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Part One: The Best Man in the Room 
Nellis Air Force Base, Nevada — 2004 

The locker room smelled like it always smelled: industrial soap, sweat, and jet 
fuel baked into everything so deep that no amount of cleaning ever fully lifted it. 
Caleb Lee sat on the bench with his flight suit half-off his shoulders and his helmet on 
the floor beside his boots, and he was listening to Marcus Webb tell the story about 
the general’s staff car. 

 
Webb told it the way he told everything. Too loud, with gestures, pausing at 

exactly the right moments. He had a gift for it. The kind of gift that made people stop 
what they were doing and turn toward the sound of his voice without quite realizing 
they’d done it. 

 
“So the general comes out of the O-Club at twenty-two hundred,” Webb said, 

“and his staff car is parked exactly where he left it, except now there are thirty paper 
coffee cups arranged on the hood. Perfect grid. Six rows, five columns. Not one of 
them touching another.” 

 
Laughter from the corner where Danny Reeves was pulling off his boots. 
 
“Nobody saw anything?” Reeves said. 
 
“Security footage shows an airman walking up to the car at twenty-one fifteen 

with a cardboard tray. Guy was in full dress uniform. Walked like he owned the 
flightline. Nobody questioned it.” 

 
More laughter. Caleb smiled and let it happen around him. He’d heard the story 

twice already, but that wasn’t the point. The point was the room. The weight of the 
day lifting off everybody at once, the particular way a flight crew came back into 
themselves after hours of being instruments of something larger. He had always loved 
this part. Not the flying, though he loved that too. This part. The coming back. 
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He’d been at Nellis for three years. F-15C, 57th Wing. Before that, Langley. 
Before that, the Academy, where he’d finished in the top twelve percent of his class 
without making enemies about it, which was its own kind of accomplishment. His 
record looked the way records looked when someone was being developed toward 
something. His last fitness report had used the phrase “exceptional potential for 
senior leadership” twice, which was once more than you needed. 

 
Webb dropped down onto the bench beside him. The laughter had moved to 

the showers. 
 
“You flying tomorrow?” Webb said. 
 
“Eighteen-hundred takeoff. Night cross-country.” 
 
“New Mexico leg?” 
 
“White Sands range, then up through the corridor toward Cannon.” 
 
Webb nodded. He had that look he got sometimes, the one that came before 

he said something he’d been sitting on. “General Hartley asked about you. At the 
meeting yesterday.” 

 
Caleb looked at him. 
 
“Just asked how you were settling in. How the sim scores were trending.” 

Webb paused. “Hartley doesn’t ask about people for no reason, Caleb.” 
 
Caleb picked up his helmet and turned it in his hands. There was a small 

scratch on the visor from two months ago, a piece of FOD somewhere on the 
taxiway. He’d meant to get it replaced. “I know why he asks,” he said. 

 
“Then you know what it means.” 
 
“It means someone thinks I’m worth investing in.” 
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“Someone with stars on his collar.” 
 
Caleb set the helmet down. General Lee. He’d thought about it exactly once, 

the night after his last promotion board, and then he’d put it away because you 
couldn’t fly toward a thing like that. You flew the mission in front of you. The other 
thing either happened or it didn’t. 

 
“Buy you a beer?” Webb said. 
 
“Tomorrow night. I need to sleep.” 
 
Webb slapped him on the shoulder and went to the showers. Caleb sat for 

another minute in the emptying room, listening to the building settle, and thought 
about nothing in particular, which was something he’d gotten good at in the cockpit 
and had never entirely been able to turn off on the ground. 

 
He was thirty-six years old, in the best physical shape of his life, doing work he 

was good at in a place where he was respected, and the future looked exactly like what 
a careful and honest application of twenty years of service had earned him. 

 
He had no idea that in fourteen hours, that future was going to end. 
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Part Two: The Thing Over the Desert 
New Mexico — 34,000 feet — 2004 

The desert at night from 34,000 feet looks like someone scattered a handful of 
embers across a black floor. The towns are small and far apart. The darkness between 
them is absolute. Caleb had flown this corridor a dozen times, and it still got his 
attention. 

 
The F-15C was fuel-heavy for the cross-country and handled like it. He’d 

climbed out of Nellis at eighteen hundred and caught the last of the sunset over the 
Arizona border, then the sky had gone deep blue and then black, and the stars had 
come out the way they come out in the desert, all at once, without apology. 

 
He was somewhere between the White Sands range boundary and the corridor 

north toward Cannon when the instruments started behaving in ways he hadn’t seen 
before. 

 
Not failing. That was what he’d think about later, going over it obsessively in 

the farmhouse in Tennessee years from now. The instruments weren’t failing. They 
were registering something. The radar return was solid. The FLIR was tracking 
something. But the numbers attached to what they were tracking didn’t have 
corresponding categories in any performance envelope he’d ever trained against. 

 
He saw it before he fully understood what he was seeing. 
 
It was at his eleven o’clock, slightly above his altitude. Roughly the size of a city 

bus, though size at distance and speed was always a calculation rather than a certainty. 
It was not running lights. What it was doing was something akin to emitting light 
without being a light source, a description that made no physical sense yet was 
nonetheless accurate. Silver. The particular silver of something that was reflecting and 
generating at the same time. 

 
It was not moving the way aircraft moved. 
 
He had ten thousand hours. He’d been in the same sky as every U.S. fighter, 

most foreign fighters, every commercial platform in operation, experimental craft that 
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he was cleared to know existed and couldn’t discuss. He knew what all of them 
looked like from a cockpit at range, at angle, in every weather and lighting condition. 
He knew the specific signature of everything that flew. 

 
This did not fly. It existed in one piece of sky, then in another, and the 

transition between those two states occurred within a timeframe his instruments 
registered, but his eyes couldn’t process. 

 
He keyed his radio. 
 
“Nellis Approach, Falcon Seven, I have a visual contact at my eleven o’clock, 

bearing zero-four-zero, range approximately eight miles. Unable to identify. 
Requesting traffic advisory.” 

 
“Falcon Seven, Nellis Approach. No traffic in your sector. What are you 

seeing?” 
 
He looked at the radar return. Solid. Not weather, not chaff, not any ghost 

return he’d ever seen. “Solid radar contact. The object is stationary, then moving at 
velocities outside any known performance envelope. Request you check with White 
Sands.” 

 
A pause. Longer than standard. 
 
“Falcon Seven, stand by.” 
 
He watched it for four minutes. He counted. In those four minutes, it 

performed six maneuvers. Right-angle turns at speed that would have crushed a 
human pilot to paste. Stationary stops from what his instruments logged as in excess 
of Mach 7. Vertical climbs with no detectable exhaust signature. On the sixth 
maneuver, it came to a complete stop approximately two miles off his right wing at 
the same altitude, and for eleven seconds it sat there, and Caleb Lee, twenty years into 
a career built on the principle that you reported what you saw and not what you 
wished you’d seen, looked at it directly. 
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It was real. It was physical. It was present in the same sky he occupied, obeying 
none of the rules that governed everything else in that sky. 

 
Then it was gone. Not away. Gone. Present in one instant, absent in the next, 

nothing between. 
 
“Falcon Seven, Nellis Approach. White Sands reports no activity in your sector. 

Can you confirm contact is lost?” 
 
He checked the radar. Clean. 
 
“Contact is lost. Confirmed.” 
 
Another pause. 
 
“Noted. Continue on the flight plan. Nellis Approach out.” 
 
He flew the rest of the corridor to Cannon in the particular silence of a man 

whose instruments have told him something his training insists cannot be true. He 
was not afraid. That surprised him a little, looking back. He was something else. The 
feeling of a door opening onto a room that was much larger than the corridor you’d 
been walking, and the corridor had seemed plenty large enough until a moment ago. 

 
He landed at Cannon at twenty-one forty. He filed his report the next morning. 
 
He was straightforward about it. He had been trained his entire career to report 

exactly what he observed, and what he observed was this: an unidentified aerial object 
performing maneuvers outside any known performance envelope, tracked on radar, 
observed visually for approximately four minutes, exhibiting no characteristics 
consistent with any known aircraft type, foreign or domestic. He wrote it the way he 
wrote everything. Methodically. Without embellishment. 

 
He had no idea what he was falling into.  
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Part Three: Two Men With No Names 
Nellis Air Force Base — Three Days Later 

They were waiting in the conference room when he arrived. Not his 
supervisor’s office. The conference room on the second floor, which was used for 
inspections, JAG proceedings, and things that required a table between people. 

 
Two men. Both in civilian clothes. Both in the particular kind of civilian clothes 

that people wear when they are not civilians. No business cards. They introduced 
themselves by first names only, which was the kind of detail you didn’t miss if you’d 
spent three years running intelligence operations in Europe and understood what the 
absence of a last name was designed to communicate. 

 
The shorter one did the talking. 
 
“Colonel Lee. Thank you for coming in.” 
 
“I didn’t have a choice.” 
 
A brief acknowledgment. Not a denial. “We’ve reviewed your report from 

Tuesday night. We have some questions about the specific language you used.” 
 
Caleb had brought his own copy. He set it on the table face-up. “The language 

is accurate. What you see there is what I observed.” 
 
“The phrase ‘outside any known performance envelope’ is fairly broad.” 
 
“It’s the accurate phrase for what I saw.” 
 
“Some of what you’re describing could be consistent with atmospheric 

phenomena. Optical effects at altitude. Certain classified programs operate in those 
corridors.” 
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Caleb looked at him steadily. He’d been briefed on every program that 
operated in the White Sands corridor. That was the nature of his clearance. “Nothing 
in the corridor that night had radar returns matching what I logged.” 

 
“Radar anomalies in the desert are well documented.” 
 
“So is what I saw.” He touched the report. “I documented it. I’m required to 

document it. That’s what the report is for.” 
 
The shorter man looked at his partner. A communication passed between them 

that had no visible component. Then he looked back at Caleb with the precise and 
not unkind expression of someone delivering a conclusion they had arrived at before 
entering the room. 

 
“Colonel Lee. You have an excellent record. Twelve years until full colonel is 

exceptional. The people above you have noted your trajectory. All of that is real, and 
none of us want to see it complicated.” 

 
“By an accurate report.” 
 
“By a report that raises questions that don’t have satisfying answers in the 

official record. There are processes for this kind of material. Classification levels that 
exist specifically to manage reports of this nature. What we’re suggesting is that your 
report be filed through those channels, with language appropriate to that classification 
level.” 

 
Caleb understood what he was being asked. He understood it precisely and 

completely. “You want me to change what I reported.” 
 
“We want you to be thoughtful about language. About what serves the 

mission.” 
 
He picked up the report and folded it once, the way he always folded 

documents he was keeping. “I’ll think about it,” he said. Because he was a careful 



 

11 

man, and he knew that the right answer in a room like this was not always the 
immediate answer. 

 
He thought about it for three days. 
 
On the fourth day, he went to his commanding general and said, quietly and 

without performance, that he had seen what he had seen and reported what he had 
seen and was not going to say otherwise, and that if that was a problem, he wanted to 
know what kind of problem it was going to be. 

 
General Hartley looked at him for a long time. The man had twenty-nine years 

of service and the kind of face that had learned not to telegraph what it was thinking. 
When he finally spoke, his voice was careful. 

 
“I know, Caleb. That’s the problem.”  
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Part Four: What the Fitness Report 
Said 

Six Weeks Later 

The language in the report was careful. Not hostile. The man who’d written it 
was a professional, and professionals don’t leave fingerprints. But Caleb had been 
reading fitness reports for twenty years, and he knew the specific weight of certain 
phrases, the way certain adjectives in certain positions communicated something that 
none of the words explicitly said. 

 
Demonstrated sound judgment in routine operational settings. 
 
Routine. That word had not appeared in any fitness report of his career. 
 
He sat with it for two days and then called Webb. 
 
They met at the O-Club, at a table in the corner where Webb always chose the 

seat that faced the door, which was something you did when you’d spent time in 
places where the door mattered. Caleb put the report on the table without comment. 
Webb read it once without touching it. 

 
“Routine,” Webb said. 
 
“That’s the word.” 
 
Webb sat back. He was quiet for a moment in the way that he was quiet when 

he was working through something he didn’t want to arrive at. “Did you change the 
report?” 

 
“No.” 
 
“Did they ask you to?” 
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“They suggested I should be thoughtful about language.” 
 
Webb nodded slowly. “How specific were they about the consequences of not 

being thoughtful?” 
 
“They mentioned my record. My trajectory.” Caleb picked up his drink. “They 

were very polite.” 
 
“They usually are.” 
 
That landed the way it landed. Webb knew things. Had always known more 

than he volunteered. Part of why Caleb trusted him was that Webb understood the 
architecture of what he knew and what he wouldn’t say. 

 
“Marcus. What did I see?” 
 
Webb looked at him for a long time. The club was doing its evening business 

around them. Somewhere a group of pilots were being loud about something that had 
gone right that afternoon. 

 
“I can’t tell you that,” Webb said. 
 
“Can’t or won’t.” 
 
“Does it matter?” 
 
It mattered. But Caleb could see the shape of what Webb was telling him, 

which was that the thing he had seen was real and documented and known about, and 
that the people who knew about it had made a decision about what to do with that 
knowledge, and that the decision they had made was not the one Caleb had made. 
That was all Webb could give him without stepping across a line that had 
consequences Webb had apparently already calculated. 

 
“I’m not going to change it,” Caleb said. 
 
“I know.” 
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“Even if it costs me the stars.” 
 
Webb looked at him with something that might have been respect, grief, or 

both at once. “I know that too. That’s why you’re sitting across from me instead of 
across from someone else.” 

 
He drank. The fitness report sat on the table between them. 
 
“What do I do now?” Caleb said. Not with defeat. The way a navigator asks for 

the next waypoint. 
 
“You decide what you actually believe,” Webb said. “About what you saw. 

About why they want it quiet. You decide if the thing you saw in the desert was a one-
time anomaly or the first piece of something bigger. And then you live with whichever 
answer you land on.” 

 
Caleb thought about the four minutes over the New Mexico desert. Six 

maneuvers. Eleven seconds at his right wing. The thing that had no category in any 
performance envelope he’d ever been trained against. 

 
He thought about the report he’d filed and the men with no last names and the 

word routine in a fitness report where it had no business being. 
 
“What if it’s the first piece of something bigger?” he said. 
 
Webb picked up his drink. “Then you’re going to need a lot more than a fitness 

report to understand it.”  
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Part Five: The Last Flight 
Eight Months Later 

He flew one more combat deployment before the board convened. Told 
himself it was closure. It wasn’t closure. It was the need to be in a cockpit one more 
time with all the systems working the way they were supposed to and the radio traffic 
following its proper script, a world where the instruments matched the world outside, 
and everything had a name. 

 
The board was not cruel. It was not dishonest, exactly. It was the particular 

cruelty of a system applying its own logic: it protects what it needs to protect, and this 
is not personal, even when it very much is. 

 
He retired with his pension and his silver eagle and twenty years of 

commendations and a fitness report with the word routine in it that nobody would 
ever see except the two of them, him and the general who’d written it, and both of 
them knew what it meant. 

 
He drove to Tennessee. His grandfather’s land in the Sequatchie Valley, the 

piece of property he’d been meaning to do something with since the old man died 
seven years ago. Fifty-three acres of eastern Tennessee ridgeline and creek bottom 
that the old man had kept because it was his father’s land before that, and his father’s 
before that, going back to a time when people still knew the value of a piece of 
ground you could stand on and call your own. 

 
The farmhouse needed work. He did the work himself. It gave his hands 

something to do while his mind was elsewhere. 
 
He started reading in February. He didn’t start reading about UFOs. He started 

reading about what he had seen specifically, because that was the only honest place to 
start. He pulled the radar signature from his own files. He found the technical 
specifications for every known aircraft and drone program in operation in 2004, 
foreign and domestic. He worked through the performance data methodically, the 
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way he had planned every mission he’d ever flown: eliminate everything that can be 
explained before you spend time on what can’t. 

 
By March, he had eliminated everything that could be explained. 
 
By April, the research wall had outgrown the corkboard. 
 
He was not a man who had gone looking for this. He was a man who had seen 

a thing, reported a thing, and refused to let the machinery of institutional pressure 
turn that thing into nothing. He had paid for that refusal. He had paid with the stars 
that were supposed to go on his collar, and with the marriage that hadn’t survived his 
withdrawal into research, and with the particular loneliness of a man who has seen 
something most people haven’t and can’t unsee. 

 
He thought sometimes about what General Hartley had said. I know, Caleb. 

That’s the problem. 
 
He thought about what Webb had said in the O-Club. You decide if it’s the 

first piece of something bigger. 
 
By the time the research wall covered all fourteen feet of the living room wall, 

by the time the red string connected ancient Egypt to a congressional hearing and the 
timeline ran from 1450 BC to a Tuesday morning in the Sequatchie Valley farmhouse, 
government documents from the encrypted file all pointed in the same direction with 
the cold and unmistakable agreement of evidence that had been tested from every 
angle and held, he had his answer. 

 
It was the first piece of something bigger. 
 
The something bigger had been here for a very long time. Longer than the Air 

Force. Longer than the republic. Longer than Rome. 
 
And whatever it was, whatever mask it was wearing in the current era, it was 

not finished.  
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Part Six: The Encrypted File 
Sequatchie Valley, Tennessee — Present Day 

The email arrived at three-seventeen in the morning, which was an hour Caleb 
was usually awake. 

 
The account was one he hadn’t used since leaving the Air Force. He had kept it 

active out of habit, the way you keep the emergency frequency dialed on a radio you 
don’t expect to need, because the cost of maintaining it is nothing and the cost of not 
having it is potentially everything. 

 
He saw the subject line and put down his coffee. 
 
There was no subject. That was the subject line. A blank where a description of 

the contents should have been. 
 
He had been in intelligence long enough to know what the absence of a subject 

line conveyed when it came from an address with no history in his contacts and no 
identifying information in the header. It communicated that whoever sent this did not 
want the contents indexed by any system that reads subject lines. Which was a specific 
kind of caution, the kind practiced by specific kinds of people. 

 
The body of the email was a single line. 
 
Twelve digits. An access code. 
 
He ran it through the encryption protocol he’d built into a second machine 

after the first conversation with Webb in the O-Club, a protocol he’d updated three 
times as his research expanded and the architecture of what he was building became 
clearer. The protocol was not government-issued. He had built it himself over 
eighteen months using methods he’d learned in Europe and refined in Tennessee, 
three layers deep, no government routing. 

 
The file that was decrypted was 87 pages long. 
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He read it straight through without stopping, which took him until six in the 

morning, at which point the valley outside the farmhouse was beginning to lighten at 
the ridgelines, the particular slow emergence of an eastern Tennessee dawn that he 
had watched nearly every morning for two years and still found it did something to 
the quality of his thinking. 

 
Then he read it again. 
 
Eighty-seven pages. Government documents, internal communications, 

medical reports, and photographs from facilities that don’t appear in any directory. 
The specific coordinates of a location in the New Mexico desert, forty miles from 
where he had seen the thing that ended his career. A program name he had seen 
referenced obliquely in two previous documents: PROJECT GENESIS. 

 
And at the end, a single line in a different typeface from everything else, added 

at the bottom of the last page, the way someone adds a note they need the reader to 
find separately from the official material: 

 
They are not from other planets. They have been here since before your 

civilization began. The Disclosure they are preparing is the last phase of a deception 
that is older than recorded history. 

 
Caleb Lee put the file down on the desk beside the research wall. 
 
Outside, the ridgelines were fully lit now, the valley green and ordinary and 

absolutely indifferent to what he’d just read. 
 
He opened a new document. At the top, he typed a single line, the way he had 

always started a mission brief: situation as known. 
 
Then he began to write. 
 
He had spent two years building the shape of the thing. He had the history, the 

pattern, the biblical confirmation, the government documents, the red string 
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connecting three thousand years of evidence on a fourteen-foot wall. He had the 
testimony of men who had seen what he had seen, said so, and paid for it the way he 
had paid for it. 

 
What he did not have was the inside. 
 
Whoever had sent the file was inside. 
 
He typed four words into the reply field of the secure channel he had built. 
 
I’m listening. Tell me where. 
 
Then he got up, poured his cold coffee down the sink, and made a fresh cup. 
 
There was work to do. 
 
The kind of work that doesn’t stop until the truth is out or you are. 
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Caleb Lee’s story continues in 

THE WATCHERS’ WAR 
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Available on Amazon — search ‘The Watchers War CK Quarterman.’ 
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