can bring the Fastmover on home at the scheduled time. We will be waiting for you,” the general told them.
“See you on the ground,” he said as they started back toward the cargo bay to dock the MMUs and change out of the EVA suits.
The general was indeed going to welcome them back. He had a special gift for each of them. A .45 bullet to the head and a final resting place in the desert. They knew way too much for him to let them live and spill their guts about how they saved a clandestine satellite mission. With Gimbel and the two astronauts gone, no one would know for sure if the BlackStar was ever placed in orbit.
“Here, put these coordinates in the BlackStar,” the general said.
Dr. Gimbel looked at the piece of paper and asked, “What area are they for?”
“Let me worry about that. You just put them in and we will know soon enough if it works,” the general said.
“I would like to know,” Gimbel said, not making a move to enter them.
“Dr. Gimbel. I have put up with a lot of crap from you, often bordering on insubordination, but I have let you get away with it. The BlackStar is in orbit and I really don’t want to have to explain my intentions any longer. Enter the coordinates just the way they are listed.”
“Devin, I don’t follow orders. I take suggestions, listen to ideas and even agree with one of them every once in a while, but I do not take orders from you. I built this weapon. I designed it, built it and programmed it. All you did was supply the funding and a convenient place to hide it in until it was ready to be used. You can’t operate it; only I can. I know the codes to control it and no one else but me does. Now, what are these coordinates for?”
“You arrogant prick. You are biting the hand that feeds you and that is never very smart,” the general snarled.
“I’m sorry, did you say something?”
“The goddamn coordinates are for the Pentagon. The sons-of-bitches need to know I mean business and will not tolerate any interference from that bunch of pencil pushing pansies,” he said.
Gimbel was just getting ready to protest when they heard muffled explosions and a second later, gunfire erupting. The crescendo was rising. It was obviously coming toward them.
“What’s going on?” Gimbel asked.
Devin ignored him and flipped on the monitor to the tower.
“What the hell is going on?” he said to himself.
Someone was throwing a hell of a lot of lead down there. He could see several guards down. Someone was attacking the base.
More rapid gunfire could be heard and it was coming toward the tower even quicker now. The guard who was stationed outside the door to the control room, rushed in.
“Someone is attacking us,” he shouted.
His face was pasty white.
“Don’t panic son. Our people will handle it. You get back out there and stay at your post,” the general said.
“Sir, people are dying out there. I could see men falling all over the place,” he said, his voice rising.
“Go on back out and do your job. That is an order,” the general said.
“Screw that. I’m not going to get my butt shot off for nothing,” he said, looking through the cracked door.
“I’m only going to tell you once more. Get out there and protect this base.”
“No way in hell, general. I’m not getting killed for you or anyone else. Not today.”
The general drew his .45 and shot the guard in the knee. The sound was deafening in the small structure as it reverberated off the walls. Gimbel jumped and look at Devin in disbelief.
“I don’t like cowards. I pay you to do a job and by God you are going to do it. You go out there and do your job or I’ll kill you myself. The man lay on the floor, writhing in pain, holding his knee.
“No. You shot me. You’re crazy. I can’t walk,” he said.
Devin fired a second shot, hitting the man in the foot. He screamed in pain again.
“You chicken shit,” the general said, starting across the room, “I’ll blow your damn head off.”
“Stop it,” Gimbel yelled.
Devin turned the gun on him, “Shut your damn mouth, I’m sick of you butting in.”
His eyes were wide open and he had a crazed look on his face. Gimbel didn’t say a word. He knew the general was around the bend at this point. Bullets struck the side of the building; Devin looked up for a second and then lowered the gun.
“Dr. Gimbel, would you please enter the coordinates.”
Gimbel looked at the paper and then decided he would enter them but he damn sure wasn’t going to give the code to activate the photon beam. He punched in the numbers on the key pad.
“They are in.”
“Thank you doctor,” Devin said.
He seemed calmer now. He didn’t even look at the guard lying on the floor holding his knee.
“Would you please get the BlackStar ready to fire? It will be coming up within range in less than five minutes.”
Gimbel started the sequence but it would still need his code to actually activate. Nothing Devin could do would make it emit the deadly stream of photons unless he entered the password. Devin was sitting down in the chair again, almost as if he were sedated. Gimbel shuddered at the thought of his crazy bastard in control of such a deadly weapon.

CHAPTER SEVENTY-FIVE

- QKR FACILITY –
Miller said a quick prayer and closed the eyes of his team member.
“Are you ready, Ray? I don’t know how many we are going to find in there, but when we go in, you stay low and I’ll be high. Shoot anything that looks like a threat no matter how small. We can always say we’re sorry later.”
They both reloaded their weapons. Miller had switched back the H & K machine gun; the Desert Eagle wouldn’t do them any good in close quarters.
“I’m ready,” Raymond said.
“Now,” Miller shouted and yanked the door open.
Raymond squatted down and leaned forward on his knees with Miller directly above him. It was dark and the first thing either of them saw was the flash from Devin’s .45. It caught Miller in the right shoulder, ripping the machinegun from his hand and sending him spinning out the door on his back.
Raymond fired off three quick rounds and Devin returned the fire. Raymond realized that he was a perfect target silhouetted in the doorway with the light behind him. He lurched forward on his stomach. He started to crawl out of the doorway when a bullet tore into his bicep. The gun went sailing out of his hand and skittered across the floor.
Damn it, he thought. They had come so close. He couldn’t let that bastard win. He crawled forward and tried to reach for the gun but Devin was standing over him and shoved the gun out of his reach with the toe of his boot.
“Is that you Mr. Eller? You look like shit,” he said, stooping down, the gun pointed directly at the middle of Raymond’s face.
“You could stand a shave and you really should get your hair cut. You look very unprofessional,” he said, raking the barrel of the 1911 Colt .45 across Eller’s forehead.
Raymond didn’t say anything. He didn’t want to provoke him at this point.
“What’s the matter did they cut your tongue out too?”
“No general. The fingers were enough,” he said in a calm voice.
“I’m sorry about all of that, but it was necessary. I needed you out of the way and I didn’t want Washington to send a bunch yahoos out here looking around. Instead of just killing you, I made you disappear. Rather nice of me don’t you think?”
“Absolutely. You’re a considerate kind of guy.”
“Have you met Dr. Gimbel yet? Doctor Gimbel, meet the ghost of Raymond Eller.”
“We’ve met once before,” Gimbel replied.
“Ah, well. Now,” Devin said standing up, “I see we are only one minute from firing. If you don’t mind, start the final sequence Dr. Gimbel.”
“No general. I will not wipe out the entire Pentagon just so you can prove a point. You are crazy. Crazy. You have lost touch with reality.”
“You shouldn’t say things like that after all we have been through. Now I’ll have to do it myself.”
“You can’t. Only I know the code to fire the BlackStar. Anything else entered will cause it to self-destruct,” Gimbel said.
“Poor misguided Dr. Gimbel. Do you really think I would let you be the only person who could fire the BlackStar? I have known your password for months. Yes, I know about the embedded worm you put in to destroy the programming. You scientists think you're so much smarter than everyone else. I had camera surveillance on you constantly. Day and night.
I saw you enter the code, so you are of no real value any longer doctor. The .45 roared and flame shot out the end. Gimbel flew back and landed with a thud on the hard floor, starring into death’s face. The general glanced at the wall clock and walked to the control panel. He pushed in the digits of Gimbel’s code and placed his hand over the fire button. In ten seconds everyone inside the Pentagon would be dead and he would be the only one in the world who knew how. Then he would notify the President that he was in charge and would make the military decisions from this point on.
Five seconds to go. He watched as the sweep hand raced toward the twelve on the clock. Raymond was faint from the arm wound and his adrenalin was used up but he knew he had to reach the gun to stop Devin. The last thing he heard was a shot ringing out. Devin must have shot him, was the thought that flashed across his mind as everything went dark.

CHAPTER SEVENTY-SIX

- INSIDE RADAR FACILITY -
Devin’s eyes were fixed on the clock, willing it to go faster. He placed his palm on the button, ready to wipe out all of those bureaucratic bastards. He had waited, stuck out here in the middle of nowhere. Well, he may be gone from the eyes of the Washington elite but all that was about to change. In just seconds he would become the most talked about person in history.
He would be able to wipe out entire countries with just the push of a button. Cesar, Napoleon, Hitler, and all the rest of the pretenders combined, did not possess the power at his command. His name would be written in every history book from now until the end of time.
Singlehandedly he could solve the world's food and oil shortages. Kill a few million people to end the food problem, eradicate a few Arabs that had the oil and the world's energy problems would be resolved.
He was visualizing his picture spread across billions of televisions as he educated them regarding the new era that he was making possible. Some would resist at first. That was to be expected. In the end, though, they would see that he was right. He could make the world safer.
He caught movement out of his peripheral vision. That damned Eller just wouldn’t give up. He would make sure he never interfered again. He spun around and aimed the Colt at Eller’s head. Never have bumbling morons do a job that you want done right.
“I am sick of you Mr. Eller. It is time we parted company,” he said and started to pull the trigger.
The shot rang out and Devin stumbled back. He looked down at his chest. A red stain was starting to spread across his clean, starched shirt. He looked back up with a puzzled expression.
Eller was lying face down. He looked at his chest again, uncomprehending. Something was wrong, but nothing made sense to him. If Eller is dead, why was he bleeding? This couldn’t be happening, not now. He had more to do. This wasn’t right. How could he be robbed of his glory at a time like this?
He shifted his vision and saw the guard holding his Glock out in front of him.
“What the hell did you do that for? I’m General Devin. You are under my command. You can’t shoot me,” he said, trying to raise his gun but it dropped out of his hand.
He turned to press the button and a second shot caught Devin in the knee and he crashed to the floor.
“Wrong,” the guard said, and dropped the gun.

CHAPTER SEVENTY-SEVEN

When Raymond woke up he figured he must already be dead. Everything had gone from pitch black to bright white. He tried to move but didn’t have the strength. It was hard to swallow and he could feel something around his nose and mouth. Part of a face suddenly appeared above him. He could see the mouth moving but couldn’t understand the words. Just as suddenly it disappeared.
It was strange. Lights seemed to be passing by overhead and sounds were taking place all around him but they didn’t mean anything him. He closed his eyes and when he opened them a new face was just inches from his. All he could see were two eyes, and part of a nose that was covered with something that was white. It took him a second to realize they were talking to him. He could just make out what they were saying.
“Mr. Eller. I know you can’t talk. You have a tube down your throat. It has been helping you breath. We are going to remove it in just a minute. You will feel a little discomfort but once it’s out you will feel a lot better.”
The face disappeared only to be replaced by a different one.
“Here we go. Just relax,” the voice said.
He could feel something going up the back of his throat and he felt like gagging but just as suddenly, the feeling was gone and he felt much better.
“Don’t try to talk just yet. Your throat will be very dry and will hurt a little. Just rest for a few minutes and then we will get you something to drink.”
He closed his eyes and let his mind go blank. He obviously wasn’t dead so what had happened? He tried to keep thoughts from forming but they kept pushing forward from his subconscious.
What about the guy who had been with him? Was he dead? He saw Gimbel get shot but what about Devin? Did he fire the weapon? Did he get away with it? Where was Lynn? Was she safe? He had so many unanswered questions but before any of them could be answered, he slipped into a deep sleep.
~~
“Raymond, welcome back to the land of the living,” a voice off to his right said. He turned his head and saw the man from the Strike-1 team standing there.
“You made it,” Eller said in a hoarse voice.
“Just like you. Evidently we’re both too ornery to die,” he said.
“Glad to see you. I thought you were a goner,” Raymond said, trying to smile.
“He just got off a lucky shot. I’ll be fine. Besides, I get paid to get shot; you were just along for the fun of it. Anyway, how are you feeling?”
“I’ve been better, and not to hurt your feelings, but I’ve had better times before, believe it or not” he said.
“I have to say, you look like crap.”
“You’re the second person to tell me that lately. I gotta start hanging out with a different crowd.”
“Hopefully one that won’t try to get you killed. By the way, my name is Captain Thomas Miller. Nice to meet you Raymond.”
“Thank you Thomas. You saved my butt. Devin would have killed me.”
“It wasn’t me. The guard shot him.”
“Guard? What guard?” Raymond asked.
“The one lying next to you on the floor with two bullet holes in him. Devin had shot him and he figured it was time to get a little revenge so he returned the favor,” Miller explained.
“I never even saw him,” Raymond said.
“It doesn’t matter. He shot Devin before he could shoot you or fire the weapon. It’s called the BlackStar, by the way. It's in orbit somewhere around one hundred and ninety miles above the earth. They are just starting to piece the story together from the boys in the white coats who were working on it. Devin killed the guy in charge, Dr. Gimbel,” Miller told him.
“Who was that crazy bastard planning to use it on? I heard something about the Pentagon.”
“Well, according to what we have so far. His first shot was going to be the Pentagon. He was going to show them a thing or two. After that the Capital Building and unless the President gave in to his demands, the White House was next on his list.”
“I thought I heard some of that after I was shot but I figured it was just a bad dream. My God, he really was insane. I think that place could make anyone go insane if they were there too long,” Raymond said.
“Look, I just wanted to drop by and see how you were doing. I doubt that our paths will cross again but it was a pleasure to meet you, Ray,” he said smiling.
“You take care of yourself, Captain Thomas Miller. I appreciate your placing your ass on the line for me. I’m sorry about your men that got killed,” Raymond replied
“I appreciate that. They were both good men. They died for a good cause,” he said.
As he turned to leave he said, “Oh, yeah. Someone is waiting to see you.”
He opened the door and Lynn came in the room.
“Hey sport, you look like hell,” she said and laughed, “Captain Miller told me to say that,” she confessed.
“I’ve been getting a lot of that lately. It’s good to see you. Is everything back to normal?”
“No. Everything is shut down. All projects are on hold until further notice. I get a vacation at government expense,” she said.
“The important thing is that you are all right. At least Devin didn’t get to you,” Raymond said.
“Thanks to you and the guys that came busting in,” Lynn said.
“So what do you plan to do with all this new found time?” he asked.
“I’ll tell you,” she said, leaning over to whisper in his ear.
~~
The President gave Eller a big handshake and then he did something remarkable. He actually gave him a hug and pat on the back. No one had ever seen him react like that before.
“I thank God for your safe return to us Ray,” he said, his eyes watering.
“Thank you Mr. President.”
“You know, everyone kept telling me you looked like hell, but you look damn good to me,” he kidded, “This is Dr. Yurris, is it not?”
“Yes sir. She is the one that I told you about. She is also my fiancée. We plan on being married later this year,” Raymond said, taking her hand.
“Dr. Yuriss, it is indeed very nice to meet you.”
“Please Mr. President. Lynn will do if it is alright with you,” she said.
“It is a pleasure, Lynn,” he said, “I know it’s rude to presume, but I will be invited to the wedding won’t I?”
“You’re at the very top of the guest list,” she replied. She hadn’t voted for the man but now she couldn’t imagine why not.
~~
When Raymond recuperated enough, President Sampson asked him to head up the Area-51 facility. The Gunnery Range would be turned over to the military. He would have a free hand at reorganizing and setting the goals and priorities for the entire facility.
He could live any place in the southwest he wanted as long as it could be reached in one hour by helicopter which the government would provide.
After talking it over with Lynn, he agreed, as long as he could pick his successor at the Department of Homeland Security. He picked Sarah to be the new director dependent on confirmation approval. She was a shoe in.
~~
J lay back in his chair. It seemed that there was some glimmer of hope for this planet. The immediate danger had passed. The human Devin was no longer in control. The weapon, while still a threat as long as it was in orbit, was now dormant.
It might be time for him to contact the new leader of the area. He seemed like the human they had been waiting for. He would wait a few months to be sure, but it seemed like for the first time since he had crash landed on this planet, that there was real hope for the two worlds to establish a working relationship.
He would be glad to see that day come. He was ready for his mission to come to an end. It would be even better if it ended with the two worlds finally being able to join together in peace.
His home world had been watching and waiting to have a relationship with this planet for over two thousand earth units.
- THE END -
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