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The Story So Far

Thirty-six harvester ships came out of the dark and parked over Earth's cities, one for every skyline that mattered. Their shields turned aside everything humanity threw at them, and their first strike taught the world a new kind of fear.

Then one ship came down in the desert — the first crack in their armor. Inside the wreck, Rick Paul and Dr. Mara Chen found the signal: a pulse that never stopped, calling out into the black.

Something in that ship was still alive. And all through Book Two, it kept calling.

Now, in Book Three, something answers.
The call had a rhythm, and Rick Paul had learned it the way a man learns a drip in the ceiling at night — not by listening for it, but by feeling the silence where it ought to be.

Three short pulses. A pause long enough to hold your breath in. Then a long one, low and patient, that went through the hull of the downed ship and into the bones of anyone standing close. For eleven days the signal had gone out over the desert, steady as a heartbeat, and for eleven days nothing had come back.

Rick stood on the wing root of the wreck with his boots in the dust that never quite left the metal, one hand flat against the hull. The ship was the size of a small city block lying on its side, and even dead — even with its shield dark and its belly torn open by whatever had brought it down — it hummed. Not a sound, exactly. A pressure. Like standing too close to a power line in summer.

"You feel that?" Mara Chen said behind him.

She had her tablet cradled against her chest and dark circles under her eyes that matched his own. Eleven days of signal watch will do that. The Air Force had built a camp around the wreck out of tents, floodlights, and stubbornness, and named it Site Nine, because the first eight names had belonged to places that no longer existed.

"I feel it every time I come up here," Rick said. "That's why I come up here."

"You come up here because the coffee down there is terrible."

"That too."

Mara climbed up beside him with the ease of a woman who had stopped caring about ladders. She set the tablet on the hull and woke it. The waveform drew itself across the screen in green — three short, one long, three short, one long — the same patient sentence repeated into the dark since the ship fell.

"Eleven days," she said. "Do you know what I keep thinking?"

"That it's a distress call."

"That it's a roll call." She turned the tablet toward him. "Look at the spacing, Rick. Distress calls repeat fast. Panic repeats fast. This doesn't panic. This checks in. It's counting something. Or counting someone."

Rick looked out over the camp. Floodlights burned in the dusk. Beyond them the desert ran flat and red to a horizon where, eleven days ago, the sky had been full of ships. Thirty-six of them. One over every city that mattered. Their shields had shrugged off missiles, railguns, and one memorable attempt involving a weather balloon that General Webb still did not discuss.

"What if nobody's left to answer?" Rick said.

Mara didn't answer that. She was frowning at the tablet.

The waveform had changed.

It did not stop. That was the thing Rick understood first, before the math of it reached him. The call went out — three short, one long — and before the long pulse had finished dying against the hull, a second pattern folded itself over the first, slightly out of step, like a second voice joining a song it already knew.

"Mara."

"I see it." Her fingers were already moving. "That's not an echo. Echoes decay. This is building. It's—" She stopped. Her hands went still. "Rick. It's answering from inside the ship."

The pressure in the hull changed pitch. Rick felt it climb through the soles of his boots, up his legs, into his teeth. Every floodlight in Site Nine flickered at once, then steadied, burning a fraction brighter than before, as if something had leaned on the whole electrical grid of the camp and then thought better of it.

Below them, people were coming out of the tents. Radios crackled. Somebody shouted for the general.

"What did it say?" Rick asked.

Mara stared at the screen, where two waveforms now braided around each other, call and answer, answer and call, tightening like a rope being twisted.

"I don't know yet," she said. "But Rick — the first pattern was never the question."

The hull under his palm warmed, just slightly, like skin.

"It was the knock," Mara said. "Something inside just opened the door."

From deep within the wreck, far below the torn decks where no human team had yet dared to go, something that had been silent for eleven days began, very softly, to breathe.
The cities fell on a Tuesday, which Rick would remember later because of how ordinary the morning had tried to be.

He was airborne at dawn, flying a borrowed F-16 that the Air Force had stripped, patched, and politely stopped naming on official forms. Below him, Phoenix lay under the shadow of the harvester that had hung over it for eleven days, a disc so wide that noon came late to the streets beneath it. The ship had done nothing in all that time but wait. All thirty-six of them had done nothing but wait.

Waiting, Rick had decided, was worse than shooting.

"Viper One, Site Nine," Mara's voice said in his ear. She had taken to running his comms herself, because the signal work and the air work had become the same work. "We're reading a power build in the Phoenix ship. Same signature as the answer pulse, scaled up. Way up."

"How far up?"

"Rick, get altitude. Get it now."

He climbed. He was glad, afterward, that he had not wasted the seconds asking why.

The beam did not fire so much as arrive. A column of white light, wider than a freeway, punched down out of the harvester's belly and into downtown Phoenix, and the sound reached Rick a moment later — not a bang but a vast, tearing groan, as if the city were a sheet of metal being pulled apart. Buildings did not explode. They unraveled. Steel, glass, concrete, cars, whole avenues lifted off the ground in a slow, terrible fountain and streamed upward into the ship, drawn into the light like iron filings to a magnet.

"My God," said someone on the net. Rick never learned who.

He banked hard and watched the beam walk. It moved with dreadful patience, block by block, taking the city apart in strips. Where it passed, the ground was left scoured flat and gray, as clean as a table wiped by a giant hand.

From a pilot's altitude, Rick had always been able to read a city the way other men read a newspaper — neighborhoods, arteries, the bright thread of a river. He read Phoenix now as it came undone: the ballpark going up in a single silent column of seats and light standards, the hospital district lifting in pieces so orderly it looked almost gentle, an entire interchange rising and folding into the light like a ribbon drawn through a ring. The orderliness was the obscenity. Nothing burned. Nothing fell. The city was not being destroyed. It was being filed.

"Site Nine, Viper One," Rick said, and heard his own voice stay level by main force. "Phoenix is being taken. Repeat, they are taking the city apart. Beam is live and moving."

"Copy," Mara said. Her voice had gone flat and professional, the way it did when she was frightened. "Rick — it's not just Phoenix."

He looked east, where the horizon showed him three more columns of light standing against the morning, thin as pencils at that distance, each one planted in a city. Then a fourth. Then, far to the south, a fifth rose shimmering over what had to be Houston.

"All of them?" Rick asked.

"Every ship we can see," Mara said. "Thirty-six beams. Rick, the answer last night — I think it was a starting gun."

He stayed on station as long as the fuel allowed, which was not long enough to help anyone and far too long to watch. He dropped his remaining flares over a schoolyard where a crowd had gathered, hoping the light would scatter them toward the edge of the beam's path; he never knew if it worked. He talked a panicked news helicopter out of the column's shadow by voice alone, one careful instruction at a time, and listened to the pilot cry with relief when the light missed her tail rotor by a city block.

Mostly, he watched Phoenix come apart in strips of light, and he memorized it, because somebody should be able to say later exactly how it had happened.

"Viper One, Site Nine." Mara again, quieter now. "General Webb wants you home. The pattern's moving north in steps. Rick — Site Nine is three steps from the Phoenix ship's path."

He looked down at the beam still walking the ruined grid, patient as a plow.

"Copy," Rick said. "Coming home."

But as he turned the jet toward the desert, the column of light over Phoenix paused — and, for just a second, seemed to lean toward him, the way a head turns toward a sound.
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