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Dedicated to those who want the truth – 

not more stories

“No state, no church, no vested interest has ever wanted people to have strong souls because a person with a strong spiritual energy will inevitably be a rebel.”

Russell Means
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Between Mars and Jupiter is a realm known as the asteroid belt. 

In this belt exists an estimated two million asteroids; half of which are anywhere from one kilometer (just over half mile) to hundreds of kilometers in size: and then millions of smaller ones – a literal ocean of orbiting rocks.

Putting this in perspective, an asteroid half a mile long, would be the equivalent of ten city blocks.

Sylvia, first discovered in 1866, is the seventh largest asteroid in the entire belt, and is unique because it has two smaller asteroids orbiting around it, known as Remus and Romulus. 

Sylvia measures 363 kilometers in length with a maximum breadth of 249 kilometers.

For eons, it had glided through the cosmic sea with a gentle sweep, but for reasons unknown, Remus, the smallest of its satellites, measuring ten kilometers in size, suddenly disappeared from its orbit. Whether it collided with another rock, or a cosmic force sent it spiraling off its normal tangent, Remus was no longer there.

It would show up again, but when it did, it would be a bad day for Earth.
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He was a different looking fellow, comparatively speaking. 

However, considering this was southern California, a place where different, normal, and outlandish were divided by subtle shades of gray at best, his unusual features were not as flagrant as they might have been elsewhere. 

Sitting in the Visitor’s lounge of the JPL, the Jet Propulsion Laboratory, situated outside Pasadena, California, where a small army of casually dressed, mostly younger women and men, passed by wearing blue jeans, t-shirts and an assortment of trendy running shoes and sandals, his attire was not particularly in step with their fashion – but again, this was a place where the dress code was defined by personality, not regulations. Cut-off shorts and t-shirt were as suitable as a suit and tie – nobody really cared.

Now, if anyone had stopped for just a moment to observe him more closely, they would have noticed that he was a big guy, standing just over seven feet in height; that his hair, as silver as silver can be, was braided in neat rows across his skull and cascaded to the small of his back; moreover, and certainly not the least of which was the fact that his eyes were maroon in color – all of it justifiably a matter of personal taste; but then again, this was the JPL, the center of the Universe when it came to NASA’s exploratory arm, manned by some 6,000 people, all of whom were driven by an indelible passion to reach out to the far corners of the cosmos and discover the undiscovered, and no one had time to stop and gaze at the peculiarities of one stranger sitting in their midst.

Two floors up, Mia Chen was just settling in for another day at her dream job. The fact that she was now living in southern California notwithstanding, having grown up in Wisconsin where the weather had marginalized her life until she finally abandoned her home state and headed for the warm embrace of the Pacific coast. 

Mia headed up LISEA, an acronym for LIFE SEARCH, a special three man-team that worked in alliance with SETI, a non-profit searching for intelligent life in the Universe.

LISEA had a very special mandate; to assess information coming into NASA and the JPL through their many portals, such as the deep space satellites, Hubble I and II, and the recently launched James Webb Space Telescope, and other probes that had reached the far edges of our solar system; meticulously studying and dissecting photographs and spectral-imaging, and more, in search of patterns, repeating sequences – evidence of intelligent life; possibly the equivalent of a radio broadcast or television series, on a par with an episode of Modern Family or a Lady Gaga soundtrack, something emanating from a world that was light years away but which could not be anything but “manmade”. 

Their mandate was simple; find definitive, irrefutable evidence of intelligent life, something that would help NASA to navigate the vast cosmos in a direction that might eventually lead us to other civilizations.

The daughter of an American Marine and mother of both Japanese and Chinese lineage, Mia had only one dream, to study the Universe and to prove that ET, her favorite child-hood film, was not an abstract, not fiction – but reality, as real and solid and scientifically factual as the existence of humans.

Of course, the project had endured severe beatings before it even got off the launching pad. The more practical minded element of the JPL, and its umbrella hierarchy at NASA, argued against investing time and money in a project that would, at best, merely suggest the possibility of intelligent life elsewhere, but an elsewhere so far from Earth that it seemed pointless to even discuss the matter until technology could provide the means of traversing light years of distance. 

Others argued that those small signs, the flag posts, would not only save American tax-payers billions in dollars, more importantly, it would change the narrative of space exploration, providing NASA, the JPL and other space agencies a definitive goal to kick the proverbial ball at. 

After two years of serious debates, Mia was called to the Director’s office and handed a bag of peanuts. Lars Nuberg, the Director of the JPL, with a moderate smile, one that complimented his moderately passive personality, extended the bag to her. “Well, Mia, you wanted to head up this team, now it’s official.”

Mia remembered the moment of ecstasy as she gripped the bag with both hands, as if it were pure gold, smiling so wide that it hurt her face. Nuberg tipped his head. “You do understand the ritual, right?”

She nodded. “Yes. It’s been a tradition at the JPL to eat peanuts before any mission launch.”

“Exactly – and I do consider this the official launch of LISEA,” he said as he also handed her a folder. “This is your mandate. Set up shop and get going, and...” he sighed with relief that his part of the battle was now over, “find ET, okay?”

Her mental meandering was broken as Jaden, one of her team members, a stereotyped Californian and native of Pasadena, wearing little more than a pair of shorts, a Comic-Con t-shirt, and sandals, stepped up to her cubicle. “There’s someone waiting to see you in the visitor’s lounge.”

Mia looked up at him with a confused face. “Me? I don’t remember making an appointment with anyone.”

Jaden shrugged, “Maybe it’s a secret admirer,” he winked and stepped away.

Arriving to the visitor’s area, she waited as a group of school kids were being huddled together by a JPL tour guide and as they paraded out the door. Her eyes scanned the room and within seconds she spotted a figure. For a moment, she paused, lingering on his peculiar aspect. She glanced to the receptionist who nodded her affirmation with a quirky look of her own.

As she approached the stranger, his irregularities became even more flagrant; silver dreads, his stature – oh my god big, and something about his facial features stood out.

Trying not to stare offensively, she stopped in front of him, “I am Mia Chen, you asked to see me.”

He stood, and in that moment, she felt both a sense of awe and slight trepidation as he towered over her. Mia was short, an inherent trait from her Asian side, but this man, my god she quietly thought, he is huge.

He smiled at her with a perfect set of teeth set against a sea of the darkest ebony skin she had ever seen. “Thank you for seeing me, Ms. Chen.”

“And you are?” 

“Té'Lal.”

Her face quirked up with slight surprise. “Interesting name,” she paused, “why did you want to see me?”

“You are in charge of a project to search for intelligent life, correct?”

“That’s not general knowledge, but yes, I am.”

He smiled once again. “Then we should talk.”

“May I ask what it is you want to talk about?”

He fixed his eyes firmly on hers. “I have a proposition for you, Ms. Chen.”

“What kind of proposition?”

“Let’s assume for a moment that I am not from your world, that I just landed here.”

Mia’s characteristically lopsided grin appeared. “Right, assuming that is true,” she answered, already sensing waves of incredulity rippling through her.

“If I could convince you that it was true, would you be willing to consider my proposal?”

Mia suddenly found it difficult to breath and talk at the same time. Was he crazy, she wondered? 

“I know it sounds incredulous, and I do apologize for springing this on you in this manner, but it seemed logical to me that if I was to reveal myself to anyone in your world, what better person to use as my ambassador than someone who is in charge of proving that I actually exist,” he smiled.
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Two hours had passed since her meet with the stranger, hours that seemed like an eternity as she sat listening to a story that read like something right out of a Star Trek episode.

Back in her cubicle, Mia sat silent, while her mind was engaged in a storm the likes of which she had never experienced. This “man”, who called himself Té'Lal, related the details of his story, his passage from his home world, to Earth, escaping from a religious order, a cult he said, with great secrets and knowledge, all of which he wanted to pass on to us – providing, and this is where the storm tore at the stanchions of her reality; that he was given free passage and citizenship here – essentially, refuge.

Her fingers idly tapped the desk as her eyes stared at her screen saver, a spectacular image of the Martian terrain, courtesy of the Mar’s rover, all the while, her mind was at war. Just when it seemed her head was about to implode, Jaden’s face popped into view once again. “How ‘bout lunch, Freddie’s pizza?”

“Uhm, yeah, sure.”

Twenty minutes later, sitting at a terrace table outside their favorite pizzeria, with a golden California sun shining down, Mia was silent, deathly silent, barely having eaten anything.

Christa, her other team member, waved a hand her way, “Hello, you’re not eating, that’s never a good sign.”

Mia sighed as she pulled herself back from the visions of the stranger and his bizarre story.

“Want to tell us about Chewbacca?” pressed Christa.

Mia shifted her gaze from the table to them. “He called himself Té'Lal...” she began.

“Sounds like something from a Superman movie already,” chuckled Jaden, who promptly clipped it short when Mia did not engage in his humor.

“He knew about us, LISEA.”

“How? It’s not like we are listed on Google?” asked Christa.

Mia lightly shrugged. “I don’t know, all I know is that he claims to be an alien.”

Both Jaden and Christa leaned back in their chairs, their faces transformed to a sea of repressed incredulity. “Right. ET just visited you?” he responded.

Mia shook her head with an irritated demeanor. “Forget it. I feel stupid talking about it.”

“No, you don’t get to do that, M,” said Christa with a finger wagging at her. “Weird or not, he approached us. Even SETI accepts radical and crazy sounding stuff from about anyone when it comes to claims, because in that hyperbole, there might be a small sliver of truth.” She continued wagging a finger her way, “So, spill the beans, big kahuna, and let us be the judge of whether you just wasted the morning talking to a wannabe Klingon.”

Mia smiled at the comment. “He said the planet he came from is called Telassos.”

“Which is where?” asked Jaden.

“By his description, it sounded like Canis Major...”  

“Whoa it up, girl,” chimed Christa, “That’s like, uhm...20,000 light years from here.”

“25,000 actually,” responded Mia, “and it gets even freakier. He says it took him about ten days to get here.”

The dialogue suddenly vanished into a vortex of taciturnity. 

“You are kidding, right? Ten days to travel 25,000 light years,” started Jaden, “which means he’d have to travel faster than the speed of light.”

“Yeah, like I said, freaky,” answered Mia. “Look, I know it sounds weird, but you wanted to hear me out, so hear me out. He also told me that he was one of five clerics in a religious order which had ecclesiastical and governing powers over an entire federation of planets.”

Jaden let loose another chuckle.

Mia tossed him a disgruntled eye, “Anyhow, he defected, left this religious order after he discovered secrets which they had been hiding from all the people in this federation, and decided to come here.”

“What kind of secrets?” asked Christa as she gently landed her chin onto the palm of her hand.

Mia shrugged. “Wouldn’t tell me the details, but he did say that this knowledge explained the existential truths about the Universe.”

“Wow, he’s definitely been drinking some serious Kool Aid,” interjected Jaden.

Mia cut him off. “Stop it. It’s hard enough for me to tell you all of this without the peanut gallery commentary.” She paused to regain her equilibrium. “He said that this knowledge would change everything. That it would debunk all the theories about existence, like the Big Bang, God, and Darwinism. He also said that in his ship’s computer was the totality of all the technology and knowledge that his world had accumulated over eons, and that he would give it all to us.”

Christa studied Mia for a time, before answering. “You believed him, just a little, didn’t you?”

Mia’s gaze drifted toward the street. “I don’t know, I’m conflicted about it to be honest.”

“Why conflicted?”

She turned her eyes back to Christa. “First of all, what he wanted in return was something you couldn’t dream up in a book.”

“What?”

“He wants asylum and residency, and then he will give us everything he knows.”

“Seriously, residency?” chuckled Jaden. 

“He did mention there was one other condition, but he didn’t want to get into details about that.”

Christa chuckled. “Wow, an alien with conditions. That’s a new spin on the ball.”

“The very fact that you’re conflicted about it tells me that you bought some of his story,” said Jaden.

“I didn’t buy his story, I just didn’t dismiss it outright,” her voice escalated. Mia took a moment to calm herself. “Look, our mandate requires that we, of all people, consider every possibility, and that’s all I’m doing here,” she fixed an eye on him. “If he turns out to be a nut-job, so be it, but...” she paused, “you saw him, you saw how big he was, the silver dreads and uh...” she sighed, “those maroon-colored eyes.”

Christa nodded. “Yeah, pretty weird – especially that hair.”

Jaden placed a finger to his t-shirt. “Or, he just missed the train and got here too late for Comic-Com,” he lightly joked, referring to the annual convention held last month at the Pasadena Convention Center – famous for the thousands of attendees who dress up in costumes of favorite characters from fantasy novels to science fiction icons.

Mia cooled her temperament, and then continued. “The truth is that every word he said just made me want to arm the battlements with more soldiers, but then he did something that made wonder.”

“What?” asked Christa.

“He pulled this small device from his pocket,” she plucked the coaster from under her glass and held it up, “half the size of this. When he tapped it, a holographic projection appeared, and seconds later I was staring at what he claimed to be his ship.” She paused, her head bobbing as she did, “We have all seen tridimensional holograms, I mean, we use them at JPL to run the Mar’s rovers, but this, this was something entirely different, like I was right there, next to it. He moved that projection in a way that I could walk around it, and my god, it was incredible, like nothing I have ever seen before.” She paused again. “I know what you’re thinking, guys, probably just some neat computer graphics, but hey, I’m a nerd, like you; I’ve been playing with computers since I was three years old - that was something more than a computer rendering.”

Again, the conversation grew silent as a mausoleum. Christa finally broke it. “So, okay, like, where did it end”

Mia leaned back in her chair, her eyes drifting to the street. “I said I’d get back to him.”
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“Sir, what do you make of this,” the technician pointed at his computer screen.

Lieutenant Patrick Jameson, the senior officer at the El Segundo Space Defense branch, located at the 61st Air Base Group, near Los Angeles airport, idled over to where one of his shift technicians sat facing a literal wall of computer screens.

“What is it?” he asked, careful not to spill his coffee as he approached.

“It’s an anomaly of some kind, sir,” he pointed to a distortion in the satellite footage. “At first I thought it might have been some of our boys doing high-altitude training procedures, or maybe even a test module from the JPL,” he paused to look to Jameson, “but I checked all the logged flights, and I called JPL’s test operator – they had nothing going on at the time.”

Lieutenant Jameson leaned closer. “It looks like a distortion in the satellite imaging. Is it possible that the camera lost its focus, or maybe some space junk passed nearby the lens?”

The techie shrugged. “Anything is possible, sir, considering that the satellite is orbiting over 300 miles above, but I think it’s something else,” he tapped his computer bringing up another screen with a collage of chronological images. “See,” he traced his finger across the screen. “...it looks like something, whatever it is, descended on a flight path into the Angeles National Forest.”

“Could it have been a meteorite?”

The techie paused before answering, “I do not think so. The arc is peculiar,” he expanded one image, “...it angles sharply before disappearing over the forest,” he turned an eye to Jameson. “Sir, a meteorite does not shift its tangent of descent. It usually has a gentle arc and burns up or crashes.” He turned his eyes back to the screen. “Whatever this was, it made an acute turn before it disappeared, and meteorites don’t do that.”
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Mia spent the rest of the day in an absent-minded daze. 

While her fingers and eyes went through the usual motions, her mind was elsewhere. 

She could not shake the conversation with the man, if that was even the correct term for him. His stature, those deep maroon eyes, the oddly protrusive forehead and angular cheek bones, and of course, the silver dreads that adorned his head and swept to the middle of his back – the whole package assaulted her sensibility.

Of course, she could just dismiss it all, like Jaden suggested, categorize him as a Comic-Con freak who missed the convention and was simply playing a nasty trick on them. But even that did not pacify the conflict inside her head – simply because, well, who dreams up a story like his and tries to pawn it off on America’s space agency? 

Should she approach the Director and inform him of the matter? Or would it sound so lame that her mental acuity would be called into question? she wondered. 

Already, Jaden and Christa, were looking at her differently, as if they were considering not so much the veracity of the story itself, but in fact, the state of mind of their project leader, who, it appeared, had so easily fallen into the grip of a stranger, and had accepted, at least in part, a story of ridiculous proportions.

Despite the storm of incredulity, doubt, and reservation swirling inside her, something else had been stirred, a passion that burned in her soul and had put her on this path at the JPL; because as long as she could remember, she believed to her core that other intelligent life existed, that it had visited Earth, and that it was just a matter of time before it became public knowledge. 
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He had not eaten anything in almost two days; the pangs of hunger were becoming a distraction. 

Maybe, he thought, I should have brought food with me before exiting the ship, but then again, it was not the priority. His first concern was to find a place where he could remain inconspicuous, until he could contact them.

The hotel was recommended to him by a local whom he inquired to about where to stay. 

Money was not an issue, in fact, with the tridimensional printer aboard his ship, he could manufacture as much of it as needed, including garments and other paraphernalia deemed necessary to fit in with the local culture.

Unfortunately, the hotel room was far too small for someone of his stature. His feet hung unglamorously over the edge of the bed; the table provided was quite useless for his size, and the chair could barely carry his weight; and the doorways were far too low, forcing him to stoop each time he entered or left the room, a hard-learned lesson after banging his forehead more times than he cared to.

Making his way down the stairs, an oddly awkward task since his feet extended over each step, he arrived at the lobby and inquired about where he could obtain nourishment. Naturally, the nature of his question garnered a strange look from the receptionist who politely pointed to the hotel restaurant with a reserved smile as her eyes looked him over like he was a circus freak of sorts.

He thanked her and moments later was introduced to the menu. 

While he had taken the time during his trip to this planet, to learn the language, and as much of its cultural facets as time permitted, there were nuances still to be learned, and for that matter, details which challenged him, like now, as his eyes roamed the menu without the slightest clue as to what it meant. A voice broke his concentration.

“Mr. Té'Lal.”

He lowered the menu and found himself facing the woman from the JPL. He smiled. “Nice to see you again, Ms. Chen.”

She conceded with a tempered smile of her own. “May I sit with you?”

“Please do,” he sighed with relief. “I have no idea what to choose from this list of food items. Can you assist?”

An odd feeling came over her, as if she had suddenly tripped and was tumbling down the rabbit hole, like Alice in Wonderland. 

“You’ve never ordered from a menu before?” she asked, her voice betraying her incredulity as clear as day.

“No. As I said in our meeting earlier today, I arrived yesterday. I have never engaged one of your food establishments before now.”

Wow, she thought to herself, he is really playing this hard.

She glanced at the menu. “Go with the chicken parmesan. You can’t go wrong with that.”

The waiter showed up, the order was placed, and Mia recommended a coffee as well, which, again, to her now distorted sense of reality, he announced he had never tasted before.

Té'Lal studied her for a time before speaking, “I see in your face that you have doubts about our earlier conversation.”

She tipped her head with a gentle sigh. “My associates think I am wasting my time listening to you, and insist you are fraud.”

“That’s an understandable conclusion at this juncture.”

Her head straightened, “Okay, just as a disclaimer, I am going to assume that everything you said to me this morning was completely fabricated.”

“I expect no less from you,” he answered with an amiable smile.

“I have to say, the fact that you came to me first doesn’t exactly play well for your story.”

“Why is that?”

“If you are the real thing, why come to a junior technician at the JPL.”

“I did not pick you randomly, Ms. Chen. It was a choice between you and several others, but my ship’s computer, quite an intelligent piece of software by the way, flagged you as the most likely candidate for success.”

“Why?”

“Because you believe we exist. You always have. It is written in your background, from school papers when you wrote about it, to other minor publications you have penned, where you made it noticeably clear that intelligent life beyond this planet was a mathematical probability, and that it was only a matter of advancing technology so that Earth could eventually make contact.”

“I’m not the only one with that perspective.”

“True, but you are specifically tasked by your government to prove that I do exist.”

“Yeah, but...this,” she waved a hand at him, “seems a little over the top.”

“Oh, I see, would it have been more convincing if I had tentacles and large bulbous eyes,” he grinned.

“Funny, but no.”

“I am real, Ms. Chen, as real as you. How do you propose I prove it?” 

Mia shrugged. 

“Should I have landed my ship in the middle of this city, or better yet, next to your President’s Capital building, and announce my presence?” He raised a questioning brow. “What do you think would be the outcome of that?”

“I don’t know, nothing good, I suppose.”

“Exactly. The truth is, and you know it too, is that your government is more intent on proving that I do not exist, to protect the status quo.”

Her head bobbed. “Well, that’s the first thing you’ve said that we both completely agree on.”

“Good, then you understand my platform and why it is, despite how incredulous it may seem that I approached you instead of your authorities. I need someone who has no other agenda and no bias on this subject, someone with an open mind, and someone with, quite frankly, the means to help me connect the dots.”

“Okay,” she drew a breath and exhaled, “assuming that any of this is true, which I am still far from accepting, in what way would I help you?”

“Once you are convinced about my authenticity, I want you to present my case to those within your space program.”

“And not our nation’s leaders.”

“In due time, yes, but first my presence needs to be acknowledged as an actuality, and my purpose for being here needs to be understood before I step into the limelight – because we both know what happens when an alien from another world falls into the wrong hands – correct?”

She nodded. “Fair enough, so... tell me again, what is your purpose here?”

“I want your world to have everything I know, because I believe,” he paused, “despite the dysfunctionality of your society, your proclivity for war and brutality against one another, that there is enormous potential here and that your race could become the spearhead for a new movement in the cosmos.”

“Wow, seriously?” Her head wagged with renewed disbelief.

“It sounds radical, but that’s the bigger picture, so now, why don’t you start by asking me the questions burning inside your head.”

Mia paused to reflect. Which question, out of the storm already raging inside, should I start with? She plucked one from the whirlwind. “This morning, you said it took you about ten days to get here. If you came from that galaxy, that is a hike of about 25,000 light years by our estimation,” her brow raised, “care to explain?”

“In due time I will show you the technology that powers my ship. Right now, suffice to say that this one piece of technology, by itself, would change your space program overnight. You would not be talking about moon bases, or Mars, or any such thing. You would be traversing entire galaxies – meeting new cultures and new sentience out there.”

“Okay, that’s a big bite to swallow,” she pursed her lips as she plucked another question from the gushing fountain of such, “Obviously, English is not your native tongue, so how did you learn to speak it?”

“We have advanced learning techniques. I could have learned two or three languages in the time it took me to reach this planet, but I chose to focus on English because I knew I would be coming here.”

“Yeah, and on that point,” she fired back, “how would you even know we spoke English, or for that matter, how did you know about the JPL?” she clipped a frustrated hand to the air.

“The Realm, the Federation of worlds where I come from, has been sending out reconnaissance probes and scouts to neighboring galaxies, yours included, for many thousands of your years. Difficult as it may be to accept, your Earth is a young culture compared to most, and it has been the object of observation by other cultures out there, ours included.”

Mia sat back, her head bobbing like a toy. 

He placed his fist to his chest with a firm pound, a definitive gesticulation. “It is not a story, Ms. Chen, it is the truth. The problem in your world is that vested interests have deliberately kept that truth from the general populace. If the number of off-world visitations to your planet became public knowledge, it would shift the mental, religious, and even political paradigms so dramatically, paradigms that people are trying to protect for self-interested gains, nothing more.”

“You’re saying we’ve been kept in the dark about you?”

“I don’t think I have to convince you, of all people, of that, do I?” He said as pressed a large finger into the small disc sitting on the table in front of him, navigated a small holographic screen that appeared and began reading. “In your thesis, one you wrote in your final year at...”

“UNI.”

“University, yes, which you entitled, THE MATHEMATICAL PROBABILITY OF INTELLIGENT LIFE BEYOND OUR SHORES, you showed, mathematically speaking, that other intelligent life not only existed, but in the contextual sense of the Universe, that it abounded. Your paper is very compelling.”

She shrugged, “What’s your point?”

“I chose you – because for years you have been championing our cause – that is the point.”

“Do you realize just how crazy all of this sounds?”

“Believing the unbelievable does not make one crazy, Ms. Chen, no matter how radical or oppositional it sounds to mainstream mentality. Refusing to look at or even accept the unbelievable is a dysfunctional mental process, not a healthy one. In fact, this whole “denial” façade which you are currently engaging with me, simply tells me that you are afraid to admit what you already know and feel inside.”

Mia paused to sip on water. “You don’t know that.”

“I do,” he answered with a sincere smile, “however, time is not on my side – so I must either convince you of my authenticity or move on.”

“Move on?”

He nodded. “My presence here is already being noticed.”

She glanced around the restaurant where they sat. “That would not surprise me, considering this whole...” she nodded at him, “package.” She drifted in thought momentarily, “What was that gesture you did just a moment ago,” she tried to simulate it by gently tapping her chest with her fist.

“It has multiple connotations where I come from; depending on the context of the conversation it can be used as a greeting, but most often it is a statement.”

“A statement of what?”

“That I speak the truth. When it is used, it is irrefutable.”
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The team worked the grid by increments of five hundred square meters, eliminating each segment as they went. 

After ten hours, Staff Sergeant Tim Bracken – the Operations Chief for the El Segundo Space Defense Branch and his team were tired, hungry, and empty-handed - they had discovered nothing unusual. Well, not entirely nothing, considering they had tripped across two hikers engaged in enthusiastic sex, an abandoned meth lab – the remnants of drug traffickers, and the skeletal remains of a man. 

“Sir,” began Bracken as he spoke into the handset to Lieutenant Jameson who awaited the results of their search, “Nothing here. Not a sign of anything having crashed or landed.”

On the other end of the line, Lieutenant Jameson sighed. “Okay, end the search and return to base,” he commanded as he sat in his chair and looked at the imagery which the techie had alerted him to earlier that day. 

Jameson did not like mysteries, and he certainly was not happy about not having concrete answers to this anomaly. It was his job to make sure the air space over southern California was safe and secure. The anomaly would have to be logged in the computer, and of course, it would raise questions – namely, what was it? And for that matter, how does one explain something entering the atmosphere at that speed and then disappearing into the Angeles Forest without a trace.

“Damn it!” his exasperation vented.  
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Normally a heavy sleeper, Mia could barely close her eyes for even seconds before the questions stormed the beaches of her mind, like invading soldiers.

Finally, with little hope of ever winning the battle, she trudged to her kitchenette, made a cup of coffee, and sat at her table with a pen and pad, listing every question racing through her head.

The second meeting with Té'Lal had left her unhinged, like a ship floating adrift in stormy seas. In fact, after hearing more details from him, she felt compelled to just put it all behind her, walk away and never look back. 

For all intents and purposes, he was probably a consummate actor and a brilliant computer hack, someone who could conjure up wonderfully convincing digital imagery – and yet, all of it fake, and for her, a professional with the JPL, to continue walking down this road could spell the end of her career if it is deemed that she is incapable of discerning fact from pure fiction.

Arriving at the office that morning, she found Jared and Christa waiting for her with a cup of fresh coffee. The looks on their faces betrayed their mindset. 

“How ya doin’ boss?” asked Jared with his congenial grin, one which betrayed an undercurrent of unstated words yet to come. 

“I’m fine,” she said, happily accepting the coffee. 

“So,” began Christa, “did you meet with Chewbacca again?”

Mia nodded. “Actually, I had coffee with him at the Westin Hotel last night.”

“Seriously, an alien staying at a hotel?”

Mia shrugged. “I know, my thoughts exactly. On top of that, I had to help him order something to eat, and he claimed that he has never had coffee before.”

“Definitely fake, definitely!” interjected Jaden with a flick of his hand.

“Yeah, well, anyhow, I sat with him for another hour,” she paused. “I’ll give him this, he’s a damn good storyteller – that’s for sure.”

“What are you going to do?” asked Jared.

Her head shook. “Nothing – absolutely nothing.”

“So, you’re just dropping it?”

She nodded. “I made no promises about meeting him again.”

“Doesn’t sound very definitive,” added Jaden.

Mia shrugged and turned to her computer, trying to find normalcy again, even though stormy winds still pounded against the shutters of her mind.

The day proceeded as usual, and when the time came to go home, and looking forward to, hopefully, much needed sleep, she looked up from her cubicle to see Lars Nuberg, JPL’s Director, smiling at her.

“How’s the search for ET going?” he asked. 

Her first impulse was to mention something about her strange encounter, but in truth, she didn’t know the Director well enough to feel confident sharing news of her bizarre visitor; moreover, why jeopardize her hard-won position at the JPL by mentioning that a seven-foot tall, silver-haired, maroon-eyed stranger, who claimed to have landed here from some planet in the Canis Major system, had visited her – what could that possibly accomplish?

“As always, your resolute team forges on with the search for the proverbial straw,” she answered with an affectation she hoped he would not see through.

“I know it’s not easy,” he said, “looking for the needle in the mountain-sized haystack, but your continued optimism is appreciated.” He handed her a paper. “This might interest you. Just came in on our secure channel from USSF.”

She cocked her head, a strange cognitive feeling suddenly streaming through her even before reading it. “You mean the US Space Force?”

He nodded, “Their S-Cal base is just over the hills by LAX. You should read it. Who knows,” he chuckled, “maybe ET landed nearby,” he finished with a quirky grin, turned, and walked away.

She did read it, and when she was done, she promptly headed out the door, revved up her Vespa and drove back to the Westin Hotel.
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Working as a Forestry Aide, Daniela Barrera’s entire job was to spot early warnings of imminent fire which could become a conflagration.

Considering that fires in the forested region were not only a perennial problem, but they also posed a major threat to the landscape, homes, and lives of those who lived here. 

With the Santa Anas, intensely dry winds heading this way in just a month, winds that dried the vegetation to the point where the smallest spark could start a conflagration that could easily spread over hundreds of square miles, her priority was to cruise the Angeles Forest, using dirt roads and fire breaks, and assess, based on the state of vegetation, dryness, and other factors, the vulnerability to a fire outbreak. 

A camera, mounted on top of her rover filmed the environment as she drove through the rough terrain, so that others, sitting in airconditioned offices elsewhere, could observe the footage and make their own assessments. There was no certainty when it came to fire-prediction – with Mother Nature it was just a matter of being prepared for any of her whims.

Returning from a six-hour tour of the Angeles Forest, she stepped into the airconditioned office, hydrated with a drink, and prepared to draft her daily report, when a voice broke her stride.

“Check this out, D.”

She turned. “Check what out, Larry?”

He nodded at his screen.

She skidded her chair across the room and looked. “What the hell is that?”

He shrugged. “Clueless. I noticed it while reviewing your cam-footage from a couple of days ago.” He traced his finger around the object. “It’s nothing like I’ve ever seen.”

Daniela stared at a metallic object nestled in a small clearing.

“How in hell did anyone get that there? That is seriously rocky terrain, and that...” she pointed, “must be at least twenty or thirty meters long, judging by the size of the trees around it?” she mused aloud.

He turned to her with a grin, “Maybe the drug dealers have upgraded their meth labs.”

Her head wagged. “What are the coordinates?”

He clicked the computer keyboard. “34.20 by 118.08.”

“I’ll check it out tomorrow,” she said as she pushed back to her desk.
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