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To Asher and Arya, who are young enough to believe in little green men.

And to Tonya—after reading this you’ll see that they aren’t that little, and are probably gray.


A generation from now, people will look back at us the same way we look back at those who believed the Earth was flat; the evidence that we’ve been visited by extraterrestrials is so overwhelming, it’s actually a leap of faith to believe anything else.

—Anonymous aerospace executive

There’s more physical evidence that UFOs exist than there’s physical evidence that Jesus Christ existed.

—Chuck Zukowski, to the Denver Post, July 22, 2007



CHAPTER 1



37.2841° N, 108.7787° W

September 12, 2000. A stretch of interstate highway winding along the base of the Ute Mountain Range near the Colorado–New Mexico border, a little after 4:00 p.m.

In a panoramic splash of pine trees and puffs of falling snow, flashes of brilliant sunlight reflected off the cap of Ute Peak, the Sleeping Mountain, high above. And then a beat-up RV lumbered into view. Over the rumble of the camper’s engines rose the off-key tenor of an all-American family sing-along.

Chuck Zukowski was at the wheel of the twenty-four-foot Winnebago Warrior Class A, both hands tapping out the rhythm of “Sweet Home Alabama” on the thick vinyl of the steering wheel cover. Early forties, sandy-haired, fit, Chuck was smiling as he navigated the camper down the serpentine asphalt. His three kids were in the back, one girl and two boys, and his wife, Tammy, a pretty brunette, was up front, joining Chuck in keeping the beat with her fingers against the dash. From the lines beneath Chuck’s blue eyes, it was obvious that they’d been driving for quite some time, but there was enough vivid scenery flashing by outside to keep even the youngest kid from getting bored. This sort of road trip was something the Zukowski clan enjoyed. In fact, when Chuck finally spotted the small ranch-style motel along the highway, coinciding with the notice from the dulcet tone of the RV’s audio GPS, he was almost reluctant to pull in for the night.

After parking the RV in the empty motel lot, Chuck grabbed a pair of room keys from the lobby manager, and the Zukowski family settled into two adjoining rooms overlooking a tarp-covered pool. The kids went straight for the TV in their room, after a quick dinner, microwaved to perfection in the RV, but next door, Tammy headed for the bed and sank into it with a tattered paperback, exhausted from the long day in the camper.

A few hours later, the kids finally let the TV get some rest, and Chuck closed the door between the two rooms. The sun was long gone outside, the view of the shuttered pool replaced by an inky blackness, broken only by the occasional flare of neon from the vacancy sign hanging above the motel lobby. Tammy was still digging into the paperback, but Chuck could tell she was down for the night. He ran his fingers through her hair and then told her he was going out for a short walk. Barely looking up from the book, she asked him to get some ice from the machine on his way back.

He took the ice bucket from the mantel by the door and headed out to the parking lot. Opening the back of the RV, he leaned into a four-by-four storage compartment and reached toward a locked strongbox affixed to one wall. With a jangle of keys, he pried open the box and exchanged the ice bucket—which he would fill when he returned to the Winnebago—for his equipment: a three-pound police flashlight, a video recorder, an EMF counter, and three rectangular batteries. Then he reached for the leather holster hanging from a hook at the back of the box and removed his .40 caliber Glock from it before checking the cartridges and strapping it to his waist.

By the time he exited the RV, snow had started to fall again, but even so he could see the headlights snaking toward him down the desolate highway.

•  •  •

Two hours later Chuck was breathing hard as he burst through the last line of thick pines into a clearing following his two companions—an athletic man, midthirties, sporting a pony tail and dressed in a thick hunting jacket with a machete slung over one shoulder, and a thin, slightly older woman struggling along in a bulky snowsuit and too many scarves. Tufts of low grass covered in snow punctuated the field of icy gravel. The three of them were now at least eight thousand feet up, high enough to feel the altitude; the other man, Joe Fex, part Native American, a rugged outdoorsman reared on the ranches that pockmarked this corner of the country, was barely sweating as he began setting up their makeshift campsite, raising a canvas tent to protect their equipment. But the woman was trembling from exhaustion and certainly fear. Chuck had no worries about Fex; the big man was an old friend and had accompanied Chuck on many similar excursions over the years. But the woman was a wild card; Chuck had met her over the Internet not two weeks earlier, and the drive over to the base of this hike was the longest time Chuck had spent with her in person. Chuck would have been much happier if they could have left her behind—but it was her information that had brought them to this spot.

According to her website, she was supposed to be some sort of psychic. Chuck wasn’t the type to judge anyone—for all he knew she had a cemetery full of dead people on speed dial. More likely, she was batshit crazy, but it didn’t really matter. As usual, Chuck had done his research. The psychic might have been the first to turn him on to this particular location, but now he had a case file an inch thick on this place.

Case file or no, the next two hours licked past in near silence, the three of them getting colder as the wind picked up, rustling through the nearby pines and sending ice chips and gravel skittering across the ground. Chuck wondered if they should cut out and chalk it up as another in a long list of wild-goose chases. In a few more hours, the kids would be waking up, and Tammy would want to get back on the road and find someplace for a good, cheap breakfast. Maybe there was a Denny’s somewhere up the interstate.

Chuck froze midthought, as he noticed something strange. The wind seemed to have stopped—not gradually, but suddenly—and the air went silent. He opened his mouth to say something to Joe, but before he could get the words out, there was a sudden flash of light in the pitch-black sky above. Incredibly bright, at least three hundred feet up—and it stayed lit. Before Chuck could shout for Joe to grab the camera from the tent, a second light joined the first, and the two flashes sprinted through the air in a wide arc. Then, it seemed as if the entire sky had opened up, lights exploding everywhere, brighter than the Fourth of July.

“Holy shit!” Chuck screamed. “Joe . . .”

Joe was already dashing at full speed around the psychic—who had curled into a ball on the ground, her face a mask of pure terror—and into the tent. He quickly returned with the camera and all three batteries. Chuck grabbed the camera from Joe’s shaking hands, turned it toward the sky, hit the button—and . . . nothing.

The camera was dead.

Chuck cursed, yanking the battery out of the device, jamming the second fresh battery into the base. He hit the button again. And again, nothing. He tried the third battery, but it was obvious all three batteries were now, inexplicably, completely drained. Chuck felt his pulse rocketing in his veins. To have one backup battery go out would have been unusual—but all three?

“What the hell are they?” Joe shouted, as the two men stared at the lights arcing back and forth through the sky above them. “Helicopters?”

Chuck shook his head. His mouth was dry, his chest constricted with fear. He’d never seen anything like this before.

“No way. Helicopters can’t move like that. Or fly that close together.”

“A meteor shower? Some sort of discharge? Or . . .”

And just as suddenly as they had started, the lights vanished. Completely. The sky went back to black. A strange, intense silence spread across the clearing, severe as a leather belt snapping tight. Not a single tree branch twitched.

And then a high-pitched scream pierced the air, from somewhere below the tree line, maybe two hundred feet down the mountain.

Christ. Chuck looked at Joe as the screaming grew louder. There was a crashing of tree branches: Whatever was making that noise was coming toward them. Some sort of animal, maybe an elk or a moose, running at full speed, screaming that unnerving, terrified scream. Bearing down on them, louder and louder, diving headlong through the pines toward the clearing . . .

And then just as suddenly as it had started, the noise cut off dead, midscream. The animal, whatever it was, had been running from something. Something that had taken it down in a single stroke.

The breeze picked back up, and the night switched back to normal, as if none of what Chuck and his companions had just experienced had ever happened.

Chuck stared at Joe, at the way the big man was shivering beneath his hunting jacket, and then at the psychic, who was sobbing on the ground. Then he looked down at his own trembling hands, one of which was resting on the hilt of his .40, still in its holster.

He shook his head, completely unnerved.

“Whatever ran that animal down—this Glock isn’t near big enough, is it?”

At that, even in his terrified state, he almost cracked a smile.



CHAPTER 2



RUSH, COLORADO,

AUGUST 12, 2010

38.845858° N, 104.092197° W

Even after twenty years, the feeling of excitement still took Chuck by surprise, the intense burst of adrenaline that seemed to hijack his entire system the moment before he arrived at an incident site, the sense of anticipation that built in his chest, shortening his breath. Today, the long drive over from his home in Colorado Springs hadn’t helped. Two hours was a lot of time to be alone with one’s thoughts going through nothing but high, barren desert, broken by sporadic areas of low brush, dried-up streambeds, and the occasional barn.

When he finally reached the dirt turnoff to the fifty-acre cattle-and-horse ranch, whose owner, Glenda, had called him, he drove up and parked his pickup truck next to the house. He caught a glimpse of the rancher’s face as she crossed the short distance from the edge of the grazing area where she’d been waiting for him. From both personal experience and his years on the force, he knew what fear looked like. Chuck had always been good at reading people—even before his training at the police academy in Colorado Springs, and the eight years since that he’d spent as a reserve sheriff’s deputy in El Paso County. Anyone who’d been involved in law enforcement as long as he had had seen more than his fair share of terrified people. He’d been a first responder at scenes of domestic abuse, pulled people from burning cars and buildings, even helped cordon off shocked witnesses at the scorched debris field of a small plane crash. But the look on the rancher’s face was something else, a shade of fear that Chuck was uniquely qualified to recognize, because he was one of a handful of people, in law enforcement and other fields, who’d seen it before.

“Morning,” Glenda managed to say as she reached Chuck’s truck. He had the door open, but was still sitting and gathering his equipment from the front passenger seat. Rubber gloves, plastic bags for samples, two cameras, his handheld electromagnetic field reader, and his gun. He was pretty certain the gun was unnecessary. If history was any predictor, whatever had hit this ranch several days earlier had come in fast and had finished just as suddenly.

“Made it as quickly as I could, ma’am,” Chuck said as he got out and strapped the equipment to the special vest he wore. He’d designed it over the years, after responding to so many of these calls and learning what he would need for most of them. He placed the plastic bags and gloves into Velcro pouches along his ribs and the EMF reader and gun into holsters on either side. “I only wish I could have gotten here closer to when it happened.”

Half a week since the incident—a truly frustrating lapse of time, but it couldn’t be helped.

“I’m just glad you’re here. The officers who came by the morning it went down were—well, less than useful.”

Chuck could hear the distaste in her voice, and he completely understood. He’d already read the police report made by the two investigating officers who had stopped by the ranch after Glenda had first called 911. It was obvious the two cops had been far out of their comfort zone—Chuck couldn’t really blame them for that. It was equally obvious that the officers hadn’t been able to give the woman any comfort. It took a lot to traumatize a third-generation rancher, but a pair of cops from the El Paso County sheriff’s department weren’t going to be able to make much sense out of something like this.

Unlike the police officers, Chuck wasn’t there in an official capacity. Although he had holstered his service revolver to his vest, and his badge was in the glove compartment of the truck, he wasn’t wearing his uniform, and he wouldn’t be filing any paperwork in Colorado Springs. In fact, he hadn’t been alerted to the incident by anyone involved with the department, but by a television reporter whom he had worked with before, an on-air producer named Andy Koen who had put him in touch with Glenda. The fact that she’d even taken his call, and had immediately asked him to come down to her ranch, was a testament to how terrified she truly was. Ranchers weren’t exactly known for welcoming outsiders; Chuck only hoped he could provide a little more explanation, if not consolation, than the investigating officers had.

They started away from the truck and into the ranch proper, Glenda moving determinedly past a low fence that marked the edge of the cows’ free grazing area, Chuck a few feet behind. Immediately, Chuck could tell that something was off. He’d been on plenty of ranches over the years, and on the surface, Glenda’s compound wasn’t unusual. Eighty or so acres, twenty-five head of cattle, with a low house beyond the grazing area and a medium-sized barn attached to the horse corral directly ahead. But the farther they got from the road, the harder Chuck’s heart started to beat. The low grass they were now moving through seemed untouched—ungrazed—and it was instantly obvious why that was. The handful of cows Chuck could see were clustered together in a small section of their feed area, as close to the barn as they could go. Beyond them, within the horse corral, the horses were behaving similarly—crowded together near the back fence. In the distance, he could hear a dog making noise from somewhere inside the house—a high-pitched sound, more wail than bark.

“They’ve been like that since it happened,” Glenda said. “Huddled over there, by the barn.” And then, almost as an afterthought: “They won’t go near the bodies.”

“On the phone, you said that at least one of the horses was nearby when it happened?”

Glenda nodded. “A survivor. A witness. Whatever you want to call him.”

This was part of the reason for Chuck’s elevated adrenaline level, beyond being at the site of the incident itself. It was extremely unusual for there to be any “survivors.” Usually, there were only bodies.

“Over here.”

Glenda led him the last few yards to the edge of the corral, where she unlatched a wooden gate and headed for the horses grouped together by the back. It took almost ten minutes for her to coax the animal away from the group; another ten for Chuck to get the poor thing comfortable enough with him so that he could approach.

It was a young male, a little over two years old, and to describe the animal as agitated would be a laughable understatement. He pawed at the ground, eyes rapidly shifting, spittle pooling at the edges of his mouth. Moving closer, Chuck immediately saw a reddish mark on the horse’s upper nose—what looked to be some sort of cut, scrape, or even burn—about the size of a quarter. Following Glenda’s lead, he bent low and saw similar marks on the inside of the animal’s legs.

“And his behavior—the way he’s acting—this is unusual for him?”

“Unusual? He’s one of my husband’s favorites. Like a pet. Him, Princess, and Buck, the three of them were inseparable.”

Chuck nodded. Horses are different from other animals on a ranch—they’re high maintenance, but more than that, they are often part of the family. Glenda and her husband—who, over the past few months, had grown too ill to tend to the ranch, leaving it under her watch—had raised these animals from foals. Beyond the emotional value, horses were expensive. Ranchers like Glenda ran their businesses at very tight margins. The unexpected loss of even a single animal hurt—losing multiple animals could mean the difference between a good season and a bad one.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do with him. And the dog—she’s even worse. Same sort of marks on her. Shaking, drooling, whining. She won’t even come out of the house anymore.”

From the corral, Chuck could still hear the dog’s high-pitched wail. Nearly a week had gone by and the animal was still obviously traumatized. Chuck would want to take a closer look at the poor thing and run some tests on the agitated horse. But first, it was time to see the bodies. Without another word, Glenda led him toward the pasture where the incident had taken place.

Even from a distance, Chuck could tell that the two fully mature horses—Princess and Buck—lying prone in the grass had died unnaturally. The carcasses were flat against the ground on their sides, splayed out in exactly the same position. As Chuck drew closer, he could see no signs of predators or of any sort of defensive resistance—no deep hoofprints or raised furrows. They had obviously died suddenly. According to Glenda, they had been young, healthy animals, worth around a thousand dollars each.

Both horses had been stripped to the bone in various places. Much of their hides was still present, but the wounds were prolific, from head to haunch.

“You seen this sort of thing before?” Glenda asked, her voice low as they both stopped a few paces from the bodies.

Chuck pulled his rubber gloves out from the pouch on his vest and moved the last few feet to the closest corpse. His heart was pounding so hard it was difficult to keep his hands from shaking.

Yes, over the past decade, he’d seen this many times.

Even more terrifying, incidents like this had been going on for more than fifty years—this exact same scene had been witnessed and documented on ranches all over Colorado—as well as in New Mexico, Arizona, Utah, and many other places—decade after decade.

What had occurred on Glenda’s ranch—as violent and horrifying as it was—was part of a phenomenon made up of more than ten thousand individual incidents, in a half dozen states—all of them completely unexplained.

Ten thousand incidents.

For the past ten years, Chuck had been pursuing the truth behind these kills and what he believed to be a connected but also unexplained phenomenon. This was his hobby, his obsession, his addiction . . .

“The wounds,” Glenda whispered. “They look, well—surgical.”

Chuck didn’t respond. But as he peered closer, he could see that she was right. On both animals, the eyes had been carefully removed. Other wounds on what was left of the carcasses were precise, small, and yes, seemingly surgical—where internal organs had been excised. And the tongues had both been taken—cleanly, via perfectly straight incisions, far back in the throat.

And that wasn’t even the worst part.



CHAPTER 3



ANZA, CALIFORNIA,

LATE SPRING 1994

A little past 2:00 a.m., a perfect, cloudless night.

Sand, gravel, and bits of pavement fountained up from beneath the wheels of Chuck’s Honda XL 250 as he took the last hairpin curve as fast as he dared, his left knee so close to the asphalt he could feel the stored desert heat through his thick Levi jeans.

Most of the drive through this desolate corner of Orange County, California, had been devoid of man-made light, but as Chuck came out of the turn and righted himself, the flat grade of the high desert summit glowed beneath the glare of a truly remarkable canopy of stars. Here, away from any signs of human habitation, away from the strip malls, clogged freeways, and neon-lit gas stations that pockmarked this part of So Cal, the sky was the main attraction. Even through the visor of Chuck’s motorcycle helmet, he had to blink to adjust his vision against clusters of stars so bright they seemed splashed across the heavens like fluorescent paint from a twirling brush.

Beneath his bike’s wheels, the pavement ended and an area of packed-down sand began. Even so, Chuck was already committed, leaning back in his seat as his hand tightened against the throttle. He gripped the bike with his legs and gunned the engine, shifting himself into a full circus wheelie. His visor flicked up as he skidded forward on that single rear wheel—and over the guttural sound of the bike’s gears, he could hear the collective gasp of a group of people in front of him. Twenty-five amateur astronomers were gathered about twenty feet ahead, in a small circle around a half dozen portable telescopes, all sophisticated and expensive. They had at least three Galileo 4.5-inchers, a Meade LT 8-inch, a pair of what looked to be Celestrons—hell, it was hard to tell for sure, up on one wheel. The bike came back down and Chuck hit the brake, coming to a sudden stop. Some of the expressions he read were aghast, others annoyed, but at least a handful of his audience was smiling.

Chuck grinned back at them; he’d been a fairly regular visitor for nearly a decade to these monthly Star Parties thrown by the Orange County Astronomers Organization. Although the faces changed from year to year, he’d developed enough of a reputation to excuse just about any dramatic entrance he could come up with. Love him, like him, hate him, you certainly couldn’t ignore him. Still grinning, he unhooked his red, white, and blue helmet and shook the sand from his hair. Then he was off the bike, trading the helmet for his own telescope, which was strapped behind his seat above the Honda’s rear wheel carriage—a compact Schmidt-Cassegrain with a complementary field tripod—and headed toward the group.

There was a chill in the air at that altitude—forty-three hundred feet—even deep into August, but Chuck was too excited to notice as he greeted the stargazers he recognized and introduced himself to the newcomers. In his thirties, Chuck was a bit older than the average member of the club, which was mostly made up of college and grad school kids, filled out by a handful of hobbyists who’d made the drive down from LA or up from San Diego, but he’d never had any trouble conversing with anyone, of any age. A talker, was the way his wife of twelve years, Tammy, always described him, and sometimes she meant it as a compliment. Ironic, she’d also say, that he’d gone to school for electrical engineering, specifically for designing computer chips, which was so solitary, when all he seemed to want to do when he was out of the house was talk to people. Chuck usually countered that computer chips were pretty good listeners, and they hardly ever walked away.

Everyone continued talking as Chuck went to work on his tripod and gave a percentage of his attention to the precise work of calibrating his telescope. Then again, on a night as clear as this, in a location as prime as Anza, he could have used a paper towel roll and still been able to pick out every constellation in the sky.

The twenty-acre observation site at Anza was one of the main reasons OCAO had grown into the country’s largest astronomy club. Chuck had discovered the group—and the relative benefits of the Star Party—after a particularly hairy solo stargazing experience. Before finding Anza, he’d often go by himself to Bell Mountain, near Victorville, California; he’d found a fairly dark area, a clearing in the woods that offered good viewing. On that particular evening, he’d just finished setting up his telescope when he’d heard something moving in the brush behind him. He’d turned around just in time to see a pack of six coyotes stalking toward him. Before he had been able to act, the animals had surrounded him—teeth bared, growling. He’d never been so scared in his life. All he’d had with him to defend himself had been the telescope and a heavy-duty D-cell metal flashlight. He’d seen enough cop shows on TV to know that a flashlight made a pretty good weapon in a pinch, so he’d started waving it, flashing the light in the coyotes’ eyes. Then he’d run right toward them, yelling and screaming. To his surprise, the animals had scattered, so he had kept running all the way back to his bike.

Tammy had hoped the coyotes would put an end to Chuck’s late-night excursions. She was always worried about his safety up in the mountains. But even a pack of coyotes wasn’t going to keep Chuck from his fascination with the sky. Instead, he’d started carrying a single-shot .22-caliber shotgun with him, strapped beneath the seat of his bike. And he’d found the Anza Star Parties.

Once his telescope was ready, Chuck stepped back, letting one of the other sky gazers—a grad student who worked at the nearby Palomar Observatory—take the first look at a cluster near the base of the Big Dipper. One of the other benefits of the Star Parties, aside from keeping Chuck from getting torn apart by coyotes, was the chance to try out different telescopes; the half dozen scopes spread out among the group represented some of the best portable equipment that overextended credit cards could buy.

But truthfully, Chuck wasn’t there that night to test telescopes or, if he was being honest, to look at the stars. He’d seen plenty of stars over a decade of nights like this, and though the telescope and his seeming shared interest in astronomy gave him easy entrance to the stargazing club, his real reason for making the drive up to Anza had only a tangential relationship to the lights in the sky.

“So tell me,” he said to the grad student peering through his scope. “You ever see a UFO?”

The grad student laughed.

“A UFO? You mean, like, a flying saucer? Little green men?”

“From what I’ve heard, they come in all shapes and sizes.”

The kid looked up from the telescope. Chuck was smiling amiably, but there was something just a little bit serious behind that smile. The grad student laughed again, then shrugged.

“Hell, everyone’s got a story, right? Look at the sky long enough—you’re bound to see something that doesn’t make a lot of sense.”

With that, the kid moved back into the group, toward one of the larger Celestron scopes. Chuck kept on smiling, kept on talking, working through the college students and hobbyists, always finding his way to that same question.

You ever see a UFO?

Most of the time, he got laughter, even some eye rolls. The group members who knew him from years past would shake their heads. Chuck being Chuck, they’d think to themselves. And sure, more than a handful believed he was crazy, the young guy with the bike and that red, white, and blue helmet, always asking about UFOs.

But without fail, at least once every Star Party, someone would tell him a story. Maybe right there, in front of the others, or maybe when they were alone. About that one wild night seeing something that was hard to explain. About triangular lights that seemed to come out of nowhere, moving at speeds that seemed impossible. About cigar shapes that blinked on and off, a thousand feet up, then disappeared just as suddenly as they had appeared. About spinning, bright flashes that seemed to fly in formation, too damn small to be jets, too damn fast to be helicopters.

And Chuck would nod and listen, and when he walked away, he’d pull his little notepad out of his jacket pocket and write down what he’d heard. When he got home, he’d add the notes to the file cabinet in his cluttered home office, the one room in the house where Tammy didn’t go—not because she wasn’t allowed, but because she was just a little bit terrified of what she might find in there.

Tammy liked to call Chuck a believer. Inside, he bristled at the designation. He’d always considered himself a reformed skeptic. As long as he could remember, he’d been fascinated by UFOs: unexplained lights in the sky that so many thousands of people had claimed to have seen, all over the world. He wasn’t sure where this obsession had started for him or why, even as a child, he’d stayed up late in his backyard staring at the stars, waiting to see something, anything. But by his late teenage years, he’d begun collecting newspaper articles, reading books, and combing through magazines. By his early twenties he’d begun attending the sort of conventions that sprang up around Southern California during the seventies and eighties. At first, they were focused on comic books, then science fiction, and eventually UFOs themselves.

Chuck had become something of an expert on the phenomenon. He knew where the term UFO came from: It was first used during the U.S. military’s secret investigation into the unexplained sightings—Project Blue Book—that began in 1952 and all the way to 1969, gathering more than 12,600 reports along the way. The description “flying saucer” had an even earlier genesis: June 24, 1947, when a mountain rescue pilot named Kenneth Arnold had chased nine saucerlike objects around Mount Rainier, eventually giving up when the UFOs reached speeds of over twelve hundred miles per hour. He also knew that, officially, the government’s interest in UFOs had been halted after the 1968 publication of a two-year-long, military-sponsored study by the University of Colorado called the Condon Report, which had concluded that: “There was no evidence indicating that sightings categorized as ‘unidentified’ were extraterrestrial vehicles.”

The government became reluctant to continue looking into the UFO phenomena, at least openly, and it waited decades before acknowledging it had two other massive investigations—at least—into the subject, Project Sign and Project Grudge. But official disregard did not deter public interest in the subject. Thousands of sightings in the fifties, sixties, and seventies had created a near hysteria in certain circles about the idea of alien visitations. And numerous polls had shown that more than half the population accepted the idea that UFOs were real and of alien origin.

Of course, this did not make it any more acceptable to walk into a room full of strangers and start asking about flying saucers. Tammy wished that Chuck could have kept his obsession a little more private, but Chuck’s inquisitiveness was hardwired. His interest—and, indeed, his skepticism—had driven him to become an armchair expert on astronomy, physics, and aerodynamics, whatever might help explain the stories people were telling him. He moved from the science fiction conventions and comic book gatherings to joining the largest national UFO organization—MUFON, the Mutual UFO Network—a UFO-oriented group of more than three thousand paying members and seventy-five “field agents” who were actively investigating sighting reports.

At first, Chuck had been excited to be part of the organization. It was founded by scientists, such as Allen Utke, an associate professor of chemistry at Wisconsin State, and John Schuessler, who had led engineering and space operations at McDonnell Douglas and Boeing. MUFON seemed to be a nonprofit that had taken over where Project Blue Book had left off, and Chuck had eagerly attended numerous MUFON conventions. He had taken the required test on UFO lore to gain premier membership, and he paid his dues in exchange for the monthly MUFON magazine, which included details about numerous UFO sightings around the country.

But Chuck became disenchanted by the politics within the organization itself. Maybe because it was always in search of financing from outside sources, MUFON seemed to him to have a shifting agenda beyond the publicizing of evidence of outer-worldly phenomena. The field agents seemed adept at gathering information, but where that information went seemed murky. MUFON didn’t have its own laboratories to study any evidence its agents brought in, and few actual scientists were available to examine anything substantial; first responders to UFO sightings who collected what appeared to be charred topsoil or unidentifiable fragments had to find outside labs with facilities for chemical analysis. On top of that, there were rumors that MUFON had CIA or other government ties at the highest levels, including a director who reportedly had been in the CIA and had connections to the organization’s Moscow bureau. Though Chuck wasn’t usually a conspiracy theorist, he had enough questions of his own about the organization to want to keep his distance. He’d put his membership on hold and hadn’t moved forward in trying to become one of their official field agents.

Chuck decided to follow a more grassroots, individualist approach. Every morning and afternoon—even sometimes during his lunch hour at work at a midlevel microchip firm—he’d scour newspapers, check Internet boards, searching for anything that mentioned UFOs or unexplained sightings. Then he’d do the same in person, at Star Parties like Anza, at the conventions in LA and San Diego, even at the monthly MUFON gatherings. And if he was lucky enough to hear or read about a UFO site within three hundred miles of his home, he’d tell Tammy to start packing the family suitcases.

Bright lights, flying saucers, and little green men. Glancing down into the lens of his portable telescope, eyes adjusting to the brilliant splashes of light painted across the ink-black sky, Chuck knew, deep down, he was chasing something bigger than his own internal need to believe.

And, hell, hobby or obsession or whatever Tammy wanted to call it, Chuck figured there were plenty of worse ways to spend his free time.



CHAPTER 4



RHINE VALLEY,

GERMAN-OCCUPIED TERRITORY,

NOVEMBER 1944

At 250 mph, nothing was textbook—especially in the dead of night, a thousand feet above the twisting black water of the Rhine, banking in and out of thick clouds, turbulent air rushing against the cockpit as the instruments across multiple dashes clicked and hummed in a symphony of controlled electricity.

Beneath the bubble of crack-proof glass, U.S. Army Air Force Lieutenant Ed Schleuter hunched over the controls of his Northrop P-61 Black Widow, his eyes peeled to take in the complicated terrain below, searching for ghostlike wisps of smoke that might indicate a German supply train or a factory exhaust stack. At the moment, he felt so damn alive, maybe because every minute seemed borrowed; he knew the statistics, how dangerous—damn crazy, in fact—these night missions were. One in three pilots who took to the air didn’t make it back to base; that was a simple fact, but Lieutenant Schleuter wasn’t the sort of man to let facts, no matter how horrifying, color his sense of duty.

The night flights weren’t just heroic, they were necessary. Pioneered by the British in their elegant Bristol Beaufighters, these missions had become increasingly important to the Allied war effort. The Germans knew that by day, the Americans and Brits increasingly ruled the skies, making the movement of troops and materials almost impossible. For more than a year now, the Beaufighters had taken the cover of night away from the Germans as well—and now that the Yanks had arrived, there was no way they were going to let the British continue to have all the fun.

Schleuter might have been crazy, but that didn’t mean he was careless. In addition to watching for the supply trains and factories, he was also keeping a lookout for the tangled forests and rising hills that jutted upward on either side of the snaking river. Compared to the Beaufighters, his P-61 was a beast, bristling with cannons and machine guns; but it would crumple and burn just as fast if he hit something at these speeds. His radar operator, Don Meiers, seated in a sunken well behind his pilot’s perch, was one of the best, but Schleuter knew from experience that flying by radar was still far from a perfect science.

“Lieutenant, are you seeing what I’m seeing? What the hell are those lights?”

Schleuter jerked up from the controls as the unfamiliar voice burst over his comm system; then he remembered the third man who had taken to the air with them that evening, a last-minute addition who had put himself on the roster, much to Schleuter’s dismay. Lieutenant Fred Ringwald, now seated in the gunner pod, was Air Force intelligence. Which meant he pretty much did whatever he wanted, without explanation, including tagging along on a night mission. Schleuter didn’t like having someone he barely knew on board, but so far, the intelligence officer had been a silent observer, allowing Schleuter and his radar operator the space they needed to keep the team as safe as possible as they searched out targets on either side of the Rhine. Now, obviously, that was going to change.

Schleuter shifted his attention back to the controls.

“I’m sure they’re stars,” he said. “Break in the clouds, you see a lot of stars.”

“Those aren’t stars. There must be ten of them. And they’re moving right toward us.”

The hair on the back of Schleuter’s neck suddenly stood up, and he quickly looked up from the controls.

“Where?”

“Starboard, closing fast.”

Schleuter shifted his eyes to the left, alert but still moderately skeptical. If there was something out there at altitude, he would have heard it from Meiers first, or from the ground, where multiple radar bases were tracking their progress.

“I don’t see . . .”

He stopped midsentence.

Christ. The intelligence officer was right, there were ten of them, spaced in what had to be a controlled formation. Bright orange balls of light. Almost fiery, nearly perfectly circular. And they were moving directly toward the P-61.

“Could that be a reflection?” Ringwald asked.

It was easy to be fooled by tricks of light, reflections off clouds or unexpected high-altitude bodies of water, even reflections off other planes. But there were differences.

Schleuter said, “I don’t think so. Not the way they’re moving. Meiers . . .”

“Lieutenant,” the radar operator hissed, the tension thick in his voice. “There’s nothing up here. I mean, I see them, but I promise you, there’s nothing on the radar. Not a goddamn blip.”

Schleuter grabbed the rudder in front of him and began banking them hard, directly toward the lights. He didn’t know what they were, but he wasn’t going to run: He was going to put the guns on them as fast as he could. Even as he turned the plane toward the orange lights, he hit the comm that connected him to the closest ground radar. He quickly gave his codes, then asked if they had anything on their scopes.

“No bogies,” was the instant response. “You’re alone up there.”

Schleuter whistled low, now facing the ten orange fireballs, which were getting larger by the second.

“Please repeat,” he said into the comm. “You don’t see anything in our vicinity?”

“No bogies. Lieutenant, are you okay?”

Schleuter flicked the comm off and pushed the yoke forward, moving toward their top speed of 360 mph. The wind was roaring against the cockpit now, the fiery orange lights growing bigger and bigger and bigger.

And then, suddenly, they vanished. Schleuter gasped out loud, but kept both hands on the controls, sending the P-61 barreling toward where he’d last seen the lights. The plane cut through the distance in seconds, and then they were right where the fireballs should have been. Nothing. Whatever they were, they had simply blinked out of existence.

Impossible. Schleuter had been flying for most of his adult life. He had trained on dozens of different types of planes and had an expert’s knowledge of the technology that existed. And what he’d just seen—it was impossible.

He began to turn the plane back on course, and was reaching for the comm to reconnect with the ground when the intelligence officer’s voice hit him again from the gunner dome.

“What the hell? Lieutenant—starboard, again.”

Schleuter turned to the left and saw that the lights were back. But this time they were at three times the distance. He could still make them out, ten fiery balls of orange, moving in formation, but far away. Impossibly far away.

Nothing could move that far, that fast, under control.

“Incredible,” the intelligence officer whispered. But now there was something odd in Ringwald’s voice. He sounded impressed, but not entirely surprised.

“Is there something you want to tell me?” Schleuter said.

The intelligence officer didn’t respond.

This wasn’t the first time these lights had been seen during a night flight; in fact, these sightings had been going on since the beginning of the war. Eventually, an officer in Schleuter’s own unit, the 415th Night Fighter Squadron, would give this bizarre phenomenon a name. The officer, an avid fan of a comic strip called Smokey Stover, would borrow from one of the comic’s signature lines: “Where’s there’s foo, there’s fire,” and from then on, the strange lights would become known as “Foo Fighters.” By the end of the war, the Foo Fighters were so prevalent, newspapers around the world, including the New York Times, heralded their existence.

Alone in the cockpit of the P-61, rattled but still on mission, Schleuter didn’t know any of this; he had seen something that didn’t make any sense. His mind whirled through possibilities—was it some bizarre technology the Germans had thought up, some strange, controllable missile or aeronautic vessel, maybe some new twist of psychological warfare? Whatever those fiery balls were, they hadn’t damaged his plane, but they had certainly tangled his nerves.

Even so, he decided that he wasn’t going to be filing any report when he got back to base, and he’d advise Meiers to follow his lead. The intelligence officer could take whatever they’d seen to whomever he wanted—but Schleuter sure as hell wasn’t going to risk his career by telling crazy stories about fireballs in the sky.

At 250 mph, nothing was textbook.

Not even close.I


BALLS OF FIRE STALK U.S. FIGHTERS IN NIGHT ASSAULTS OVER GERMANY

—New York Times, 1-2-45



The Germans have thrown something new into the night skies over Germany—the weird, mysterious “foo-fighter,” balls of fire that race alongside the wings of American fighters flying intruder missions over the Reich. American pilots have been encountering the eerie “foo-fighter” for more than a month in their night flights. No one apparently knows exactly what this sky weapon is.

The balls of fire appear suddenly and accompany the planes for miles. They appear to be radio-controlled from the ground and keep up with planes flying 300 miles an hour, official intelligence reports reveal. “There are three kinds of these lights we call ‘foo-fighters,’ ” Lieut. Donald Meiers of Chicago said. “One is red balls of fire which appear off our wing tips and fly along with us; the second is a vertical row of three balls of fire which fly in front of us, and the third is a group of about fifteen lights which appear off in the distance—like a Christmas tree up in the air—and flicker on and off.”

The pilots of this night-fighter squadron—in operation since September, 1943—find these fiery balls the weirdest thing that they have yet encountered. They are convinced that the “foo-fighter” is designed to be a psychological as well as a military weapon, although it is not the nature of the fire-balls to attack planes.

“A ‘foo-fighter’ picked me up recently at 700 feet and chased me twenty miles down the Rhine Valley,” Lt. Meiers said. “I turned to starboard and two balls of fire turned with me. I turned to the port side and they turned with me. We were going 260 miles an hour and the balls were keeping right up with us.

“On another occasion when a ‘foo-fighter’ picked us up, I dove at 360 miles per hour. It kept right off our wing tips for awhile and then zoomed up into the sky.

“When I first saw the things off my wing tips, I had the horrible thought that a German on the ground was ready to press a button and explode them. But they don’t explode or attack us. They just seem to follow us like will-o’-the-wisps.”

Lt. Wallace Gould of Silver Creek, NY said that the lights had followed his wing tips for a while and then, in a few seconds, zoomed 20,000 feet into the air out of sight. Lt. Edward Schlater of Oshkosh, Wisconsin, said that he had seen the “foo-fighter” on two occasions and it “looked like shooting stars.” In his first experience with them, Lt. Gould said, “I thought it was some new form of jet-propulsion plane after us. But we were very close to them and none of us saw any structure on the fire balls.”
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