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The nose of the aircraft tilted and he had to pull the rudder to level it; he was beginning to descend when he saw some flames escaping from the engine. If the fire spread, the plane could explode. Suddenly the device rocked, he tried to control it, but the rudder did not respond properly. He had to make a greater effort, surely the fire was beginning to destroy the hydraulic hoses. If he lost control, he would go into a spin until he crashed.

––––––––
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SERGEANT JONATHAN BROWN, who had served on reconnaissance flights in Vietnam, was transferred to an Air Force base in the United States; That young man with brown hair and eyes would now return to his old duties.

At the base he also met Sergeant Walter Stone and from the beginning they got along well. Stone, a clever blond, always seemed to see things on the bright side; he was nice and easy going and was in charge of transporting General Smith, the most senior officer on the base, to any place he ordered, serving as both driver and bodyguard.

Sergeant Brown was immersed in his tedious paperwork when he was notified that he had been commissioned as Colonel Williams’ personal escort and chauffeur. Shortly after, when he met his friend Stone, he told him what happened

“Hi Walter, you’re not going to believe what just happened to me.”

“Well, didn’t you tell me you were bored with the routine?” Stone asked. “Listen, the colonel’s driver got sick and he’s going to be in the hospital for several days, so I allowed myself to recommend you replace him. “They studied your file and here you are; It’s actually an easy job, we drive them where we’re told, they go about their business, we wait for them and bring them back to base when they’re done.

The days that followed were relatively calm for Brown. He found out about the development of the war on television news; President Kennedy seemed to want to get US military advisers out of Vietnam.

That morning, Sergeant Brown received orders to transfer the colonel for an urgent meeting to offices located at a nearby airfield.

Leaving the base, he noticed that Sergeant Stone was steering the General’s car in the same direction. For security, two high-ranking officers never traveled in the same vehicle, even if they left the same place and went to the same point.

Shortly after they arrived at the airfield where several vehicles were already parked. As Brown approached, he realized that those cars were not only from the army, there were also private cars. He saw the license plates of one of them as he passed, they were black with orange, government plates; official vehicles then, people from the CIA or the FBI.

He escorted the colonel into the building, to a closed door. There he told him to wait for him in that place, where Sergeant Stone was already there.

“We’re the last to arrive,” Stone commented, “it seems to be something big, there are people from the FBI, the CIA, and high-ranking military officers.”

“It seemed to me that those cars belonged to the government,” confirmed Brown. “Hey, did you notice that the colonel left the door poorly closed? How about we get closer to see what’s going on inside?”

“And that they take us for spies? No, thanks.”

“It’ll just be a moment, come on.”

Stealthily they advanced the few steps that separated them from the door and looked inside. At the back of the huge room, a black-and-white film was being shown, and a man was commenting on what was shown there.

“Look,” Brown said, “it looks like they’re watching a science-fiction movie.”

“Yes,” Stone answered, “it seems so.”

“But what... they got together to watch a science fiction movie” He said laughing softly.

“I didn’t think these men would like those kinds of movies,” Stone said, laughing too.

“Gentlemen,” they heard a voice behind them.

For a moment they both froze. “I think we just got into trouble,” Brown thought, feeling like a kid caught up in a prank. They turned slowly to where the voice came from and saw the two guards at the door pointing their guns at them; Without saying a word, they indicated with a movement of the pistol that they should walk. They crossed the corridor to the other end where they were locked in separate rooms.

“Goddammit,” Brown thought, “I hope it doesn’t go beyond a scolding.”

The door opened and five men entered, three in civilian clothes and two military men, all unknown to him; He tried to get up from his chair, but one of the soldiers ordered him curtly: “Don’t get up.” The men surrounded him without saying a word, as if examining him, then one of the soldiers asked him:

“Who does you work for?”

“For the United States Air Force,” said Brown, surprised.

“Did you have contact with Vietcong agents in Vietnam?”

“Of course, not”

“Are you a communist spy?”

“Are you kidding me?” Brown asked smiling.

“Answer the question!” The other soldier yelled.

“No,” he answered puzzled.

“What espionage mission are you carrying out for the communist bloc?”

“I’m not a spy.”

“Who are your contacts in the United States?”

“I do not know what you are talking about. I am Colonel Williams’s chauffeur and escort; I just brought him to a meeting.”

“What did you see in the meeting room?”

“Nothing.”

“You’re in serious trouble, you dirty communist spy, we’ll have you shot for this!” The soldier roared.

Brown began to sweat; these men were achieving his goal; he was getting scared. It seemed that things were serious, and he really was in serious trouble; they were taking him as a spy and of course they could sentence him to death for treason!

“Listen,” Brown said trying to regain his calm, “I think this is all a mistake. I’m not a spy; You can check my service record, it’s impeccable.”

“We already did. We have been following your footsteps for a long time, we just hoped that you would make a mistake; now we want to know who you work for.

“I already told you,” Brown answered, trying to show integrity.

“What information were you planning to pass on to your contacts?”

“I have no contacts,” he repeated.

“Are there other spies in the Air Force besides Sergeant Stone?”

“Stone is not a spy either, we approached the door just out of curiosity.”

“Is espionage called curiosity now?” Bah.

“The door was ajar, and it was easy for us to peek in, that’s all.”

“And what did you see in that... peek?”

“Nothing.”

“I'm getting tired of this game!” the other thundered.

“Okay, we saw that they were showing a movie in there”

“What kind of film?”

I don’t know, science fiction maybe.

“How long were they watching?”

“A few seconds, at that moment the guards arrived.”

The soldier glanced at the three men in civilian clothes who hadn’t taken their eyes off Brown. The three of them went to a corner and whispered something to each other, then they all left the room in silence.

Brown sat staring into space. Until that moment he thought about the presence of those civilians during the interrogation; because that was an interrogation, not a wake-up call, not even a punishment for what he did, but an interrogation. It was strange that they were there since there should only be military, if it was a purely military matter. Maybe these guys belonged to some government agency, but what did they have to do with it? He still hadn’t left his thoughts when the door opened and the soldier who had interrogated him appeared, ordering him to follow him.

He walked guarded by two armed men who took him to another building where he was again locked up.

Shortly after, the door opened giving way to a single man also dressed as a soldier, carrying a folder under his arm with many papers inside; he sat at the table and opening the folder he began to question him starting from his childhood.

To each response from Brown, the soldier made notes or marked some point on the paper, advancing page after page. After having used practically all the file he had, he said goodbye:

“Sergeant Brown, it was a pleasure working with you, thank you.” He gathered up his papers and left the room as quickly as he had arrived.

Shortly after, the door opened and the soldier who had taken him there appeared again. They moved him to another room that looked more like a cell. He walked over to the bunk against the wall, pulled back a thin blanket, and lay down; he almost immediately fell asleep.

He had just woken up when the door squeaked and the same soldier who had taken him there took him to a nearby room, told him to take a bath, shave and change his uniform for another that was already inside.

When he was ready, he was taken to an office in another part of the military camp.

Behind the desk, a man was poring over the contents of a thick folder. The officer raised his head, looked at the sergeant and motioned for him to sit down.

“I’m Colonel Peter McCoy. You have been transferred under my command. You will wonder, why? You have witnessed highly classified events. You have been arduously investigated in these last hours; believe me, we now know your whole life better than you do. We had two options, one, get rid of you because of what you saw; the other, integrate you into our team; the profiler told us that you were highly trustworthy, so we went with the second option. Everything you hear, see, read, or learn in any way hereafter is considered confidential; you will not be able to discuss it with anyone, and any leak of this information on your part could have serious consequences for you. You are now part of a select group of people from various government agencies: The Air Force, Army, Navy, FBI, CIA, whose sole objective is the investigation and recovery, if any, of any material fallen from the sky. Any news we have of an event of this nature will be immediately investigated by us. We will go to any country in the world to obtain information and evidence of the event; all the information is considered confidential and secret, only the members of the group will have access to it. We work independently of any government agency, even if we belong to them. We receive all information, but we do not let anything out. The code name for our work is “Dust of Stars”. I’ll assign you to Captain Johnson; go with him now. 

Outside was the soldier who, upon seeing him, said pointing to a door:

“Captain Johnson’s office is that one. welcome to the club”

The captain, a young man, greeted him with a smile:

“Sergeant Brown, I know you did reconnaissance missions in Nam, your experience will be of great use to us. Surely the colonel has already told you a little about what your job will be from now on but let me be more specific. From this moment you will receive a promotion to the rank of lieutenant. You will not live on the base, we have rented you an apartment in a quiet area of ​​the city; you will not wear a uniform either, you will wear civilian clothes. You will be given a charge weapon and you will need to be available twenty-four hours a day and ready to travel. Our job is to investigate anything out of the blue that comes to our attention.”

“Excuse me, Captain, do you mean satellite debris?”

“Yes, that can be sometimes. I mean anything: satellite debris, hot air balloons, meteorites; but also, to strange things, that is, elements that are not natural or man-made; elements from space that can range from metal fragments to...”

“Spaceships?” Brown interrupted.

“That’s how it is. Any indication of extraterrestrial life will be investigated by us”

“I thought the government was not interested in that”

“On the contrary, sergeant, the government is very interested in it. Do you realize what a tremendous technological advance it would mean to contact a civilization that can reach us? The simple fact that they are here tells us that they have unthinkable advances.”

“The fact that they’re here?” Brown repeated. “So... is it a fact?”

“The movie you saw, did you find it fantastic?” asked the captain in turn.

“Of course; It was a science fiction movie, right?”

“The film you saw is completely real; it is an autopsy performed on one of those beings whose ship crashed in Roswell, New Mexico, in 1947. In fact, there were three of them that we found; one was dead when we arrived, another was badly injured, and the third, the one you saw in the film, had hardly been hurt at all.”

“If he was uninjured, how come they were doing the autopsy?”

“We had to kill him,” he stated without emotion.

“How?”

“He tried to escape.” We can’t communicate with them and obviously we weren’t going to let him go; It would have caused panic. The civilian population is not ready to know that we have visitors from outer space; in fact, not even the president himself knows it.

“Kennedy doesn’t know?”

“He has requested information and is being interviewed by a profiler.”

“A profiler?”

“An expert psychologist who determines the mental profile of the subject and decides if it is reliable to know the existence of these beings, like the one who interviewed you for hours; based on his analysis we know how much we can inform you. So far, everything seems to indicate that they will tell the president.”

“And if he wants to go public?”

“He can not do it. He shouldn’t do it,” answered the captain emphasizing that word, “it’s a matter of national security.”

“And what happened to the bodies of the beings after the autopsy? They were destroyed?”

“No, they were frozen and stored in a secret place; the remains of the ship are still being studied. After the accident, strange lights were seen in the sky for several days; surely their companions did not want to leave them here. Then they disappeared. Well, now that you know that all this is real, when we receive news of an event, you should always think that it is them until you prove otherwise.”

“And what if this happens abroad?”

“We have already communicated with all the friendly countries and we have asked them to notify us immediately in case of receiving news of anything fallen from the sky, which may be the remains of our aircraft; we will pick them up and financially compensate any damage caused by the event.”

“I still think I’m dreaming”

“It takes time to get used to the idea. For now, you will work with me until you have a little more experience in this field, meanwhile, here are the keys to your apartment; I will take you to know it and rest. Tomorrow you will have a very busy day.”

They left the office and boarded an unmarked civilian vehicle; if anything, the color of the plates was the only thing that gave it away as an official vehicle. They stopped in front of a small chalet-type house in a residential area. The captain said goodbye, and Brown found himself in a small but cozy place. His belongings had been taken there and everything was arranged in perfect order; his clothes were hanging in the bedroom closet, where he also found two new uniforms with lieutenant insignia. On the bureau he could see his wallet and other things that had been taken from him during the interrogation; everything was complete. He remembered his friend Stone, what would have become of him? He looked for him by phone at the base:

“Sorry, Sergeant Stone has been transferred. Leave your information and we will give him your message”

After a moment of silence, Brown thoughtfully ended the call. Had they also recruited his friend?
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The captain picked him up early. On the way to the base the lieutenant asked:

“What do you know about Sergeant Walter Stone?”

“Sergeant Stone was transferred,” the captain replied, his face hardening.

“May I know where?”

“That’s confidential,” he replied grimly. “Look, Brown, things here are very delicate; you must not give rise to doubts about you; I suggest you forget Sergeant Stone and get on with your job. Today” he said changing the subject “and the time you have available until we receive a report, you will spend learning about the investigations that we have developed up to now; there will be many surprises.”

Upon arrival the captain ordered him:

“Now go to the file. Soak up everything we’ve done and take it as experience that you can apply to your first case. In the afternoons you will receive training to recognize hot air balloons, satellites, etc. and that can differentiate its disassembled parts; this will help you identify man-made parts from those that are not.”

The file was in a large still life forming rows and several corridors with cardboard boxes full of files, reports, etc. of all government offices.

The days that followed were spent by Brown reviewing the information contained in that location. Indeed, it seemed science-fiction. He found information regarding the Roswell case; it detailed how they had been notified of a luminous object that fell with a loud crash and was seen by some people living in the town of Roswell in New Mexico in 1947. Air force personnel arrived at the scene and found an object that had collided in the skirt of a small hill, in a desert area. They approached the object that had fragmented with the blow and saw two trapped humanoid beings inside it; short, hairless, they wore strange silver suits very close to the body; its head was larger than a human head and its elongated, matte-black eyes were also larger than human eyes.

One was dead; the other, badly wounded, was desperately trying to free himself from his prison. As the soldiers approached, he tried to get up moving his arms towards them who, thinking that they would be attacked by that strange creature, fired their weapons killing him instantly. When they checked the surroundings, the soldiers discovered another being, crouching behind a stone, trying to hide. Seeing himself discovered, he came out of his hiding place and stood still, like a frightened animal, looking at the soldiers who were slowly approaching, pointing their weapons at him. He made no sound and seemed not to understand what the soldiers were saying to him; they surrounded him without taking their guns off him and moments later the officer in charge approached, gun in hand, went to the being, pointed it at his left temple and fired.

“So, he didn’t try to run like the captain told me,” Brown thought, “he was killed cold blooded.”

The entire area was closed off by the military police and the remains, both ship and its crew, were transported to the nearby military base where an autopsy was performed by three military doctors; part of this procedure was filmed. “The movie I saw that day,” Brown recalled. The procedure showed that the subjects were basically very similar to us, they had similar organs, although their exact function was unknown. The eyes were covered by a thin black film that probably served to dim the sunlight and gave them that strange look; it was the equivalent of our sunglasses; under this layer, the eyes were similar to ours, although with very little pigmentation in the iris.

The remains of these creatures were frozen and preserved in special containers and taken to a classified place where they will remain until further notice.

On the other hand, the remains of the ship continue to be studied and until now very little has been found out; it is not known how it worked, or what kind of materials it was made of.

––––––––
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A FEW DAYS LATER CAPTAIN Johnson and Brown went out to dinner. Among the bustle of the guests the captain commented in a confidential tone:

“The profiler already gave the result.”

“About the president?” Brown asked, lowering his voice.

“That’s how it is. He will be informed. In fact, all our files have been made available to him.”

“And how did he take it?”

“Surprised at first. Although he already suspected something, he had no way of being sure. He has been extremely interested in the subject. They say he sleeps late reading the files.”

“How good. It seemed a little illogical to me that being the president he did not know what was happening.”

“Not all presidents know that. If the man is interested, as in this case, he is sent to the profiler; if he does not approve, he is not informed. If the president does not ask, he is not informed.”

“As Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces, shouldn’t the president in office always be informed about this?”

“Remember that the president is a politician, first of all, that he will last only four years, eight at the most. Presidents go and presidents come; we stay. This information can’t just be spread like that. By the way, tomorrow we will have a meeting with the colonel; We’ll meet in the boardroom at 0900.”

––––––––
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AT NINE O’CLOCK THE meeting began, chaired by Colonel McCoy. Most of the Stardust group was present, only those who were on a mission were missing. In it, it was explained that the president wanted to know in detail the operations that had been carried out to date and any operations that were carried out from that moment; he also wanted to know how much the Russians knew and if they had evidence of the phenomenon, since relations between the United States and the Soviet Union were not the most favorable; America’s intervention in Vietnam was criticized by the Soviets who supported the Vietcong or North Korea, a communist. President Kennedy himself was not very much in favor of sending American troops to Vietnam and, in fact, he was thinking very seriously about withdrawing the military advisers from that country; this idea had many antagonists in the highest circles of power, beginning with Vice President Lindon B. Johnson.

The president had hinted that the technological knowledge of these beings could be beneficial to the country, if they were to get ahead of the Russians, by using it to quickly end an undeclared war in Vietnam.

Kennedy had become so interested in the matter that they had received presidential orders to speed up the investigations of the objects that they already had, as well as an increase in the budget for the operation in general.

The meeting ended with renewed enthusiasm due to the president’s interest.

Brown continued his work for the time being, reading the files, remembering what had been mentioned in the meeting about what the Russians might know about the matter.

He looked for a report in which a study was made of the supposed meteorite that fell in the forest of Soviet Siberia in 1908. He read it carefully:

“According to official Soviet versions and supposed studies carried out by various Soviet organizations, it is said that near the Tunguska River in Siberia, on the morning of June 30, 1908, some inhabitants of the region observed an enormous luminous mass falling from the sky at great speed; moments later they heard a loud explosion that shook houses hundreds of kilometers away. A shepherd recounted that the blast wave had thrown him to the ground, ripping off his clothes and bursting his eardrums, that the roof of his cabin had been blown up and the walls collapsed. Horses have been known to drop dead four hundred miles away. The region where the meteor apparently fell was uninhabited, so some people from the nearest towns decided to go see what had happened. As the first men approached the place, they found burned trees, but still standing; as they advanced, the trees began to find themselves leaning and finally completely fallen to later enter an area in which there were no longer any remains of trees or any vegetation, everything was desolate. The land was completely black and there were no traces of plants or animals; only dust and calcined stones were the panorama for several kilometers around. No crater was found, nor was there evidence that anything had had direct contact with the earth. Scientists visited the site until 1927 and found that the detonation destroyed two thousand square kilometers of forest and set thousands of trees near the explosion site on fire with a burst of fire.

Soviet studies conclude that it was probably a large meteorite that collided with the earth. As it grazed the atmospheric layer, it caught fire and decreased in size to finally fall; due to the speed it brought, although its mass was small, it had been enough to cause the serious damage found.

However, despite not having physical evidence to support our hypothesis, we believe that the object that caused this disaster was not a meteor for the following reasons:

First - According to the reports, no trace of direct contact of any object with the earth was found, that is, there was no crater that indicated the place of the collision; this leads us to assume that whatever fell did not reach ground level, but exploded while still in the air. A meteor does not exhibit this behavior.

Second - When an object falls to the ground at an angle of approximately forty-five degrees, which is assumed according to the observations of the time, it leaves a trail of destruction behind it and an area of ​​compaction towards the front and, obviously, some mark on the earth, i.e. a crater or hole. Finally, all remnants move forward with the speed of the crash, increasing damage to the front. In the case that concerns us, the destruction caused spread in circles starting from a center with total destruction, but without a crater, an area of ​​fallen burned trees, an area of ​​leaning burned trees and an area of ​​standing burned trees to an area of intact vegetation. The direction the tips of the fallen and leaning trees pointed was from the center outwards, but in all directions the same, that is, forming a circle, not following a line. This reminds us of the effects caused by an atomic bomb, which explodes in the air before hitting the ground, and radiates its destructive effects in a circle causing greater destruction in the immediate area below the place where it exploded.

Third - The destructive energy released by this phenomenon was a thousand times greater than that produced by the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima at the end of World War II, in 1945, for which we must consider that its explosive potential was much greater than expected that man can produce today; let us remember that we are talking about 1908, when the possibility of an atomic bomb was not even dreamed of.

Fourth - Although the Soviet government flatly denies it, we have reports that there are statements collected from witnesses to the event where they claim to have seen a kind of fire fungus that rose in the distance at the scene of the incident; these reports are classified, kept in a secret location and are officially considered non-existent.

Fifth - It is said unofficially that after the event the inhabitants of the towns closest to it suffered births of deformed babies, babies with mutations that ultimately did not live long; this same thing happened with the inhabitants of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in Japan after the explosion of the atomic bombs. Due to the high degree of radioactive contamination, in the births immediately after the explosion, a high degree of mutations, deformed babies, stillborn babies, etc., were found, a situation that continued for some generations.

From the above we assume that the object that fell in the Soviet Union in 1908 was not a meteorite, but some kind of ship probably powered by some kind of atomic energy. The explosion must have occurred before it made landfall, approximately twelve kilometers high. There was probably debris from the ship scattered over a large radius, although no fragments were officially recovered. The size of the ship must have been approximately eighty meters, almost the length of a football field, weighing more than a million tons. So far, we do not know the number of extraterrestrial elements that the Soviet Union possesses, although we know that this phenomenon has repeatedly manifested itself on its territory. We can assume, however, that the Russian government is also hiding information on the subject and may be secretly studying extraterrestrial material.”

“So, our Russian friends know it too,” thought Brown, “no wonder the president is worried.”

––––––––
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ONE MORNING BROWN WAS told that Captain Johnson wanted to see him in his office immediately.

“Very well, Lieutenant, your first assignment has arrived. We have a report from the Canadian government about a downed aircraft on their territory. You will have to travel immediately to the north of the province of Quebec where the Canadian army already has the remains in good custody. You will inspect the find site and bring back everything that has been found.”

Hours later, the US military plane landed at a Canadian military base. Brown was received by Major Terrier who took him to one of the hangars guarded by the military police. The hangar was practically empty, except for a small bundle. Brown guessed that it was a hot air balloon from his country and after further examination he confirmed his suspicions; anyway, he wanted to check out the place where he was found so he and the Major Terrier moved a few miles away from the base, near a small lumberjack town. They came to a wooded area where they could make out some broken pine trees and a hole in the ground; there were still small broken parts of the balloon, which he tried to collect and place in a canvas bag that was in the vehicle.

The town was small, and the only activity was the proximity of the military base that eventually supported the economy of local commerce. They parked in front of a small business with a restaurant sign; inside the atmosphere was cozy, although with few parishioners. A beautiful, blonde young woman chatted animatedly with the diners from behind the bar. As soon as they set foot inside, everyone presents looked at them. The Major happily waved his hand in the direction of the bar and his greeting was answered immediately by the young woman who, solicitous and with a big smile, approached them while they were sitting at a table. The young woman turned to the Major with a smile:

“Hello, Major. What brings you to town?”

“Hunger,” joked the Major, “actually, I am accompanied by a special guest who comes from the United States. Lieutenant Brown,” he introduced them, “Miss Michelle Sinclair.”

“Don’t tell me you’re here on vacation,” the girl commented, amused.

“Nope; business matter,” Brown answered with a smile. Obviously, no tourists came to that remote place. If there was a hotel in town, he hadn’t seen it. “In fact, I’m coming home in a few hours.”

“That’s right,” confirmed the Major, “but before he leaves, I wanted him to know your place. Let him know that there are also good cooks here.”

“There’s no doubt about that, Major. I hope that on his next trip he will accompany us for a longer time,” the young woman addressed Brown

“I’m afraid I won’t be back; I just came to pick up a few things.”

“Oh, I thought you came for the lights.”

“Lights?” Brown asked intrigued.

“Pay no attention, Lieutenant,” the major interrupted, “talks of people who want to attract attention. Michelle, why don’t you bring us lunch for the day?”

“I’m thinking about what Michelle mentioned about the lights,” Brown commented as the blonde walked away. “Do you know what she meant?”

'Woodcutter’s tales, Lieutenant. They say they have seen strange lights in the sky, higher up on the mountain. They move strangely and sometimes stop. I think they have seen our planes when they take off or land, only that they are ignorant people. They come here for coffee and tell Michelle all these stories; it will be to try to impress her. If you want to know more, she could tell us her stories while we eat; I’ll ask her.”

Moments later, Michelle approached with two mugs of beer in her hands.

“Michelle, the Lieutenant is curious to hear your stories about the lights, could you tell him some while we eat?”

“They’re not stories, Major,” she protested, frowning slightly, “and since the lieutenant is interested, I’ll be happy to talk to him. These strange lights have been seen by woodcutters when they climb the mountain. They appear both day and night; they say they are round, very bright and move back and forth; sometimes they disappear instantly. Others say that they are metal objects with lights, but they are not airplanes, they are round, without wings. Some even say that they have seen strange beings inside. The military affirm that they are airplanes and that people do not know how to distinguish them, but those who have seen them assure that they are not.”

“And those who saw these beings, did they tell you what they look like?”

“They have seen them from afar, no one wants to get close. Imagine seeing those things in the middle of the night and alone, isn’t it scary?”

“Uhm,” Brown muttered without taking his eyes off her.

At that moment steaming plates of hot soup were brought to them; the Major began to eat, while Brown, without even looking at the plate, waited for the story to continue.

“A few years ago, a girl said she had direct contact with them. The girl said that once, in the middle of the night, she opened her eyes and saw two strange beings next to her bed. Both about the same size, rather short in stature; one hairless, with large, slanting black eyes, was holding by her hand what seemed to her to be a girl. A little smaller, she also had large, black, oblique eyes, but with long, blond hair that reached her shoulders. The being told her, without moving his mouth, to accompany them to play with other girls who were waiting for them, so she, without feeling afraid, got up from the bed and took him by the hand. She said they went through the wall of the room and found themselves in the little park at the back of town with some swings and slides for the kids to play on. She reported that there were five or six other girls there, all the same as the one who had visited her, that is, not similar, but completely the same; then the being asked her to use the swings and slides so that the other girls could learn; she obeyed, while the others watched intently. One by one they got closer and they began to copy what they had seen her do; they rocked on the swings and threw themselves down the slide. Moments later, the being told her that it was time to return, he took her hand and a second later she was back in her room. When she got into bed, the being told her that it had all been a dream, that she should not talk to anyone about what had happened, and he disappeared. Immediately the girl ran to her parents’ room, woke them up and told them what had happened.”

“And what happened to the girl?” the Lieutenant asked.

“She married a soldier from the base years later, when they just built it. He was transferred and she didn’t come back to her village because her parents died, so we lost contact with her. Once his mother commented that she had told the story to the wife of a fellow soldier and she told him not to talk about it anymore because they could have problems, you know, it seems that those who talk about this topic are not very well seen, even more so if they belong to the army. Anyway, that’s the story, and there are still some more; although there are those who say that they are just stories, like the Major,” and they both looked at the aforementioned.

The Major was eating placidly; knowing he was alluded to, he looked up from his plate and looked at both while letting out a loud laugh.

“What do you think of the story, Lieutenant? Surely these woodcutters invented it on a night of intense snowfall while sitting in front of the fireplace, warming themselves with two glasses of liquor. There are people who love horror stories,” opined the Major without stopping laughing.

“Major,” said Brown very seriously, “I’d like to spend a few days here in town. Is there a hotel where I can stay?”

“Hotel in this town?” The Major asked, still laughing. “No, there are none. But you can stay on base; I will gladly assign you a room.”

“I have an empty room in the back of the restaurant,” Michelle interjected, “you can stay there as long as you want; It’s not very big, but it’s comfortable.”

“I think it’s perfect,” said Brown finishing eating “in any case, I’ll have to go to the base now to call to the United States and let them know; by the way I will inform the pilots that we will stay for a few days. Can I have the room you offered me for them to occupy, Major?”

“Take it for granted.”

“Thank you. The food was delicious” said Brown addressing Michelle, “as the talk was.”

“I’m glad you liked it, Lieutenant,” she smiled.

––––––––
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THE LIEUTENANT GATHERED his things and settled into the room the girl provided.

“There’s no shower,” Michell clarified, “but you can shower at my house whenever you want. I live with my parents two houses from here.”

“Thank you, Michelle; I would like to take a shower and go to sleep.”

“Good. I’ll tell Clara, the waitress, to come with you to my house so you can do it, she’ll show you the way. My parents are already aware; Clara will introduce them.”

Michelle’s soft-spoken mother, Marie, was delighted to meet Lieutenant Brown. At that time her husband was not there, but she had already arranged a clean towel for the Lieutenant and a new soap in the bathroom. When he finished cleaning up, he went to say goodbye to the lady.

“But you can’t go yet,” she protested, “dinner will be ready in a moment.”

“I appreciate your kindness very much, Mrs. Sinclair, but I just had lunch.”

“It doesn’t matter,” assured the lady maternally, “you can’t go to bed without dinner.”

Although he wasn’t hungry, he decided to accept the invitation so as not to snub her hostess.

“My husband shouldn’t be long,” she commented, “sit down and I’ll get you a cup of hot coffee.”

She had just handed him a steaming cup when the door opened. A tall, stocky man entered, with silver in his hair and a wrinkled face that denoted the rough work to which he was accustomed. Dressed in a red-and-white-checkered flannel shirt and black pants, he was the spitting image of the lumberjack Brown had once seen drawn in a book. The man greeted him kindly.

“Have you lived here long?” Brown asked as they dined.

“I’ve been in these woods all my life,” said Mr. Sinclair, “ever since my grandfather settled here, the whole family has been felling trees. It’s a hard life, Lieutenant; as you can see, we don’t have many luxuries, but we have what is necessary to live and we live happily.”

“I’ve been told that some people have seen strange lights on the mountain,” Brown commented, trying to make his comment sound unimportant.

The woodcutter’s face darkened, and he was silent for a few moments; then he said:

“Michelle told you, right? That daughter of mine has a lot of imagination. They are stories that people add to over time, do you know what I mean?”

“Of course. However, I think there is some truth to those stories; people don’t invent anything else just for the sake of it.

“Do you really believe in that?” asked the interested woodcutter.

Mrs. Sinclair looked up from her plate while she ate dinner, and stared at Brown, fixing him with her blue eyes inquiringly.

“Yes, I think all of that may be true,” confirmed the Lieutenant.

“Have you ever seen those lights?” The lady wanted to know with a sorrowful tone.

“To tell the truth, no. But it is not the first time I have heard of this and there are many coincidences in the stories.”

“Coincidences?” asked the woodcutter.

“Well, I would almost go so far as to say that what has been seen around here has also been seen in other places and the versions are very similar; but tell me, Mr. Sinclair, you who have been in the woods so long, have you ever seen anything strange, anything out of the ordinary?”

“Something like the lights? Flying saucers, some say.”

“Yes, something like that.”

“Nope. I have never seen anything strange; and what if I have spent nights in the forest sheltered only by the moon and the stars.”

They finished dinner, and after thanking them for their hospitality, Brown said goodbye to the couple.

The days that followed were spent exploring the outskirts of the town. He once climbed the mountains early and spent the whole day up there. He inspected every spot, every place he thought might be a landing site; he examined the ground for evidence. He didn’t find anything.

At last it was time to leave. He returned to the base and said goodbye to the Major; the remains of the balloon were already on board the plane and very soon they were heading back home.
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Chapter 3
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Brown could see a look of concern on the captain’s face when he informed him that his next mission would be support; he was going to work with CIA and FBI agents.

“Lieutenant, we have an information leak; the leak is at a high level and threatens our entire operation. We fear that it will become public, which would expose us not only in our country, but would endanger our balance of power with the Soviet Union. It is a matter of national security; we must eliminate that risk. This mission is not pleasant at all, believe me, but it must be done. We will participate only as support, not directly in the operation; special agents from other agencies will take care of that. Now we must meet with them to receive instructions.”

They headed to the meeting room. Some civilians were already seated around a long table, all wearing badges, and Brown could see that indeed some belonged to the CIA and others to the FBI.

When they both sat down, the one at the head took the floor, getting up:

“As you are aware, we have a serious problem on our hands: a very high-level person who has knowledge of our work has leaked information to a third party. She, the latter, has close contact with the media and it seems that, due to discrepancies with her friend, she threatens to make our operation public; that makes it a national security issue. The agencies in charge have been monitoring her for a long time and have conclude that she must be eliminated. Due to the power that her friend has, we must execute a flawless operation and make it look like it was suicide; the target is an actress by profession and from now on her code name will be “dove”. She lives alone in an apartment building, she is affected by alcohol and suffers from some behavioral disorders, so suicide will not seem unreasonable. In addition, lately the relationship with his powerful friend from Washington has become strained, which would reinforce the theory of suicide. The name of this event will be “Cleaning Operation” and it will be executed as follows: three teams of two people each will work; the three teams, in three different cars, will watch the dove for several nights, waiting for the most appropriate moment to act, which will be left to their discretion. There should be no witnesses, so early morning hours will be the most appropriate. The first team, made up of CIA agents Austin and Wilson,” he commented, turning to see the two guys who were in front of Brown, “will enter the building, They will go up the elevator and arrive at the door of the apartment. Team two, made up of special agents Carter and Kowalski,” he said, now turning to see the two sitting next to the lieutenant, “will enter the building and go up the elevator; when they reach the floor, they will keep the elevator there and watch the stairs to prevent someone from going to the apartment. Finally, team three, formed by Captain Johnson and Lieutenant Brown of the Air Force, will station themselves at the entrance of the building to watch and, if necessary, prevent anyone from entering. Team one will enter the apartment and subdue the dove; there should be no traces of violence. An injection of sodium pentothal will calm her down and then force her to take sleeping pills in large doses and alcohol and wait the necessary time to ensure the fulfillment of the mission; once this is corroborated, they will leave the place without leaving traces, they will meet with team two and go down the elevator; when leaving, each team will get into their car and leave the place; we will meet the next day to confirm the success of the mission.”

Brown was stunned: he would become a murderer; although he would not do it directly, he would collaborate for it. He felt nauseous and noticed that he was beginning to sweat; cold sweat slipped down the slide of his spine and he felt suffocated; everything was spinning in his head and he no longer listened to the words pronounced by the man who was at the head of the meeting. Everyone got up while Brown remained seated, staring off into infinity; the captain’s hand on his shoulder made him react, the others had already left the room. As they headed for the captain’s office, his feet felt as heavy as lead.

“Are you feeling okay, Lieutenant?”

“I thought our job was just research,” Brown said quietly.

“Our job, Lieutenant, although we sometimes don’t like it, is to protect national security. And we’ll do whatever it takes to protect it,” the captain assured, emphasizing his last words.

“Still murder?”

“Whatever it takes, Brown. You have been in the war Lieutenant; you know what that is; because this is also a war. We are military and we must carry out our orders. Starting today we will watch the dove building at night; we must be alert because we don’t know when team one will decide to make the move. As soon as we see that they advance, we will take our place.”

––––––––
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THAT NIGHT, BROWN PICKED up the captain at the base and they moved to the outskirts of the building. There they noticed the presence of the other two cars that were already parked a few meters in front of the entrance. They stopped almost at the corner and settled down to wait; the night would be long and boring. From where they were, they could see the door perfectly; there was not much movement, in fact, the street was little traveled. The place was calm; it was a multi-story building with windows facing the street, the door also opened directly onto it; it had a parking lot next door, but guests had to enter through that one door. The entire street was well lit. Despite being a luxury place, it only had porter service during the day.

“Do you know who the dove is?” Brown asked.

“I don’t know her. I’ve heard that her name is Norma Jeane, but no idea. She is the lover of an important government man; apparently, he has given her information about our work and since she has contact with the media and her relationship is a bit strained, she threatened to make public what she knows.”

“She seems to know too much,” said Brown sadly.

The night passed slowly; from time to time a car would stop in front of the door and a night owl guest would enter. The captain and lieutenant had taken turns keeping watch, but nothing happened. The first flashes of light tore through the night as the lieutenant noticed team one car pull away followed by team two car. He woke the captain and informed him that the others had just left; they would come back the next night.

––––––––
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THE SUN WAS GETTING ready to sleep when they arrived again at the place ready to spend another sleepless night. Once again, they took turns keeping an eye on their companions’ movements. It was about two in the morning when the lieutenant, who was on duty looking back, saw two people get out of one of the cars and hurriedly cross the street; two other shadows followed them. Rudely waking up the captain, he informed him:

“Team one and two just entered the hotel.”

They hurriedly got out of the car and headed for the entrance. The captain went to the elevator while Brown stood guard; he stood behind the glass door formed by two doors that opened inwards and placed his foot on the junction of them to prevent anyone from entering. He nervously looked to both sides of the street hoping that no one would show up at that time. Only occasionally would a distant horn or wail of a siren break the ominous silence.

Brown’s hands, which were tightly gripping the door handles, began to tremble slightly; his heart jumped in his chest, his breathing was ragged. Suddenly he heard the noise of an approaching engine; pressing his face to the glass to try to see further, he made out the lights of the car that slowed down as it got closer until it parked right in front of the door. It was a taxi, from which a man covered by a long coat got out, laboriously closed the car door and paid the driver. The taxi pulled away as the man staggered toward it. He was somewhat overweight, with a noticeable bald spot; obviously over the top. Reaching the door, he placed his hand on the latch and pushed inside; the door did not give way and with the momentum he carried he crashed his head into the glass. Somewhat surprised, he took a step back, looking questioningly at the door; until that moment he had not noticed the presence of the lieutenant who was on the other side. Focusing his eyes with difficulty, he noticed the man and dragging his words he said:
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