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The Jeep raced across the gravel road.

It was painted in military brown camouflage, although registered in the name of a private company. It sped across the Mojave Desert with surprising urgency. Nothing and nobody was ever hurried in the desert.

The old workhorse carried one passenger, and inside, Director Malcolm Hick peered through the window and out into the rocky distance. He followed the road, bending and turning like a string of spaghetti. As always, he found it odd that in such a barren place they couldn’t build a straight road. Then again, nothing was ever straightforward in the Mojave, one of the primary reasons he hated it. As a native Alaskan, the 59-year-old man traded—with distaste—snow for sand and cold for hot. Although painful at the best of times, it was a fair trade for a vocation he loved.

Twenty years, he grinned as he followed the headlights around yet another bend. Although Earth dangled between night and dawn, and visibility was almost perfect, he still preferred driving with the headlights on. It was a habit inherited from the long, dark Alaskan winters. He also preferred to take the drive from town alone, unlike some of his esteemed colleagues, who used official drivers or took the company bus. Malcolm found comfort in the cold, fresh air. It always seemed to replenish the mind.

Malcolm sighed at the thought and glanced at his own reflection in the rearview mirror. He greeted himself with sad, tired eyes. It was rumored that he was ex-military, and his rapid promotions in Outer Mining Corp. was due to high-placed connections, especially when it surfaced that he knew the Secretary of Defense personally. He can still hear his father’s words: “Even shy men will discuss a rumor.”

Malcolm chuckled but was the first to admit the truth to the rumors. He was ex-military, a veteran of the deserts of Iraq, with the scars and nightmares to prove it. However, his position as Director of Operations was obtained through hard work and personal sacrifices. Studying mining engineering after the war while putting himself through college, two ex-wives, five children and three grandchildren—with whom he had forged no relationship—was testament enough to it. The other rumor about the Secretary of Defense was also correct, but not in the way most people would think, and it was most certainly not a rocket to the top of the corporate ladder. No, they simply remained caring childhood friends who grew up as neighbors and always stayed in touch.

Twenty minutes later, Malcolm handled the last bend and saw the silhouette of Area 81 against the backdrop of rocky hills. The morning sun reflected against the predominantly steel and corrugated iron structure like a massive mirror and forced Malcolm to fiddle in the glove compartment for his sunglasses. Once he’d covered his brown eyes with a pair of old gold-rimmed Ray-Bans, he focused back on the base.

The former nuclear missile facility bought—transport equipment included—from the U.S. Army 12 years ago was uninspiring. Built for security and efficiency, the base housed a refinery, complete with three large hangars, a control tower and one full-length air strip. However, what lie below the surface was far more intriguing. Constructed to withstand a direct nuclear attack, the base had two modified missile silos redesigned as launch pads for space mining missions. State-of-the-art-equipped laboratories for testing and storing mining samples and offices for business operations were all engineered to be both luxurious and efficient.

The Jeep took Malcolm past the first security check manned by two black uniformed security guards.

“Good morning, sir,” greeted the guard on duty. Malcolm recognized him as Ed Morris, part of the armed security force of 20 guards working shifts. Although there was nothing top secret about the mining operation, the protection of sensitive and patented technologies remained a concern.

Malcolm coughed and cleared his throat; a habit formed after recently quitting years of smoking. “Morning, Ed,” he answered. “How are you today?”

“Fine, sir,” Ed said and continued to scan the access card with a handheld device. It only took a few seconds, after which he handed the card back to Malcolm.

“Thank you, and how are the wife and kids?” Malcolm asked and secured the card around his neck with a lanyard.

“They are all fine, sir. The little one sure grows quickly.”

“They do, Ed, they do. What about Peyton? How is that lovely daughter of yours doing in college?”

Ed took a deep breath and then looked past Malcolm when he said, “Haven’t heard a peep from her for weeks now; we only get an email here and there.”

“She is young, Ed, and it’s all new to her. She will come around,” Malcolm said, trying to reassure Ed.

The guard nodded.

“Perhaps I should organize us another family day. We all know how much Peyton enjoyed the last one; I will send her a personal invitation,” he concluded with a smile.

“Sounds like a plan, sir,” Ed said, desperately trying to hide his deep concern.

“It’s settled then. I will arrange it. In the meantime, keep the faith and send Cathy my love. Also give that little girl a big kiss from her Uncle Malcolm.”

Ed nodded and gave a tired sigh.

“Long shift?”

“Yeah, but only two more hours left to go. I’ll be sure to send them your love.”

“Good luck, Ed, and keep your head up.”

“Thank you, sir, and have a good day.”

“Same to you, Ed,” Malcolm answered, as he waited for the white and red beam to lift and then drove off through the gates. He glanced in the rearview mirror and caught Ed’s wave. He felt for the man, his family situation and the hard work he and the rest put in. At least the base was known for their support, almost like one big family. That was one of the many attributes that made Malcolm—rumors flying and all—a very popular boss amongst all staff. He made time for every single person on the base and tried his best to create a family-like environment. Maybe it was some twisted attempt to rectify the failures with his own family.

Just after the security check, the gravel road became tar, and immediately the Jeep felt out of place, like a racehorse bred for sand running competing on grass. It just did not feel right for such a classic. The road twisted through the base, and like a general, Malcolm waved his hand as he greeted each passing security guard. Of the 10 night-shift guards, seven were stationed above ground while the remaining three manned their post in what was sarcastically referred to as “the basement.”

Besides the three guards underground, one communications officer joined the night party with the tedious task of ensuring communication with all three mining stations out there, a job perceived by many—including Malcolm—as boring. That said, he highly respected those who sacrificed family time and tried to ensure good working conditions in return.

The Jeep stopped before the only brick building on the base. During the heyday of the Cold and Terrorism War, the vertical four-story control tower had one function: to give the perception that Area 81 and its base was a standard U.S. Army airfield.

Although part of the illusion, the air control tower was still fully operational with modern equipment and manned by experienced personnel. Operational ability was a must since roughly 12,000 tons of raw mined minerals were flown each day to various destinations around the world, not to mention the logistics of trucks and other ground transportation. Most importantly, the control tower assisted in the safe launching and landing of several life pods to and from Orion.

In admiration, Malcolm sat a while in the Jeep and observed the air control tower and then the rest of the base. It truly was one of the largest logistical operations in the world, and running a tight ship like this was what he lived for. Other people needed to jump off bridges or dive into shark-infested waters for their adrenaline fix. He only needed to show up at work. Not a single day was the same, and routine on Area 81 was as scarce as oil on Earth.

Fueled with excitement for the day’s curveballs, Malcolm stepped into the brick building. An unmanned security station navigated him into an open hall after a quick fingerprint scan. Malcolm always recited from “The Road Not Taken” by Robert Frost when entering the hall. Just like the poem, the hall diverged into only two roads. First, immediately after the scan, a large staircase—typical 1960s U.S. Army to cut costs on luxuries like elevators—would lead up to the tower. This would be unmanned until 8 o’clock, since unauthorized night flights and pod landings were strictly forbidden. Farther down the hall, directly opposite the entry was another door, standard size and red. The door opened up to another world: the world below the surface of Area 81.

Malcolm opened the door with a retina scan and once inside greeted Lewis Podolski, the oldest of the guards on duty. At first glance, the muscular man’s physique made one question his 51 years of age. Medium of height, he had the type of body that men envied and women desired. With a body fat percentage in the same digits as the current inflation rate, Malcolm was jealous of the ex-professional boxer for his discipline in keeping himself in such good shape.

“Morning, Malcolm,” Lewis greeted him with a cheerful smile, presenting gold lodged into his front teeth.

Malcolm did not mind Lewis’ disregard for formalities and that he greeted him with his first name. In fact, he would prefer that the rest of the base do the same, but for some reason, being stationed on an ex-military base just made people so much more formal.

“Morning, Lewis. How are you doing today?”

“Fine, fine, wouldn’t mind going to bed though.”

“I can imagine, especially with that pretty wife of yours.

“Ha!” Lewis laughed and winked proudly.

“What’s her name again?”

“Véronique,” answered Lewis and whistled softly. “Not everyone can order such a beauty through a catalog,” he chuckled knowing full well the jokes about it around the base.

“True, but don’t sell yourself short. Ordering is one thing, but keeping such a beautiful woman by your side is a whole other ballgame,” Malcolm reassured and sensed thankfulness from Lewis. “Now that takes a special kind of skill,” he said and winked.

Lewis chuckled and blushed.

After a moment’s silence, Malcolm slapped Lewis on the shoulder. “Anything to report from last night?”

“Nah, was quiet, although Sally mentioned something about communication, but that was at three this morning. I barely registered it; was coffee time. Maybe you should pass by there?”

“Will do. Well, Lewis, have yourself a nice day and send my love to Véronique,” Malcolm said and strolled down a short flight of stairs. At first he passed by the cafeteria, where a pot of coffee brewed continuously. The smell of the aroma made him turn, and before he knew it, he continued—with a large steaming cup in hand—down another short flight of stairs before stopping at an elevator.

Moments later, Malcolm left the elevator four stories below the surface. Most people found it scary working so far underground, but not him. He was as comfortable above as below, and, in fact, he rather enjoyed the secluded environment. It reminded him of his stint on Orion before he rocketed on the fast track.

“Morning, sir,” Sally Sinclair greeted him when he entered the communications room.

Malcolm took another sip of coffee and held his hand up politely before returning the greeting. She looked more nervous than usual, though Sally was known as the type to overreact about everything.

She did not have to wait
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