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The Story So Far

This is where it begins. Rick Paul flies experimental aircraft over the Mojave Desert, drinks coffee at Lou's diner, and keeps the sky honest. Then, on a quiet morning, thirty-six shadows fall across the Earth — one over every great city — and the quiet is over for good. What the ships want, no one knows. What they are counting down to, only one woman can hear. Book One of the Skyfall Protocol saga: first contact, first fire, and the day the ships moved.
The desert at dawn was the color of weak tea, and Rick Paul liked it that way.

He stood on the flight line at Mojave with a paper cup of coffee going cold in his hand, watching the sun come up over the Sierra like it had nowhere better to be. The air smelled of jet fuel and creosote. Somewhere down the line a crew chief was swearing at a panel that did not want to close, in the fond way men swore at machines they intended to keep alive.

Rick was forty-one years old, a test pilot for the Air Force, and — by the assessment of every commanding officer he had ever had — exactly as stubborn as the job required and a little more besides. He had flown things that did not officially exist over this desert for eleven years. He had a house off base with a porch he meant to fix, a truck with 180,000 miles on it, and a standing breakfast order at the diner in town that the waitress, Lou, started cooking when she saw his headlights.

"Morning, Major," said the crew chief, a master sergeant named Delgado who had kept Rick alive through three engine failures and one memorable incident with a flock of geese.

"Delgado."

"She's ready when you are." Delgado jerked his chin at the jet — an F-22 pulled out of retirement and fattened with sensor pods until it looked, in Rick's private opinion, like a fighter that had eaten another fighter. "New package. They want you to take her up and let the eggheads watch her think."

"What does she think about?"

"Targets, mostly. You'll be shocked to hear."

Rick drank the coffee because wasting coffee was a sin Lou had strong opinions about, and walked the jet the way he always walked a jet, hand trailing along the skin, reading her with his palm. Every aircraft had a mood. This one felt patient.

The morning's profile was simple enough to be boring, which was how Rick liked a profile. Climb to forty thousand, run the sensor package against drone targets out over the restricted range, come home for second breakfast. He had done some version of it two hundred times. The desert below would unspool in its browns and tans, the dry lakes would shine like dropped coins, and the most dramatic event of the day would be Delgado's running feud with the number-three panel.

He climbed in. The canopy settled over him with its familiar sigh, and the world narrowed to instruments and the voice of the tower, calm as a librarian.

"Mojave Tower, Viper One, ready at runway three-zero."

"Viper One, cleared for takeoff. Winds calm. It's a pretty one today, Major."

"Copy that. Pretty one."

He firewalled the throttles and the desert let go of him, the way it always did, reluctantly and then all at once. The jet climbed through air so clear he could see the curve of the world pretending not to be a curve. Down below, the dry lake beds flashed. Up here there were no panels that would not close, no porches unfixed. There was only the work, and Rick Paul was good at the work, and the morning was quiet.

At 0914, running a lazy turn at forty thousand feet, he saw the shadow.

It crossed the dry lake below him — a vast, slow darkness with hard edges, moving against the sun. Rick's first thought, God help him, was cloud. His second thought, arriving fast and cold, was that there was not a cloud in the sky, that the shadow was the wrong shape for any aircraft ever built, and that it was very, very large.

He looked up.

The thing hung above the desert at maybe sixty thousand feet, and it did not so much block the sun as replace it. It was a disc — no, calling it a disc was like calling an aircraft carrier a boat. It was a city turned upside down, miles across, its underside crowded with structures that caught the light wrong, in colors Rick's eyes kept trying to correct.

His radios, which had been murmuring routine traffic all morning, went very quiet. Then the tower came back, and the librarian calm was gone.

"Viper One, Mojave. Are you seeing— Major, please confirm what you're seeing."

Rick Paul stared up at the bottom of another world, sitting on top of his own, and found that his voice still worked.

"Tower, Viper One. I see it. Whatever you're about to tell me, tell me fast."
It was not just Mojave.

That was the thing nobody could get their mind around in the first hour, the thing the news anchors kept saying in different words while their hands shook around their cue cards: it was not just here. It was everywhere. Thirty-six of them. One over Los Angeles, close enough to Rick's sky that the Mojave ship felt like a personal insult. One over New York. One over Chicago, one over Houston, one over Washington. One over London, Paris, Moscow, Beijing, Tokyo, Delhi, São Paulo, Sydney, Cairo — every great city on Earth had woken up, or been woken, under a shadow that had not been there at breakfast.

They had arrived the way weather arrives in the desert: without asking, all at once, and with no visible means of support. No sonic booms anyone could agree on. No trails. Satellites that should have seen them coming had seen, in the words of one pale-faced colonel in Rick's briefing later, "a gap." The ships had simply been absent, and then present, the way a word is absent from a page and then someone writes it.

By the time Rick landed — hands steady, Delgado swearing softly and continuously, the whole flight line standing in the open staring up like a field of sunflowers — the world had already divided into the people on television explaining that this was certainly not an invasion, and everyone else, who had eyes.

"Think it's the Chinese?" a young lieutenant asked at Rick's elbow. He was maybe twenty-three. His name tape said HOLLIS and his voice was doing its best.

"No, Hollis," Rick said. "I don't."

"Russians?"

"No."

The lieutenant was quiet a moment. "Then who builds a thing like that, sir?"

"That's the question of the day, isn't it."

He watched the ship while the world turned underneath it. It did not move. That was somehow worse than movement. Aircraft moved; weather moved; even the moon, if you watched long enough with a pilot's patience, moved. The ship simply occupied. It had the stillness of a held breath, or of a held hammer.

His phone buzzed. Lou from the diner: YOU SEEING THIS. Then his sister in Denver: Rick call me. Then nothing, because the networks were already drowning, everyone on Earth calling everyone else at the same time to say the same useless, necessary thing: are you seeing this, are you all right, I love you.

On the television in the ready room, a cable anchor was interviewing an astronomer who kept smiling the smile of a man whose entire field had just been stood on its head. "—emphasize that we have no evidence of hostile intent," the astronomer said. "They haven't done anything."

"No," Rick said, to nobody. "They've just parked."

General Marcus Webb arrived from Edwards by helicopter at noon, which told Rick more than the television had. Webb did not travel for briefings. Webb traveled for wars and funerals. He was fifty-eight, built like a fireplug, with a face that had been making colonels nervous since before some of them were born, and he had commanded Rick, once upon a time, in a place neither of them discussed at parties.

"Paul." Webb did not waste the handshake. "You had the best seat in the house this morning. Tell me what you saw that the cameras didn't."

"A shadow with hard edges, sir. Structure on the underside — towers, domes, gear I couldn't identify. No markings. No lights I recognized as lights. And it was quiet, General. At forty thousand feet, something that big moving air should make a sound like the end of the world. There wasn't any."

Webb absorbed that the way he absorbed everything, without blinking. "Thirty-six ships. Every major city. Simultaneous. Silent." He looked up through the ready-room window at the darkness holding station over the desert. "That's not an exploration, Major. Explorations send one ship and a radio."

"What's it send thirty-six of, sir?"

"An answer," Webb said. "The trouble is finding out to what."

Rick's phone buzzed again — Lou: COME BY WHEN YOU CAN. GOT PIE. He looked at the pie message for a moment longer than it deserved. Then the klaxon for the recall briefing sounded, and the quiet morning was officially over.
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