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The Night They Shot at the Sky

A Short Story from the First Team Files

Los Angeles, California — Ten months before the first
death

They met in a hotel bar, which was not how any
of them had expected to begin.

The hotel was the Biltmore, on South Grand Av-
enue in downtown Los Angeles—a building that had
been magnificent in 1923, when it was built to make oil
barons feel they deserved their money, and that had
achieved, in the intervening decades, the particular
grandeur of American architecture that knows its best
years are behind it and has decided to age with defi-
ance rather than grace. The lobby ceiling was painted
with angels. The bar served martinis in glasses the size
of baptismal fonts. The carpet was the colour of ambi-
tion that has settled for respectability.

Greta Hoffman arrived first. She was always
first. She had flown from Berlin, where she had been
presenting a paper on Hittite ceramic parallels with Ol-
mec pottery—a paper that had been received by her
colleagues with the specific blend of admiration and
hostility that greets scholarship which is both rigorous
and threatening. She sat at the bar, ordered a Pilsner
that was not available and accepted a Budweiser that
she did not want, and opened her notebook. She was



thirty-seven. She did not yet smoke Gauloises; that
would come later, when the investigation became
something other than academic and she required a
small, portable fire to keep her hands steady.

James Worthington arrived second, because
James was constitutionally incapable of arriving first
at anything that was not a naval engagement. He was
thirty-nine, broad-shouldered, sun-weathered, and
wearing a blazer over a cable-knit sweater that sug-
gested he had packed for an English autumn and been
ambushed by a Californian one. He saw Greta. He saw
the Budweiser. He sat down two stools away with the
precise distance of a man who respects another per-
son's solitude while making it clear he is available for
conversation.

"Worthington," he said. "James. Maritime his-
tory. The patron sent me."

"Hoffman," she said. "Greta. Archaeology. Like-
wise." She did not offer her hand. She offered her as-
sessment: a direct look, grey eyes evaluating, the Ger-
man precision of a woman who had learned to deter-
mine, within thirty seconds, whether a new acquaint-
ance was going to be an asset, an obstacle, or a waste
of her time. "You're the Navy one."

"Former Navy. Present pirate. Aspiring profes-
sor." He ordered a whisky—Laphroaig, which the Bilt-
more did not stock, and settled for Lagavulin, which
they did. "You're the one who thinks the Olmec and the
Hittites were pen pals."

"I think they shared a source of knowledge that
predates both civilisations. The ceramic parallels are
one of fourteen lines of evidence. My paper presents six
of them. I was told to save the other eight."
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"Told by whom?"

"The patron. Through his representative. The
letter was handwritten. The ink was black." She
paused. "The invitation was unusual. The funding was
extraordinary. The secrecy was—"

"Excessive," James agreed. "I received the same
letter. I was not told who the patron was, what the in-
vestigation would involve, or who my colleagues would
be. I was told to be here, at this bar, at seven o'clock
this evening. The only additional instruction was to
bring an open mind." He tasted the Lagavulin. "I left
mine at Heathrow."

Greta almost smiled. Almost.

Koichi Tanaka arrived third, and he arrived like
weather—quietly, from an unexpected direction, al-
ready present by the time you noticed the change. He
was thirty-three, slim, wearing neutral tones that made
him nearly invisible against the Biltmore's muted pal-
ette, and he carried a leather satchel that contained,
James would later learn, a jade amulet from a Peruvian
shaman, three linguistic dictionaries, a journal of rec-
orded dreams, and a Walkman with a cassette of white
noise that he listened to when he wanted to think. He
sat down at the bar, ordered green tea—which the Bilt-
more served with the confused reluctance of an estab-
lishment that considered tea a confession of weak-
ness—and said nothing for five minutes.

Then he said: "The fourth person is late."

"How do you know there's a fourth?" James
asked.



"Because three is unstable. Four is a table. Every
serious investigation requires at minimum four per-
spectives to avoid confirmation bias." He sipped his
tea. "Also, there are four place settings at the table in
the dining room that the maitre d' keeps glancing at.
He's been told to expect us."

Sarah Ward arrived last, twenty minutes late,
and she arrived the way she would arrive at everything
for the rest of her life—as though she had been some-
where more important and had not yet fully returned.
She was thirty-seven, pale, wearing an oversized
sweater despite the California warmth, her dark hair
streaked with grey that was too early to be age and too
consistent to be style. She had a tattoo of the Orion
constellation on her left wrist, which was visible when
she pushed up her sleeves, which she did immediately,
as though sleeves were a constraint she tolerated
briefly and discarded at the first opportunity.

She looked at each of them. Her green eyes per-
formed the same assessment that Greta's had, but from
a different angle—not evaluating competence but cali-
brating frequency, as though each person emitted a
signal and she was determining which ones would har-
monise and which would interfere.

"Ward," she said. "Sarah. Astrophysics. Archae-
oastronomy. I'm the one who thinks the monuments
are machines." She paused. "You're the archaeologist,
you're the sailor, and you're the linguist. The patron
has assembled a team that covers four epistemological
domains: material evidence, navigational evidence,
linguistic evidence, and theoretical physics. Which
means whatever he's going to ask us to investigate isn't
a single discipline's problem. It's a convergence."

"Or he's hedging his bets," James said.
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"Rich men don't hedge," Sarah said. "They ar-
chitect." She ordered black coffee. "When do we meet
him?"

"You don't," said a voice from behind them.

The intermediary stood at the entrance to the
bar, and the bar—the whole bar, the angels on the ceil-
ing and the oversized martini glasses and the carpet
the colour of settled ambition—seemed to rearrange it-
self around him, the way a room rearranges itself
around a piece of furniture that has been there longer
than the building. He wore a charcoal suit. He carried
a leather portfolio.

"You don't meet the patron," he said. "You meet
me. I am the intermediary between the patron's re-
sources and your expertise. I have no name that con-
cerns you, no institutional affiliation that would satisfy
you, and no credentials that you would recognise, be-
cause the field we are working in does not yet have a
name." He walked to the bar. He did not sit. He set the
portfolio on the counter and opened it with the delib-
erate ceremony of a man presenting evidence to a jury.

Inside were photographs. Black and white.
Grainy. Taken at night. They showed the Los Angeles
skyline—not the modern skyline but an earlier one,
lower, darker, the art deco spires and the oil derricks
and the palm trees all silhouetted against a sky that was
wrong. The sky was full of light. Not dawn. Not fire-
works. Searchlights—dozens of them, crossing and
converging, all focused on a single point above the city.
And in the convergence of the beams, caught in the in-
tersection of light like an insect in amber, was some-
thing.



Something that was not an aircraft. Something
that was not a weather balloon. Something that was
not, by any measure that the United States military had
been able to apply in the fifty-one years since the pho-
tograph was taken, explicable.

"The Battle of Los Angeles," he said. "February
25, 1942. Less than three months after Pearl Harbor.
At 2:25 in the morning, air raid sirens sounded across
Los Angeles County. The 37th Coast Artillery Brigade
fired 1,440 rounds of anti-aircraft ammunition at an
object—or objects—in the sky above the city. The bar-
rage lasted for over an hour. The object was tracked by
searchlights. It was observed by thousands of civilians
and hundreds of military personnel. It moved slowly—
estimated speed between one and two hundred miles
per hour. It was not hit. It was not damaged. It did not
crash. It departed at dawn, moving south toward Long
Beach, and was lost over the Pacific."

He looked at each of them.

"The official explanation, delivered by the Sec-
retary of the Navy the following day, was that the entire
event was a false alarm caused by war nerves. The Sec-
retary of War disagreed, stating that real objects had
been over Los Angeles. A classified investigation con-
cluded that the targets were commercial aircraft used
as enemy agents—a conclusion that was internally con-
tested and never publicly defended. Five civilians died
during the incident—three from traffic accidents dur-
ing the blackout and two from heart attacks attributed
to the stress of the bombardment. The military
acknowledged firing 1,440 rounds into the sky. They
did not acknowledge what they were firing at."

He closed the portfolio. "This is your first inves-
tigation. Determine what was over Los Angeles on the
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night of February 25, 1942. You have the resources of
an institution whose name you will learn when the pa-
tron decides you have earned it. You have access to wit-
nesses, archives, and classified material that I will ar-
range. You have each other." He paused. "This is the
most important thing. You have each other. Four dis-
ciplines. Four perspectives. Four ways of knowing the
world. The patron did not assemble this team because
he needs experts. He assembled it because the truth, in
his experience, cannot be seen from any single angle.
It can only be triangulated.”

"From four angles," Koichi said.

"From four angles," the intermediary con-
firmed. He looked at them one final time—the gaze that
would become familiar, that would be remembered,
that Sarah would describe, years later in a hospital
room in Lucerne, as the look of a man measuring you
for a coffin while hoping you'd outgrow it.

"Welcome to the investigation," he said. "Try
not to disappoint me."

He left the bar. He did not finish a drink because
he had not ordered one. He did not eat because he
never ate in front of others. He walked out into the Los
Angeles night, and the night received him the way a
dark room receives a shadow—without resistance,
without distinction, as though he and the darkness
were made of the same material.

The four researchers looked at each other. Four
strangers in a hotel bar with four drinks and one im-
possible assignment and the shared, uneasy recogni-
tion that they had each, independently, accepted an in-
vitation from a man with no name and a mysterious



patron, and that the acceptance had felt, in the mo-
ment, not like a choice but like an answer to a question
they had not known they were asking.

"Well," James said. He raised his Lagavulin. "To
triangulation."”

Greta raised her Budweiser. Koichi raised his
tea. Sarah raised her coffee.

They drank. They did not yet know that they
were drinking to the beginning of the end of everything
they believed about the world and about themselves.
They did not yet know that the investigation would
grow from this single case into a pursuit that would
span four continent.

They knew none of this. They only knew they
were curious. And that was enough.

It was always enough. That was the tragedy of it.

The National Archives and Records Administra-
tion had recently relocated its Pacific Southwest
branch to Laguna Niguel, a community in Orange
County that existed, as far as James could determine,
primarily as a testament to the proposition that suffi-
cient quantities of concrete could make any landscape
suburban. The archive itself was a low, featureless
building that housed several million pages of federal
records and smelled, as all archives smell, of paper that
has been waiting patiently to be important.

The intermediary had arranged access. He al-
ways arranged access. The team would learn, over the
following months, that the phrase "The intermediary
has arranged" covered a spectrum of activities ranging
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from the procurement of visas to the unlocking of
doors that governments preferred to keep locked, all
accomplished through methods that none of them
were invited to question and all of them were too sen-
sible to examine closely.

They split the work by expertise. James took the
military records—the 37th Coast Artillery Brigade's af-
ter-action reports, the Western Defense Command's
operational logs, the radar tracking data that had been
partially declassified in 1974 and further declassified in
1987 and was still, in several critical passages, redacted
with the aggressive black rectangles that the federal
government used when it wanted you to know that it
was hiding something without telling you what.

Greta took the physical evidence file—such as it
was. The 1,440 rounds had produced shrapnel that fell
across a twenty-square-mile area of Los Angeles. Frag-
ments had been collected by the military, by police, and
by civilians. The military fragments had been cata-
logued and then, according to the file, transferred to a
storage facility in San Pedro that had been demolished
in 1958 to make way for a container port. The frag-
ments were listed as disposed of during the demolition.
No further record existed.

"Convenient," Greta said, reading the disposal
report with the flat expression of a woman who had
spent her career tracking artefacts that had a habit of
disappearing.

Koichi took the civilian testimony—the newspa-
per accounts, the letters to editors, the oral histories
that the Los Angeles Times had collected for a fiftieth-
anniversary retrospective in 1992. There were hun-
dreds of eyewitness accounts. The witnesses agreed on
the fundamentals: an object in the sky, caught in
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searchlights, moving slowly southward, impervious to
the artillery barrage. They disagreed on the details:
some saw one object, some saw several; some de-
scribed it as round, others as cigar-shaped; some re-
ported it as luminous, others said it reflected the
searchlight beams but produced no light of its own.

Sarah took the physics. She requisitioned the
radar data, the trajectory calculations that the military
had produced during and after the event, and the clas-
sified technical assessment that the Army's Intelli-
gence Division had prepared in March 1942 and that
had been declassified—with redactions—in 1987.

They worked for three days. They met each
evening in Greta's hotel room—a habit that would be-
come ritual, the four of them gathering at the end of
each day to share findings, argue interpretations, and
negotiate the contested territory between their disci-
plines. In the first days, the negotiations were stiff, for-
mal, the careful exchanges of professionals establish-
ing boundaries.

James presented the military assessment first.
"The 37th Brigade opened fire at 3:16 AM and ceased
firing at 4:14 AM. Fifty-eight minutes of sustained anti-
aircraft barrage. The target was tracked by searchlights
but not by radar—or rather, radar tracked something,
but the returns were inconsistent with any known air-
craft type. The object's estimated altitude varied be-
tween nine thousand and eighteen thousand feet. Its
speed was estimated at under two hundred miles per
hour—far slower than any Japanese bomber, which
was the stated concern. No bomb damage was re-
ported. No wreckage was recovered. No Japanese air-
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craft were confirmed in the area. The official report at-
tributed the incident to 'war nerves and the firing at
meteorological balloons."

"War nerves," Koichi repeated. "An entire anti-
aircraft brigade fired 1,440 rounds for an hour because
of nerves."

"The alternative explanation—that an actual un-
identified object was over Los Angeles—was, in the
context of February 1942, politically unacceptable. The
military could not acknowledge an incursion it could
not explain or defend against. The false alarm explana-
tion protected institutional credibility."

"What does the radar data show?" Sarah asked.

James deferred to her. Sarah spread the radar
printouts on the bed—long rolls of graph paper with
traces that she had been studying for three days with
the intensity that other people reserved for religious
texts.

"The radar data is partially redacted," she said.
"The redactions are interesting. They remove specific
time intervals—3:41 to 3:47, 3:52 to 3:58, 4:02 to 4:06.
If you look at the trajectory data from the searchlight
tracking, these time intervals correspond to moments
when the object changed direction."”

"Changed direction," Greta said.

"Not the gradual course corrections of a drifting
balloon. Acute directional changes—the tracking data
shows angular shifts of forty to sixty degrees executed
in under ten seconds. The military redacted the radar
data for the precise moments when the object demon-
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strated the capability that most conclusively elimi-
nated every conventional explanation." She looked at
the others. "Balloons don't change direction. Conven-
tional aircraft of 1942 vintage don't change direction at
forty degrees in ten seconds. The only thing that ex-
plains the redacted intervals is an object capable of ma-
noeuvres that exceeded any technology available in
1942—or, for that matter, in 1992."

Koichi presented the civilian testimony next. He
had organised it with the methodical precision that his
colleagues would come to recognise as his defining
characteristic—each account transcribed, cross-refer-
enced, and mapped onto a timeline and a geographical
grid.

"Three hundred and seven civilian accounts
survive in print or oral history records," he said. "Of
these, two hundred and twelve are consistent in their
description of a single, large, slow-moving object.
Forty-one describe multiple objects. Fifty-four are am-
biguous or contradictory. The consensus witnesses—
the two hundred and twelve—describe an object that
was, and I quote the most common descriptors, 'enor-
mous,' 'round or oval,' 'pale' or 'silvery,' and 'unhur-
ried.' The word "unhurried' appears in nine independ-
ent accounts. It is, I think, significant."

"Why?" James asked.

"Because it communicates intentionality. The
object was not fleeing. It was not evading the barrage.
It was moving through the searchlights and the anti-
aircraft fire with the demeanour—the witnesses' word,
not mine—of something that was not threatened by the
attack. Several witnesses used the word 'indifferent.'
One said it moved 'like a whale through a school of
fish.' Another said it 'ignored us."
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The room was quiet for a moment. The air con-
ditioning hummed. Outside, the Los Angeles night did
what it always did—spread itself across a basin of ten
million lights that, from sufficient altitude, looked like
a galaxy that had settled on the ground and forgotten
how to rise.

"The physical evidence," Greta said. She held up
the disposal report. "Is gone. The shrapnel fragments
were transferred to a storage facility that was demol-
ished six years later. The fragments were listed as dis-
posed of during demolition. The disposal was not su-
pervised. No inventory was taken. No fragments were
preserved for analysis."

"Standard procedure for disposed military ma-
teriel?" James asked.

"Standard procedure requires an inventory be-
fore disposal, a chain of custody record, and a disposi-
tion form signed by a commissioned officer. None of
these documents exist in the file. The fragments simply
vanished. Lost in demolition." Her grey eyes were very
steady. "In my experience, when physical evidence dis-
appears and the paperwork that should document its
disappearance also disappears, the disappearance is
not accidental. It is administrative."

"You're saying someone destroyed the frag-
ments deliberately," James said.

"I'm saying that someone ensured there would
be no physical evidence to analyse. The radar data is
redacted at the critical moments. The fragments are
destroyed without documentation. The official expla-
nation contradicts the testimony of hundreds of wit-
nesses and the Secretary of War himself. What remains
is the photographs—" She nodded toward the prints
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that the intermediary had provided. "—which show,
unambiguously, searchlight beams converging on an
object in the sky above Los Angeles. The photographs
cannot be redacted. They cannot be demolished. They
cannot be filed in a facility that conveniently no longer
exists. They are, I suspect, the reason the patron chose
this case as our first. Because the photographs are
proof that an object was there, and everything that has
happened to every other category of evidence is proof
that someone wanted the object forgotten."

They found the veteran on the fourth day.

His name was Albert Delgado. He was seventy-
three years old. He lived in a bungalow in San Pedro—
the same San Pedro where the storage facility had
stood, the same San Pedro where the shrapnel frag-
ments had been filed and destroyed. He had been a pri-
vate in the 37th Coast Artillery Brigade on the night of
February 25, 1942. He had fired a .50-calibre machine
gun at the thing in the sky for fifty-eight minutes.

The intermediary had found him. The interme-
diary, they were learning, found everyone—not
through databases or phone directories but through
the kind of human networks that money cannot build
but patience can, the networks that exist between peo-
ple who know people who remember things that insti-
tutions have chosen to forget.

Delgado met them in his front yard, which was
a square of concrete with a lemon tree and a metal
chair and a view of the harbour where container ships
moved with the slow, indifferent purpose of objects too
large to concern themselves with human scale. He was
small, brown, weathered in the way that coastal Cali-
fornians of a certain generation were weathered—by
sun and salt and the particular exposure of a life spent
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outdoors. His handshake was firm. His eyes were clear.
His memory, he warned them, was selective.

"I remember what I remember," he said. "The
Army told me what I saw was nerves. My wife told me
what I saw was a dream. The VA told me it never hap-
pened. So I stopped talking about it. Fifty years. You're
the first people who've come to ask."

"We're asking," Greta said.

Delgado looked at the sky—the daylight sky,
blue, empty, ordinary. "The sirens went off at maybe
two in the morning. We scrambled to our positions.
Battery D, right up on the bluffs—" He gestured south,
toward the Palos Verdes headlands. "I was on a .50-cal.
We could hear the searchlights before we could see an-
ything—that hum they make, you know? Electric hum.
Dozens of them. And then they found it."

"Found what?" James asked.

"The thing. I don't know what to call it. It wasn't
a plane. I'd seen planes. I'd been training for five
months to shoot at planes. I knew what a Japanese
bomber looked like—the silhouette, the wingspan, the
engine noise. This wasn't that. It was—" He paused.
Searched for words he had spent fifty years not using.
"Big. Really big. Round, or mostly round, with—I don't
know how to say this—with a kind of dome. Like a hub-
cap. Like a big, silver hubcap, except it wasn't silver, it
was more like—it caught the searchlights and held
them. The beams didn't bounce off it the way they
bounce off a plane. They just—stayed. Like the thing
was absorbing the light."

Sarah leaned forward. "Absorbing?"
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"That's the word. The beams hit it and didn't
come back. I could see it because of the light around
it—the searchlights were lighting up the smoke and the
clouds—but the thing itself was dark. Dark in the mid-
dle of all that light. Like a hole."

Koichi was taking notes. "And the firing?"

"We opened up and we didn't stop. Fifty-eight
minutes. The .50-cal, the three-inchers, everything we
had. And—" He looked at each of them with the expres-
sion of a man who has been carrying something for five
decades and is about to set it down. "—we didn't hit it.
I know we didn't hit it. I could see the tracers going
up—the .50-cal rounds are tracer every fifth, so you can
see the stream—and they went right at it and nothing
happened. No explosion. No fragments. No damage.
The rounds either passed through it or—" He hesitated.
"—or they stopped.”

"Stopped," James said.

"Stopped. I know how that sounds. I know. But
I watched tracer rounds approach the thing and not
come out the other side. They didn't ricochet. They did-
n't fragment. They went in and they stopped. Like the
thing—like whatever it was—was eating them."

The lemon tree moved in a breeze from the har-
bour. A container ship sounded its horn—a low, enor-
mous sound that belonged to the same category of hu-
man experience as the searchlights and the artillery:
things built on a scale that dwarfed the people who
built them.

Greta asked the question she had come to ask.
"Mr. Delgado, after the incident, did anyone come to
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speak with you? Not your commanding officers. Some-
one else."

Delgado's expression changed. Not dramati-
cally—a tightening, a withdrawal, the micro-expres-
sion of a man who has just heard a question he did not
expect and is deciding, after fifty years, whether to an-
swer it.

"Two days later," he said. "A man came to the
battery. Not military—he was wearing a suit. He had
credentials, but they weren't Army credentials. I don't
know what agency. He spoke to each of us individually.
Ten minutes each. He asked what we saw. He wrote it
down. He told us that what we saw was a weather bal-
loon and that the official report would reflect this. He
said that any contradictory statements to the press or
to family would be considered a violation of wartime
security protocols. He said this very politely. He was a
very polite man."

The phrase detonated in the space between
them. Greta and James and Koichi and Sarah—
strangers still, four professionals who had known each
other for four days—felt, in that moment, the first
tremor of something that was not yet suspicion and not
yet fear but was, perhaps, the recognition that the man
in the suit who had visited Private Delgado in 1942 was
not an anomaly.

Sarah asked: "The polite man—did he take any-
thing? Documents, personal effects, photographs?"

"He took our logbooks. The duty logs for the
night. We'd recorded our round counts, our firing
times, our observations. Standard procedure. He took
them all. Gave us replacements. Said the originals were
needed for the official investigation."
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"Were they returned?"

Delgado looked at her with the tired patience of
a man who already knows the answer to a question
someone else is still learning to ask.

"No," he said. "They were not."

The argument happened in Greta's hotel room
at the Biltmore, on the fifth evening, with the curtains
open to a Los Angeles night that burned with the or-
ange-pink luminescence of a city that had been, fifty-
one years ago, dark enough to see searchlight beams
tracking something across its sky.

James took the empiricist's position, because
James, in those early days, was the man who held the
line between evidence and speculation—a line he
would maintain with decreasing confidence over the
following months as the evidence accumulated and the
line retreated.

"What we have," he said, pacing, his Lagavulin
untouched on the dresser, "is a well-documented war-
time incident with a mundane explanation that doesn't
hold water. The false alarm hypothesis is contradicted
by radar data, searchlight tracking, photographic evi-
dence, and several hundred eyewitness accounts. The
weather balloon hypothesis is contradicted by the ob-
ject's trajectory, speed, and behaviour under fire.
Something was over Los Angeles. That much is estab-
lished."

"But the gap between 'something was there' and
'something extraordinary was there' is where wars are
fought between rationalists and fantasists. What do we
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actually know about the object? It moved slowly. It was
large. It appeared impervious to anti-aircraft fire. It de-
parted south toward the Pacific. These characteristics
are consistent with—" He counted on his fingers. "—a
very large experimental aircraft, possibly Japanese,
possibly American, with some form of armour or ma-
terials science advantage that rendered it resistant to
.50-calibre rounds. Unconventional but not supernat-
ural."

"The rounds didn't bounce off," Sarah said.
"Delgado said they stopped. They were absorbed.
There is no materials science, in 1942 or in 1992, that
absorbs kinetic projectiles without deformation, frag-
mentation, or reflection. Armour deflects or distrib-
utes force. It doesn't consume it."

"Delgado is recollecting an experience from fifty
years ago during a high-stress combat situation at two
in the morning," James said. "Eyewitness testimony is
the least reliable form of evidence precisely because it
is the most vivid. He remembers what his memory has
constructed, which may or may not correspond to what
his eyes observed."

"Then ignore Delgado," Sarah said. "Look at the
radar. The redacted intervals correspond to directional
changes that exceed the performance envelope of every
aircraft in every air force on the planet in 1942. Forty-
degree course corrections in under ten seconds, at an
estimated altitude of twelve to eighteen thousand feet.
Do the physics. Calculate the g-forces. No human pilot
and no 1942 airframe could survive those manoeuvres.
The radar data—the data that the military redacted be-
cause it was the most damning evidence in the file—
describes an object that was not an aircraft. Not ours.

' "

Not Japanese. Not anyone's.
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Koichi, who had been sitting cross-legged on the
floor—his preferred position for thinking, a posture
that James found eccentric and Greta found reasona-
ble and Sarah did not notice because Sarah noticed
very little about other people's bodies—said: "The
question is not what it was. The question is what hap-
pened to the evidence of what it was."

Everyone looked at him.

"The duty logs—confiscated. The shrapnel frag-
ments—destroyed without inventory. The radar data—
redacted at the critical moments. The physical evi-
dence that would permit analysis—systematically re-
moved. Not by neglect. Not by bureaucratic incompe-
tence. By a coordinated effort to ensure that the only
evidence that survives is testimony—which can be dis-
credited as unreliable—and photographs—which can
be dismissed as ambiguous." He looked at James. "You
want to apply the rational explanation. The rational ex-
planation is not that the evidence is weak. It is that the
evidence has been deliberately weakened. Someone
decided, in 1942, that the physical evidence of this
event would not survive. And that decision was exe-
cuted with a precision that suggests not a single bu-
reaucrat covering a mistake but an organisation exe-
cuting a protocol."”

The room was quiet. Los Angeles burned out-
side the window.

Greta, who had been sitting on the bed reading
the disposal report for the fourteenth time, said: "I
want to see the storage facility."

"It was demolished in 1958," James said.
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"The facility was demolished. The ground was
not." She looked up. "I'm an archaeologist. Demolition
is not destruction. It's deposition. Whatever was in that
facility—the fragments, the evidence—was either re-
moved before demolition or incorporated into the
demolition debris. If it was removed, there will be a
record somewhere, in someone's filing system, of
where it went. If it was incorporated, the debris was
used as fill for the container port. And fill can be exca-
vated."

James stared at her. "You want to excavate a
container port."

"I want to take soil samples from the fill layer. If
1,440 rounds of anti-aircraft ammunition impacted an
object and the resulting fragments were disposed of in
the demolition fill, there will be anomalous metallurgi-
cal signatures in the soil. Not enough to reconstruct the
object, but enough to determine whether the frag-
ments existed and whether their composition is con-
sistent with conventional ordnance striking a conven-
tional target—or not."

It was, James would later reflect, the moment
he understood why the patron had chosen Greta Hoff-
man. Not for her knowledge, which was formidable.
Not for her rigour, which was relentless. But for her re-
fusal—her absolute, unshakeable, German-engineered
refusal—to accept the disappearance of evidence as ev-
idence of absence. The fragments were gone. Therefore
she would find the dirt they had been lost in. Because
dirt, unlike bureaucracies, did not lie.

"Do it," Sarah said. "And while Greta is sam-
pling soil, I want to do something with the photo-
graphs." She spread the intermediary's prints across
the desk. The searchlight convergence. The dark shape
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in the beams. "Everyone focuses on the object. I want
to focus on the light. The searchlight beams converge
on the object but they don't illuminate it—Delgado
confirmed this. The object appears dark in the centre
of converging beams. Light goes in and doesn't come
back." She traced the convergence with her finger.
"That's not opacity. Opaque objects in searchlight
beams produce reflection, shadow, and silhouette. This
is absorption. The object is absorbing electromagnetic
radiation in the visible spectrum. I can calculate, from
the beam intensity and the exposure characteristics of
the photographs, the approximate absorption coeffi-
cient. And if the absorption coefficient is outside the
range of any known material—"

"Then we have physical evidence that the object
was made of something that doesn't exist in the mate-
rials science of 1942," Greta finished.

"Or of 1992," Sarah said.

They looked at each other—four people who had
met four days ago and were beginning, in the way that
teams begin, to think as a single organism with four
brains. The investigation had started as an assignment.
It was becoming a pursuit.

Greta's soil samples, collected over two days
from the fill layer beneath Berth 203 of the Port of Los
Angeles, contained anomalous metallic particulates.
The particulates were not consistent with standard
anti-aircraft ordnance, with structural steel from the
demolished storage facility, or with any material in the
geological profile of the San Pedro basin. They were
trace quantities—micrograms, scattered through kilo-
grams of fill—but they were there. Greta sent samples
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to a materials science laboratory in Munich under a
cover story about industrial contamination analysis.
The results, when they arrived three weeks later, would
describe an aluminium oxide matrix with trace nio-
bium and titanium in a ratio that Greta, at that point,
had never encountered and did not recognise.

Sarah's optical analysis of the photographs pro-
duced an absorption coefficient that she described, in
her preliminary report, as "inconsistent with any
known material or surface treatment." The object in
the searchlight beams was absorbing visible-spectrum
electromagnetic radiation at a rate that implied either
a material with properties outside the range of known
physics or—her alternative hypothesis, offered with the
careful understatement of a woman who knew how it
sounded—a field effect. An energy field surrounding
the object that absorbed incident radiation before it
reached the surface. A shield.

Koichi's analysis of the civilian testimony pro-
duced a linguistic map—a spatial and temporal distri-
bution of descriptive terms that revealed, when over-
laid on the tracking data, a consistency of observation
that no false alarm could produce. Three hundred and
seven independent witnesses, spread across a metro-
politan area, seeing the same thing at the same time,
describing it in the same terms. Not hallucination. Not
nerves. Not a balloon. Witness convergence at a level
that, in any court of law, would constitute proof beyond
reasonable doubt that an object was present.

James, despite himself, was convinced. He was
convinced that the Battle of Los Angeles was not a false
alarm. That an object of unknown origin and unknown
capability had entered the airspace of the most militar-
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ily alert city in the Western Hemisphere and had de-
parted, unhurried, having absorbed 1,440 rounds of
anti-aircraft fire without apparent effect.

He was also convinced—and this was the harder
thing, the thing that would keep him awake on the
flight back to England—that the subsequent disappear-
ance of physical evidence, the redaction of critical data,
and the imposition of a false explanation constituted
not bureaucratic convenience but deliberate suppres-
sion. Someone had decided, in 1942, that the truth
about what happened over Los Angeles would be re-
placed with a story. And the someone had the institu-
tional power to enforce that decision across military,
civilian, and governmental channels.

Who had that power in 1942? The same people,
James suspected, who had that power in 1992. The
same people who had sent a polite man in a suit to con-
fiscate Private Delgado's duty logs. The same people
who had demolished a storage facility and disposed of
its contents without inventory.

On the last evening, before they dispersed to
their separate flights—Greta to Berlin, James to Lon-
don, Koichi to Tokyo, Sarah to her apartment in Cam-
bridge, Massachusetts, where she would sit on the floor
and draw geometric patterns and listen to white noise
on her Walkman and begin, without knowing she was
beginning, to hear the frequency that would eventually
consume her—they gathered one final time in the Bilt-
more bar.

The intermediary was there. He had been ab-
sent for two days—"arrangements," he said, which was
his word for everything he did that he did not intend to
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explain—and he returned carrying his portfolio and the
expression of a man who has received a report and is
satisfied with its contents without being comforted by
them.

" I will send the briefing materials for your next
investigation to your respective institutions. Read
them before you arrive. Read everything. The investi-
gation in Los Angeles was your introduction. The next
ones will be—" He paused. The pause was his most el-
oquent instrument—a silence calibrated to contain ex-
actly the weight of what he was not saying. "They will
be your education."

He left. The bar resumed its ordinary operation
around the space he had vacated, the way water closes
over a stone.

James raised his Lagavulin. "To education."

Greta raised her Budweiser—which had, by the
end of the week, become something approaching a tra-
dition. "To evidence."

Koichi raised his tea. "To the frequency." He
said it quietly, and only Sarah heard, and only Sarah
understood—or almost understood—that he was not
speaking metaphorically.

Sarah raised her coffee. "To the thing in the
sky," she said. "That was not a balloon. That was not a
plane. That was not nerves. That was something. And
we are going to find out what."

They drank. Four strangers who were no longer
strangers. Four researchers who had not yet become a
team but who had, in the course of five days and one
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impossible investigation, begun the process of becom-
ing something more dangerous than a team: a conver-
gence. Four ways of knowing the world, triangulating
on a truth that someone powerful had spent fifty years
concealing, and that the same someone—or the same
organisation, or the same tradition of concealment—
would spend the next ten months trying to conceal
from them.

They would fail. The concealers would fail. Not
because the team was stronger—they were not. Not be-
cause the team was smarter—the concealers had mil-
lennia of practice and resources that dwarfed any insti-
tution the team could name. The concealers would fail
because the team was curious, and curiosity, once ig-
nited, is the one fire that suppression cannot extin-
guish. You can burn the libraries. You can redact the
radar data. You can demolish the storage facilities and
confiscate the logbooks and send polite men in suits to
silence the witnesses. But you cannot stop four people
from asking the question that the patron had hired
them to ask and that the night sky above Los Angeles,
in 1942, had asked first:

What is that?

Outside the Biltmore, Los Angeles did what it
always did at night: it burned. Ten million lights in a
basin between mountains and sea, a city that had been
dark enough, in 1942, to see searchlight beams track-
ing something across the sky, and that was now so
bright that the stars were invisible.

But the stars were there. Above the lights. Above
the smog. Above the orbital paths of satellites and the
contrails of aircraft and the thin, blue, insufficient shell
of atmosphere that humanity clung to and called the
world.
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The stars were there, and whatever had been
over Los Angeles on the night of February 25, 1942—
whatever had absorbed 1,440 rounds of anti-aircraft
fire and departed, unhurried, over the Pacific toward
wherever it was going—was there too.

Waiting. The way the truth always waits.

Patiently. Indifferently. Above the reach of
every weapon the species that wanted to know it had
ever built.
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Author’s Note

This is a work of fiction. The characters, organisations,
and narrative conclusions are entirely imaginary.

The historical events, archaeological sites, ancient texts,
and scientific evidence referenced throughout are real and verifi-
able. The author has drawn on documented history, published re-
search, and physical artefacts held in museums and archives
around the world. Where the factual record ends and the fictional
interpretation begins is left, deliberately, for the reader to deter-
mine.

No endorsement of any particular theory regarding the
subjects depicted is intended or implied.
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