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PART ONE:
MOONSTRIKE

 



Chapter 1

 


 


Chase Armstrong paused on a game trail high on a Montana
mountainside. He had spotted what he was looking for. Two wolves
sprinted across the sloping grasslands, weaving among the sagebrush
and lodgepole pines dotting the landscape.

Chase pulled the bill of his green National Park
Service cap down to shield his eyes from the morning sun and looked
hard at their coat markings. Yes, they were the wolves he was
after, 288F and 293M, two breakaway yearlings from the Geyser Basin
pack over in Yellowstone Park. The young female was out front,
sprinting at flank speed. Every time the male got near her tail she
wheeled and snapped at him. Then she tore off in a new direction.
Someone might think this was war, but Chase smiled. It was puppy
love.

It would be the real thing soon. Chase hoped these
two runaways would establish a new pack. That kind of
excitement—the renewal of life—was what caused Chase, fresh out of
college and only an assistant park ranger, to love the wolf
reintroduction program. He surely didn’t love the tedious days
radio-tracking wandering Canis lupus, or weary evenings at
his rented cabin, writing fatality reports for a wolf hit by a
truck or a poacher’s bullet.

There wasn’t much to do in the town of Silver Gate,
where he lived on the northeast corner of Yellowstone Park,
compared to the urban diversions of his hometown, Seattle. But a
day like this made it all worthwhile—a day when the June sun
blazed, but cool air descended into the foothills from snowfields
lingering in the 12,000-foot Beartooth Mountains. Above him, the
rangeland climbed unevenly into granite crags. A mass of white
clouds boiled from the highest peaks, bringing the last of the
season’s rain.

Today Chase had risen before dawn, which, on the
longest day of the year meant 4 am, to drive 90 miles northeast
from Silver Gate. After getting the local cattle rancher’s
permission to cross his land, he’d driven and hiked seven miles to
this spot.

These breakaway pups might breed controversy
sometime if they took a young steer or a lamb. But right now, Chase
admired the beauty of their dance of love. They moved across the
rolling rangeland, weaving through sagebrush thickets, circling the
base of a stunted ponderosa pine. Perhaps they sensed a day like
this under the big sky—a vast cool azure infinity with splashes of
white clouds—was a rare event not to be wasted. Summer heat, dust,
and flies would be on them soon enough. At the moment, all that
mattered was their courtship.

“I hate to interrupt.” Chase raised his 30-06 rifle
and lined up the female in his sights. Inhaling a deep breath of
sage-scented air, he let it out slowly as he squeezed the trigger.
The bang of the cartridge sent the dart arcing smoothly to her
rump.

Minutes later she was down, and Chase knelt over
her, fastening a radio collar around her neck. Once it was secure,
he tested its signal with the receiver he carried in his backpack.
He injected a dose of antidote and stood back to watch as the
anesthetic wore off. He knew a darted wolf was vulnerable until
fully recovered. The high country held plenty of danger—mountain
lions, bears, or wolves from a strange pack.

Chase glanced around as he waited on the wolf’s
recovery but picked out no signs of danger. Not even the male wolf
was present. He had disappeared at the sound of the rifle.

The view outward from the Beartooths was as
spectacular as the peaks themselves. Chase could see the jagged
Crazy Mountain Range fifty miles away across the dusty plains to
the northwest. Nearer, the triangular peak of Sandstone Mountain
jutted above the other foothills, a towering reddish-tan rock
pyramid and the centerpiece of Twin Creeks Ranch.

In a valley several miles below lay the ranch
compound itself, half hidden among forested hills. From Chase’s
high vantage point, it looked like a little fortress of clustered
buildings amid green pasturelands. When he stopped there this
morning to get permission to enter the property, rancher Will
Daniels had been out by the barn loading his jeep. His daughter had
been saddling her horse.

“Wolves?” The old man had growled. “You’re bringin’
back them varmints my Daddy worked all his life to get rid of? No
thanks.”

Chase got that kind of reception from ranchers
often. Step out of the green pickup truck with the National Park
Service arrowhead emblem on the door wearing a tan shirt with
National Park arm patch, green shorts, and ball cap, and it was a
dead giveaway at a hundred paces you’d be on the environmental side
of any issue that came up. Just looking at you raised most
ranchers’ hackles. Cattlemen like Will Daniels, who ran 600 head of
Black Angus on his property, had not one spit of respect for
wolves.

“I suppose I can’t stop you,” Daniels had said. But,
in the end, he wasn’t too hardheaded. He had even given some
directions to a little back road that led halfway up to this high
ground. Then again, old Daniels had that
I-know-something-you-don’t-know smile ranchers sometimes wore. It
usually meant either, “I’ll see you in court, first time I lose a
calf,” or “No problem, I’ll shoot your wolves later.” Normally
Chase could figure which, but Daniels was a hard one to read,
polite but closed-mouthed.

Not so Daniels’ daughter, Kit. Smallish and
strikingly pretty, she had flashed him a smile when he introduced
himself, like she didn’t share her father’s prejudices. When the
old man went to hitch a livestock trailer to his jeep, she’d been
quite friendly, telling Chase how the ranch got its name from two
streams that drained opposite sides of Sandstone Mountain and
joined near the house. She’d introduced her old brown quarter horse
mare, Lucky, and asked him a dozen questions about wildlife
biology.

“We’re schoolmates!” she had exclaimed when he
mentioned he was in the Masters Program at Montana State University
in Bozeman. “I’ll be a junior there this fall. I wonder why I
haven’t seen you around?”

He had explained that he spent most of his time in
the mountains doing field research. When he perceived a hint of
disappointment in her eyes, he’d said, “But, sure, I might see you
around.” At the same time, he’d noticed how brightly those eyes
glanced at him from under her cowboy hat brim. They had the spark
of intelligence mixed with a touch of tomboy charm.

While she cinched her horse’s saddle strap, he’d
answered her questions about how hard it was to get a master’s
degree and who his thesis advisor was. But inwardly he’d begun to
search for a way to suggest something more than chitchat.

Her father had come back and interrupted. “You got
any other questions I can answer, mister wolf chaser?” He drawled
the last two words derogatorily. The old man had looked from one of
them to the other until Chase tired of his stare and went to his
pickup without another word.

Now, knowing the wolves were definitely on
Danielses’ property, it occurred to him he’d get a chance to see
Kit again. Perhaps he’d invite her to join him next time he came up
here and he’d show her the wolves.

 


A flicker of blue drew his attention to the sky, where the
daytime moon caught his eye. It was a thing of remarkable beauty, a
bright white crescent blotched with pastel blue, floating in the
azure heavens not far from the morning sun. There was nothing
unusual about it, but what had flickered?

A flash of brighter blue appeared again, and this
time Chase distinguished it clearly. It was a thin shaft of light
coming from the bottom tip of the moon’s crescent, the south pole.
The beam was narrow and laser-like, streaking away toward the
western horizon. It glinted for a second or two, then vanished.

A moment later, another stronger flash came from the
same point on the moon, this time aimed off to the east. It
reminded Chase of a laser light display, the beam darting one way
or another but originating from the same source. The light wasn’t
like the red or green lasers he’d seen at shows. It had more of a
bluish white-hot look to it. What didn’t make sense was its origin
on the moon. How could that be? A government experiment? A freak of
nature? He scanned the sky but nothing else was happening. He
passed it off as something he’d read about online or watch on
TV.

A noise in a nearby willow thicket brought Chase’s
focus back to more immediate concerns. Something was moving there.
Something big. And whatever it was, it was coming his way.

Chase felt a cold chill when the animal stood and
raised its head out of the willows. It was a grizzly bear,
not forty feet away! True to its name, it was a grizzly sight. A
shock of coarse blond-brown hackles jutted out from its head and
shoulders. The animal’s beady black eyes fixated on Chase. Like
hungry grizzlies tended to do, it came straight at him as soon as
it spotted him.

Chase glanced down at the wolf. Her feet were
twitching but she was still out cold. Unwilling to retreat and give
her to the bear and with no time to hesitate, Chase reached into
his breast pocket and took out one of the live bullets he’d brought
along. He threw open the single-shot breach of his rifle, fitted
the bullet, and snapped the breach handle shut.

The bear was already halfway to him. There would be
no time for a second bullet.

He took a step forward, straddled the wolf and
raised the rifle. The bear was a massive one, maybe seven hundred
fifty pounds. It halted only a dozen feet away, lowered its nose
and sniffed the air, eyeing the wolf. Chase recognized this bear
habit. If you can run another hunter off his prize, you get a free
meal. But Chase had no intention of moving. The she-wolf was about
half conscious. She’d be on her feet in a minute or two.

“Back off!” Chase sighted between the bear’s eyes
with the rifle. “You can’t have her.”

The grizzly didn’t take kindly to being threatened.
It rose on its hind legs and roared. Sweat broke out on Chase’s
brow. He knew the grizzly was measuring itself against him, height
for height, and he was on the short end of the measurement. He
aimed at its heart and touched his finger to the trigger, but
hesitated. Saving wildlife was his job, not killing it. And the
grizzly was as endangered here as the wolf. And right now, Chase
understood he was as endangered as the bear.

Suddenly, the grizzly dropped to all fours and
bolted into the brush as if it had seen the bear equivalent of a
ghost. An instant after it disappeared, the blast of a sonic
boom—but a hundred times louder—hit Chase with jawbone-jarring
impact. He glanced up and saw a huge silver aircraft passing
overhead so near it seemed he could touch it.

It was a delta-winged glider like a space shuttle,
but with double tail fins and ten times the size. Hugging the
ground, it raced downslope, hurtled along the ravine Chase had
climbed to get where he was. Then it veered left and disappeared
behind the pyramid-shaped pinnacle of Sandstone Mountain. A moment
later a distant rumble echoed up the canyon. It sounded like the
flying machine had crash-landed on the other side of the peak.

Chase heard rustling in the brush behind him. He
spun around, ready to face the bear. Instead, he glimpsed the
she-wolf’s tail vanishing among the bushes. She’d recovered while
he was distracted and made a quick getaway.

Good. His work here was done. He’d come back to
follow her sometime soon, but right now he wanted to know what was
up with that bizarre aircraft.

 


It took fifteen minutes to hike down to his pickup, parked in a
graveled turnaround where the Danielses’ fence road ended against
the cliffs of Sandstone Mountain. He hung his rifle on the gun rack
in the rear window, dropped his backpack on the floor, put the
bullets in their case in the glove box, and turned on the CB radio.
He wanted to ask around about the flying machine, but all he got
was static on every channel he tried. That was odd, but no matter.
He’d find out more in Red Lodge on his way home.

Before he drove off, he decided it might be
worthwhile chatting with the other occupant of the turnaround.
Maybe Professor Ogilvey could explain the aircraft, the lights from
the moon, or both.

Dr. David Ogilvey was an old, semi-retired
paleontologist from the Museum of the Rockies in Bozeman, here for
a summer digging season. Chase had met him this morning in his camp
on the grassy flat beside the road end. Ogilvey’s rusty and dented
beige Land Rover was still parked at the turnaround, so Chase
assumed the fossil hunter was nearby.

“Dr. Ogilvey?”

No answer.

Chase poked around the campsite. The big, square,
old-fashioned white canvas tent was empty. In the morning Ogilvey
had been eating breakfast at the camp table, now deserted except
for a propane stove and a clutter of boxes and other goods. The old
scientist might have been puttering among the dozen wooden crates
of fossils scattered around the base of a tall ponderosa pine that
overshadowed the camp, but he wasn’t.

Chase had about decided to head for home when he
spotted something that changed his mind. Kit Daniels’ mare, Lucky,
was tied to a hitching rail in the shade of the pine tree. The
horse snorted calmly as he moved past her to follow a little
footpath through dry grass. Listening carefully as he went, he
heard faint voices ahead.

He scrambled down the bank of a little muddy creek
and followed the sound for twenty yards downstream. There, he
spotted Kit and the professor on the creek bank at the base of
Sandstone Mountain’s cliff. They stood on rubble thrown out from a
fresh excavation, discussing something the professor held in his
hand, just out of earshot.

Chase watched them for a moment. Dr. Ogilvey was a
comical old cuss, short and stout, dressed in a khaki safari shirt
and shorts with scrawny arms and knobby knees thrust out of the
appropriate openings. A pair of outsized hiking boots and a gray
beard combined to give him an owl-like appearance, but with little
of an owl’s grace or dignity. He wore a dusty canvas hat and his
eyes peered through thick glasses in an owlish way as he ogled the
object in his hand. He gabbed excitedly about it, and Kit asked him
questions with obvious interest.

Chase took a good look at Kit as well. She was
cowboyed up in a red-and-white checked western shirt, blue jeans,
brown cowboy boots and hat, with a long mare’s tail of sandy-red
hair gathered and hanging on her back. There was nothing shy about
her and she held her own in conversation with the professor.
Despite her masculine clothing, Chase couldn’t help noticing the
way her trim feminine curves filled out those blue jeans.

He shook himself, reigning in his animal instincts.
“Hey you two,” he called. “How’s it coming with the Petra—
Petra-whatchamacallit?” He couldn’t quite remember Ogilvey’s name
for the creature he’d unearthed here.

“Pteronychus.” Kit batted her eyes at him cordially
as he came up the creek bank. “You don’t pronounce the P. It’s
Terr-ON-ickus.”

“Got it.” Chase felt a little outgunned where
dinosaur names were concerned.

Dr. Ogilvey squinted through his thick glasses at
Chase’s nametag. “Hello again, Mr. uhh, Armstrong.” He touched the
tattered brim of his hat and simultaneously hid the object in his
other hand behind his back. Chase leaned to peer around the
paleontologist’s plump midsection after the concealed hand. The old
man laughed a nervous “Hee-hee!” and brought it back out, holding
an oddly shaped lump of rock. “I guess you’re wondering what we’ve
got here,” he said a little sheepishly, proffering the stone for
Chase to inspect. It seemed like nothing more than a
yellowish-white chunk of rock. “I suppose there’s no need for me to
hide it. You don’t look like a commercial fossil hunter. Are
you one?”

Chase shook his head. “I’m not particularly
interested in fossils.”

“Good,” Ogilvey said, relaxing. “I forget that you
biologists like your predators alive, and your bones with meat on
them. I suppose it would be okay to let you in on our little
secret.” He turned to Kit. “What do you think?” She looked
uncertain, but Ogilvey had made up his mind.

“Do you recognize this?” He hefted the stone under
Chase’s nose for a close look, and Chase made a guess based on the
name of the mountain. “Sandstone?”

“Hardly, my boy. It’s a type of limestone. Alabaster
to be exact.”

“Is that something special?”

“Heeh!” The old man gave him a long-toothed grin.
“It’s a key piece of a great mystery I’ve been unraveling. Come
have a look.” Without waiting for a response, Ogilvey turned and
descended into his excavation. It was a huge trench, stretching
about thirty feet along the base of the cliff and extending twenty
feet wide, right up to the rock face.

Chase had other things on his mind. “Did you see
that airplane—?”

“Kit discovered a few bones on the bank of Eggshell
Creek here several years ago,” Ogilvey began to lecture, ignoring
Chase’s half-spoken question. “Since then, we’ve done a lot of
digging and made one discovery after another. The latest is the
most startling of all. Come on!”

Kit scrambled down the crumbling side of the trench.
Chase followed her, impressed by Ogilvey’s prodigious earth-moving
efforts. His eyes widened at what was stretched out on the flat
bottom of the excavation—three dinosaur skeletons, exposed but
still half-buried in the trench floor. The bones were amber brown
in color, contrasting with the pale gray dust surrounding them.
Lines of vertebrae and ribs traced the forms of one larger
skeleton, about human sized, and two smaller ones. Something about
the way the skeletons were grouped seemed peculiar.

“A pteronychus family,” Ogilvey said with a note of
pride. “That’s what we have here.” He pointed his piece of stone at
them. “Mother and two babies.”

Although the larger animal was about human-sized, it
was not at all human-shaped. It was a two-legged carnivorous
dinosaur, stretched out on its side with its head thrown back in a
death agony, about ten feet long from its toothy snout to the tip
of its slender tail. Chase perceived nothing unusual about it, but
the positions of the smaller creatures surprised him.

They lay within the arms of the adult, clutched to
its chest, one on each side. Furthermore, they were curled with
their arms and legs drawn in, their heads turned to burrow against
the adult’s breast. It was a poignant scene, one he might have
expected from a human family caught in a disaster of some kind. The
tiny bones of the babies were impossibly delicate, cradled in their
mother’s arms.

“Isn’t it sad?” Kit said, a little choked up. “See
how gently she’s holding them?” Though the mother’s three-fingered
hands were tipped with deadly talons, they appeared to touch the
infants tenderly, comforting them at the instant of death.

“Death is always sad,” Ogilvey said pedantically.
“You don’t dig fossils without getting used to it.”

“But this—” Chase said. “This tenderness isn’t
something I’d expect from a reptile.”

Ogilvey chuckled. “Underestimating dinosaurs has
been standard procedure for everyone including
paleontologists—until now.”

“Until now?”

“Yes, yes. I was just showing Kit my latest
discovery when you arrived. I dare say no one will ever
underestimate dinosaurs again.”

Kit remained conspiratorially silent, giving Chase
an inscrutable smile. There was some secret between these two,
which he guessed was about to be revealed.

The old man swept an expository gesture across the
skeletons. “You’re looking at the very last moment of the
Cretaceous Era. This is the end of the Age of Dinosaurs, right
here. These creatures were killed by the asteroid impact that
devastated the earth, destroying them and their civilization at the
same time.”

“Civilization?” Chase was jolted. “That’s an odd
choice of words. You’re not saying—”

“I am saying. These dinosaurs were
civilized.”

Chase glanced at Kit for confirmation. She smiled
concurrence.

The concept would take some getting used to. But
Ogilvey went on without letup. “Yes, Chase my boy, it’s all here.
You’re looking at the greatest discovery in the history of
paleontology. See there?” He pointed across the excavation to a
mound of stacked stones, cobble-sized chunks of alabaster like the
piece in his hand. “Those were strewn right over the skeletons. I
had to remove them to uncover the bones. Notice anything different
about them?”

Chase inspected the pile. “They’re all about the
same size.”

“Good, Chase. Your observation skills are not bad.
Must be your biologist training. But look at the shapes.”

“They’re all the same. Rectangular.”

“They’re bricks!” Kit said, when waiting for Dr. O
to lead Chase to a conclusion became too slow a process for
her.

The idea boggled Chase’s mind. “Bricks buried with
dinosaurs?”

“Exactly.” Ogilvey placed his alabaster fragment on
the pile and straightened his portly body, wiping the dust from his
hands on his khaki shorts. “Alabaster bricks. Some are broken, but
they once were all identical. You’re standing on the site of a
Cretaceous city.”

“City!” Chase struggled to accept what he was
hearing.

“Yes, yes indeed. These bricks tumbled from the city
walls.”

“But Dr. O,” Kit resumed the conversation Chase had
interrupted when he arrived. “If the asteroid hit in the Gulf of
Mexico, that’s a thousand miles away.”

“Farther. But the impact sent out a massive shock
wave.” He bent over the mother pteronychus and peered into an empty
eye socket. “What must she have seen? A flash of light in the sky
to the south, then a blast of white-hot air ripped through the
city, knocking her down and searing her and her babies to death.
Moments after that, a huge earthquake buried her under tumbling
bricks. And as if that wasn’t enough, this whole area was inundated
by a giant tidal wave, which arrived a few hours later.”

He spread out his hands, encompassing the dig from
the skeletons to the brick pile to the undermined cliff. “You’re
looking at the end of the world here, quite literally.”

Chase felt a chill, imagining the magnitude of the
calamity. Then he recalled another flash in the sky. “Did you
see—?” he began again, but Ogilvey lectured on.

“There’s more. This sandstone cliff above us is part
of a huge tsunami deposit formed from sand washed up by the tidal
wave. Montana was on the edge of an inland sea in those times, and
the wave traveled unobstructed from the Gulf straight up here. I’ll
wager it was the biggest tidal wave the world has ever seen. This
whole mountain is made of sand carried by the flood, hardened into
stone over the intervening sixty-six million years. And, unless I
miss my guess, the remains of the ancient city lie right under
there.” He pointed to the rear of the excavation, where he had
started tunneling into the dusty clay underlying the sandstone
cliff base.

“There’s a city buried under Sandstone Mountain?”
Kit asked, as if it were a new concept to her.

“Yes, Kit. The clay on which we stand, and these
specimens of pteronychus, mark the level where the city stood. The
sandstone is an over-layer encasing the whole thing. I’ve dug in
under the cliff a little, following the base of a brick wall. And I
keep finding tantalizing clues. There’s more under there, I am
sure. Perhaps most of the ancient city. An entire Lost World
waiting to be uncovered.”

Chase’s mind reeled. Ogilvey was overturning
everything he’d learned about dinosaurs and their extinction. It
was baffling, but it wasn’t his only concern right now. He held up
a hand to preempt Ogilvey’s lecture. “Now, wait a minute, Doc.
Before you go any further, I’ve got something to say. The
moon—”

“Yes, yes,” Ogilvey chafed at the interruption.
“What of the moon? It’s still in the sky, I trust.”

“Listen you old buzzard!” Chase shouted to make
himself heard. “There’s something going on up there, flashes of
light coming from the moon.”

“Atmospheric phenomena?” Ogilvey shrugged it off,
adjusting his thick glasses to inspect the brick pile as if
searching for miniscule clues.

“Didn’t you see what flew overhead an hour ago?
Didn’t you hear the sonic boom?”

The paleontologist gestured with his hands at their
surroundings. “The sky is hemmed in on one side by the cliff and on
the other by the stream gully. Here in this dig, we can’t see much
of the sky.”

“We heard the boom,” Kit said. “But I didn’t
see anything. I guessed it was some kind of military aircraft. I
heard a noise like that last night, too.”

“U.S. military?” Chase considered the idea. “I
didn’t see any insignia on it.”

Ogilvey scowled in annoyance at the abbreviation of
his lecture. “Have you had your eyes checked lately, son?” He
picked up his shovel and moved to the back of the dig. “Now if
you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a lost civilization to uncover.”

Chase gave up on getting more reaction from the old
man, so he left him digging under the cliff overhang and stepped
out of the excavation. Kit followed, undecided as to whether she
should be angry with Chase for interrupting her moment of discovery
with Dr. O or worried his concerns about strange happenings in the
heavens were justified.

When a fresh bolt of whitish-blue light sliced
across the part of the sky they could see, he said, “That’s what
I’m talking about.”

The flash surprised her with its brightness, and it
was followed a moment later by a sound like thunder rumbling off
the cliffs of Sandstone Mountain.

“You are absolutely right,” she said. “That didn’t
look like anything I’ve ever seen.”

“Well, get ready to see more. Let’s hope there’s
some rational explanation.”

“Like what?”

“Beats me. But the lights are nothing compared to
the aircraft, or spacecraft, or whatever it was. I think it crashed
on the other side of the mountain.”

Kit felt a cold chill. “That’s where my father is.
He’s on the high range with the herd.”

“I’ll bet he knows what’s going on by now, even if
the rest of us don’t.”

She took on an edgy frown. “I’d better go home.
Hopefully, he’ll be back by now.”

“Can I tag along? I’d like to know what happened up
there.”

She shook her head. “My father’s not too partial to
strangers.”

Swallowing his disappointment, Chase pointed at Dr.
Ogilvey, clanking away with his shovel. “If your father doesn’t
like people coming around, why does he tolerate that strange
old bird?”

“Because Dr. O is important to me. I found the first
dinosaur fossils here when I was a kid. The museum sent him to
study them and, well, I’ve been interested in dinosaurs ever since.
I lend a hand here sometimes.”

“Is that what you’re studying at the University?
Paleontology?”

“Yeah, as much as I can. But my father insists I
take classes in animal husbandry. His heart’s set on me running
this ranch someday.”

The air shook with the whu-whump of another
sonic boom.

“There!” Kit pointed out the source of the sound, a
vapor trail far up in the stratosphere. Whatever it was, it moved
incredibly fast but silently now that the boom had passed. It was
visible only briefly before disappearing behind the cliff. “The one
I heard last night must have been closer. It was a lot louder, like
that noise a while ago.”

The whinny of a horse echoed along the canyon.

“Uh-oh. That sound spooked Lucky. I’d better go
check on her.” She called a hasty goodbye to Dr. Ogilvey, who
seemed not to hear her, then started hiking back up the creek
bed.

Chase followed. “That’s about enough weirdness for
me. I’m heading back to Red Lodge to find out what’s up. If you
want, I’ll get on the CB radio and let you know. Or better yet,
what’s your phone number?”

It crossed her mind he might be about to hit on her,
but she wasn’t sure she liked the idea under the odd circumstances.
“Cell phones don’t work out here. I can only use mine in Bozeman or
Red Lodge. But no worries. My Dad and I can tune in TV news on the
satellite dish tonight.”

“Sure. I guess you’re right.” Chase felt a little
embarrassed she’d spotted his ploy to get her number and
disappointed she hadn’t played along.

 


Minutes later, they stood at the hitching rail. Kit stroked
Lucky’s nose to calm her. She planned to ride home on a game trail
that followed the creek. Chase would be taking the fence road. He
decided she looked a little short to make it into the saddle by
herself, so he asked, “Want help getting up?”

She gazed at him critically, wondering if that had
been a joke. Then she grabbed the saddle horn, put a boot-toe in
the stirrup and swung herself into the saddle. “I can manage just
fine.” She smiled, touched the brim of her hat, and snapped the
reins lightly across Lucky’s neck. “See ya,” she called back as
Lucky cantered off down the little creek-side path.

“Bye,” he called after her. He had an odd feeling in
his chest. He’d only met Kit Daniels this morning, but she’d
quickly gotten his full attention. Watching her move in unison with
her horse’s canter, her trim shoulders square below her cowboy hat,
her blue-jeaned hips rising and falling smoothly to the rhythm of
the gait, he shook his head. Darned if she wasn’t a distraction
when he ought to be keeping his mind on other things.

After she disappeared around a bend in the canyon,
he got in his pickup and drove down the fence-line road. On the
way, he couldn’t help wishing she’d wanted him to call. “To be
continued?” he wondered aloud.

When the fence-line road reached the asphalt county
highway, he turned right, heading for Red Lodge.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


“So, the day has finally come.” Diedre Porter stared out the
kitchen window of her home in Pasadena, California, watching
flashes of light lance down from the moon. “From the south pole, of
course.” She suddenly felt dizzy. She braced herself with both
hands on the counter edge and hung her head. She closed her eyes.
Memories of three years ago reeled through her brain like they were
happening now.

 


“Send the commands, Diedre,” Lloyd Andersen, her boss, had
demanded.

Pressing the Return key on her computer should have
been a simple thing. And yet Diedre’s fingertips had hovered over
the keyboard. She couldn’t muster the nerve to push it down.

Things had a way of becoming do-or-die in space
exploration. That was true even when you were sitting in a flight
operations room at the Jet Propulsion Laboratories. Under bright
fluorescent lighting, among rows of computer monitors, Diedre
hadn’t worried about her own safety. But Clementine 3 was orbiting
the moon, waiting for orders from her keyboard. Diedre feared the
command sequence would be the end of the little space probe. Within
an hour of receiving the transmission, Clem would either relay the
first close-up pictures of the mystery at the bottom of Phaeon
Crater or lie twisted and broken in a new, small crater of her
own.

“What are you waiting for?” Lloyd leaned over her
with a scowl on his face, his jacket off, his tie loosened, and the
armpits of his white shirt soaked. As he mopped sweat from his high
forehead with a handkerchief, Diedre snapped, “Don’t rush me. I’ll
up-link the commands when I’m sure we didn’t forget something
critical.”

“They’re fine, Diedre. Send them now.” Lloyd’s
strength as Project Manager was an ability to smooth ruffled
feathers when events got overwhelming. But this night he excelled
at making things worse.

Diedre glanced at the digital clock in the corner of
her computer screen: 3:58 am. At this late hour of a long day she
could only say, “If we lose Clem, it’ll be your fault, Lloyd.”

“I’m prepared to take responsibility.” He leaned so
close his perspiration sickened her.

The Clementine Mission team was in turmoil. Nearing
the end of a successful lunar south-pole radar mapping mission, the
team, usually twelve scientists and technicians, had thinned out
considerably at Lloyd’s insistence. He had recently dealt half the
personnel to the Mercury lander project and allowed two people to
go on vacation simultaneously, which left only four active team
members tonight, including him. All were overworked, sleep
deprived, and stuck in the control room at this indecent hour.

Diedre was the ACE, the person responsible for
communications with Clementine, and that responsibility would put a
few more gray hairs in her brown pageboy by morning. What the
problem was with Lloyd lately was anybody’s guess. She suspected
there was more than met the eye, bleary as it may be. Pressure from
above, perhaps?

“Go ahead, Diedre,” Frank Johnston said in his
husky, soothing voice. “It’ll be okay. We’ve racked our brains to
get every command right.”

Frank, whose printed-circuit creations made up most
of Clementine’s computer brain, was a massive human being. Hovering
over her left shoulder, he looked like a cross between a biker and
a teddy bear, with his scraggly beard and curly long brown hair,
wire rimmed glasses, baggy blue jeans, and an ample belly spreading
his suspenders.

Diedre gave him a thin smile but caught a glimpse of
how his suspenders framed a white outline drawing of their little
fly-shaped space probe on the black cloth of his Clementine Team
T-shirt. White block lettering above the drawing read, “OH MY
DARLING,” reminding Diedre how delicate Clementine was. Frank
probably could have lifted Clem by himself, back when she was under
construction in JPL’s spacecraft assembly facility.

But right now, their darling was hurtling through
the vastness of space, tiny in comparison to the moon’s immensity.
The fly analogy was good. Clem’s cylindrical body had a pair of
outstretched solar panels like insect wings, and her head end bore
three goggling camera eyes.

Diedre’s computer screen was split into two windows,
a sidebar with data written in it and a wider window with an image
of the moon on a black background. A red arc ringed the moon from
pole to pole, tracing the orbit of Clementine 3. At the bottom of
the screen a single green code line flashed on and off, demanding a
response: Transmit Command Sequence?

“I don’t get what the hurry is,” Diedre protested
one more time. “In the morning, we can get some people to
double-check our calculations.”

“Send the commands,” Lloyd said. “This maneuver has
been pre-approved at the highest levels.”

So, that was the answer. This was not all
Lloyd’s doing. Diedre wanted to jump up and refuse to cooperate,
but she didn’t. She drew a deep breath, pressed the Return key, and
slumped back in her chair. “Okay, Lloyd, there you go. The commands
are on their way.”

The line at the bottom of the screen changed to:
DSN; CLEMENTINE3; UPLINK 041219; 02, signifying their new command
set was streaming out from the control room over cable lines to the
giant radar dish at Goldstone, which by now was radiating the
commands into space.

Frank said, “There’s no turning back now.”

Lloyd wiped more sweat from his temples.

Diedre sat frozen through slow seconds while the
command sequence traveled as far as the moon. More seconds elapsed
while Clem digested the sequence in her robotic brain. Another
breathless moment went by while the spacecraft transmitted her
response back to the Deep Space Network dish and DSN passed it back
to JPL. A single line appeared on the screen:
ACQ100935*156499.0045D.

“That’s it,” Diedre said in a wheeze, having nearly
asphyxiated herself holding her breath. “Clem acknowledges the
command sequence, for better or worse.”

On Clementine’s trajectory arc, a blinking dot of
brighter red signified Clem’s progress down from the north pole of
the moon. The dot moved across the lunar equator in infinitely
small increments while the mission control room became so silent
Diedre could hear the hum of the fluorescent lighting. Everyone
knew Clem was about to make what might be her last move.

“C’mon Diedre,” Frank said. “You should be getting
used to this kind of epic stress. Remember those twelve hours after
launch when Clem’s logic circuits sent random signals to her core
computer? That had me pretty torqued up. Led to some misaligned
rocket firings and off-kilter star-navigation events, right?”

“Yeah.”

“My point is, we’ve gotten through sleepless nights
like this before. It was amazing Clem got into lunar orbit at all.
How many times did we have to make heroic efforts to keep her from
careening off into space on some useless trajectory?”

Diedre stayed glum. “Those were team sessions with
everybody involved. Tonight, this is all on Lloyd’s say-so.” She
glared at Lloyd, whose eyes flicked away, finding something
interesting to stare at on the wall behind her.

Frank shrugged. “Despite all Clem’s been through,
she’s managed to survive. Now she’s taking a risk to try and dig
some details out of those black-bottomed south polar craters. Our
mission is to settle the controversy once and for all about water
ice on those crater floors. And Clem’s gone us one better. In the
middle of the deepest, darkest one of them all, she’s spotted
something nobody can explain.”

“Sure, Frank. We all know there’s weirdness at the
bottom of Phaeon Crater. I’m just saying there’s no reason to rush
things.” A creeping chill ran along her spine. In Greek,
Phaeon meant The Dark One, in recognition of the fact that
sunlight never touched the depths of the small kilometer-wide
crater. Hidden in perpetual blackness not far from the moon’s south
pole, the crater bottom lay so deep it never received even the
faint blue-green illumination of earthlight, let alone the sun.

But that wasn’t what had focused attention on Phaeon
or given the crater its shadowy mystery. Clementine had gathered
some baffling information about Phaeon. Radio-spectroscopic
measurements gave the strongest water signal ever detected on the
moon, which justified some risk-taking. But there was more.

Clem’s high-resolution radar mapper had pierced the
blackness and showed the floor of Phaeon wasn’t like other craters.
The bowl-shaped depression and central pyramidal mountain peak were
unremarkable, but there was a whole crop of smaller lumps and bumps
covering the dark floor. Each bump was no more than a hundred
meters across—but they were arranged in a regular hexagonal
array. Nothing like this had ever been spotted on the moon or
any other world. Theories to explain it had proliferated at JPL and
around the globe.

An Artemis mission had overflown Phaeon on its
landing trajectory to Shackleton Crater, but photos snapped by the
crew showed nothing but an obliquely sunlit sliver of rim, a tiny
gray speck at the central peak, and blackness everywhere else.

Lloyd cleared his throat. “The powers that be
decided leaving Clem orbiting fifty-five kilometers above the
surface wouldn’t get us any answers.”

Diedre glared at him. “So, without warning today,
you insisted we write a command code to bring Clem down as close as
possible. Too close, if you ask me.”

“With no atmosphere to contend with, we could
theoretically lower the orbit all the way to the ground before
she’d be in danger.”

“And so, we’re sending Clem somewhere just a
hair short of that, suicidally close to the crater rim.” For
support, Diedre turned to Frank, who looked like a witness to a
cardiac arrest: grim, scared, and yet hopeful. In the synthetic
daylight of the control room, it wasn’t easy to mask emotions, but
Diedre noticed the fourth person in the room was doing just that.
“And what about you, Major? You never have anything to say but you
sure like to hang around.”

Major Paul MacIlvain stood far from them, leaning on
the jam of the hallway door. His dark blue Air Force uniform was as
sharp and stiff as he was. His face was expressionless, as usual.
Liaison Officer assigned by the National Defense Service, which had
funded the Clementine 3 project, he was one person Diedre could
easily have done without. For his part, he apparently felt his
thoughts and the purpose of his constant presence were to be kept
to himself.

“She’s heading in,” Frank said.

Diedre swung back to the screen. The red trajectory
arc began to curve perceptibly closer to the moon’s surface. Clem
had fired her rockets as ordered and was descending toward the
moon. Beside the moon map was a digital readout from Clem’s laser
altimeter. It had hovered at approximately 55 kilometers for weeks,
but now it read 20.3 kilometers.

According to their plan, Clementine would skim just
100 meters above a low point in Phaeon’s rim at a speed of better
than 6,000 kilometers per hour. Any errant command interpretation
or incorrect guidance thruster firing would be the last thing Clem
did. As she moved past 80 degrees south latitude, her altimeter
reported 6.23 kilometers and falling. Then it was down to 5.98.

“This is insane,” Diedre said. But there was no
point in grumbling now.

“Hang tough, Diedre.” Frank put a warm hand on her
shoulder.

“I can’t believe it’s all come to this.” She put her
hand on his and squeezed his thick fingers, trying to imagine what
Clem was doing a quarter-million miles above them.

 


Starlight glinted off Clementine 3 as she moved above the
cratered surface of the moon. She seemed to float motionlessly, yet
was hurtling at an increasing rate of speed, which would bring her
over Phaeon in minutes. Stark sunlight filled her solar panels with
power. The little craft’s radar dish pointed at earth and
blue-green earthlight softened the contrast between the sun’s
glaring heat and bitterly cold darkness around her.

Clementine methodically executed the sequence of
instructions sent by her earth-bound teammates. Main engine burn
completed, she occupied herself with more detailed matters: firing
jets of propellant gas from her guidance thrusters, adjusting the
spin of her three reaction wheels to point herself in the precise
direction required to make observations in the blackness of
Phaeon’s interior. Diving toward her objective, her laser altimeter
registered the distance to the surface at 1.765 kilometers.

Seconds later the energy readings from her solar
panels plunged as she dipped into the shadowed landscape
surrounding the moon’s south pole. Detecting the power loss, she
toggled her main circuits to her onboard batteries. As she entered
the depths of Phaeon Crater, she switched on her radar emitter and
began sweeping an arc over the floor.

Her photo-sensor retinas, able to see in the
wavelength of radar light, recorded one image after another as she
skimmed the interior of Phaeon. As she approached the crater’s far
rim, she began processing the images, preparing them for
transmission to earth. Her calculator brain translated the photos
into strings of coded dits and dahs, which her antenna dish would
transmit to the home planet.

But her laser rangefinder indicated an anomaly as
she approached Phaeon’s rim. Her altitude was 25.78 meters above
the surface: 75 meters lower than planned. The altitude decreased
to 19.72 meters. Clem recalculated her velocity relative to ground.
It was 6,520 km/hr. Her altitude was down to 15.94 meters, 11.05
meters, 7.66 meters…

 


“My heart’s gonna explode!” Diedre fanned her hot face. The
flashing red dot had vanished from the orbital trace on the monitor
screen. All that meant was Clem’s radio carrier signal was out of
sight beyond the crater rim. But the trajectory plot on the
computer display was so close to the surface it appeared to
touch.

After what seemed far too long a wait, Diedre
sighed. “She’s gone.”

No one spoke for a moment. Then the red dot
reappeared, and a new string of characters blinked at the bottom of
the screen. “REACQ100989* 206413.0095D.” Clem’s radio
carrier-signal was back.

“She made it!” Diedre cried. Whoops of joy went up
from Frank and Lloyd. She jumped from her chair, knocking it over,
and threw her arms around Frank’s stout neck. He swept her off the
ground and spun her around in a bear hug, squeezing the breath from
her. Over Frank’s shoulder she glimpsed Lloyd wiping his forehead
again but smiling in relief.

Frank set her down. “She did it, Diedre! She
survived and she’s headed out to a higher orbit. I knew she’d make
it.”

“Oh, sure you did, Frank.” Diedre was giddy with
relief and not the only one getting emotional. Frank grinned from
ear to ear. His bifocals were fogged with moisture from his eyes.
The biker was gone. He was all teddy bear.

A flicker drew their attention back to the monitor
screen.

“The data are coming in!” Diedre set her chair
upright and sat in it to wait as Clem’s first radar image was
decoded by JPL’s mainframes. Frank and Lloyd crowded close behind
her, watching the image grow line-by-line from the top of the
screen. At first, they saw only the blackness of the lunar sky,
flecked here and there with bright points of starlight. Then the
hummocky outline of Phaeon’s crater rim appeared in a ghostly green
monochrome like a view through night vision goggles. Finally, the
deepest recesses of Phaeon began filling the lower part of the
screen with foreground detail.

Diedre’s heart pounded again, this time with the
thrill of discovery. Beyond merely surviving, Clem had photographed
a landscape that hadn’t seen light in a million millennia. And now,
at 4:02:35 in the morning, Diedre was among the first people ever
to see it. They had anticipated cliffs of ice or geometric terraces
with alternating layers of dust and snow. Indeed, forms appeared in
the foreground of Clem’s photo, but as the green image unfolded
Diedre realized something was wrong. Something was terribly
wrong.

The objects weren’t rounded hummocks of dust and
ice. They were too steep, too straight sided…

“They’re buildings!” Frank’s whispered words
exploded in Diedre’s head. She knew instantly he was right.

“Buildings!” She sagged into her chair.
“Impossible!”

Completely, utterly impossible. But there they were,
outlined in detail by the glow of Clem’s radar. Towers, domes,
pavilions. Dozens of them, a whole city stretched out in a
hexagonal pattern on the bottom of Phaeon Crater, arrayed around a
stupendous step-pyramid, which had only seemed to be a central
mountain peak.

She scarcely breathed her next words. “Who could
have built something like that?”

“Russians?” Frank ventured. “Chinese?”

“No,” Lloyd said. “No project this big could have
been kept secret for decades.”

“Ancient Egyptians?” Frank tried again, leaning
close to the computer, and adjusting his glasses as if squinting
might help him make sense of what he was seeing.

Diedre shook her head. “There has to be a more
rational explanation. Those must be natural formations.” But they
obviously weren’t. There were perfectly square outlines on the
sides of some structures, which appeared to be dark window
openings. With only the radar beam to light them, the nearest
buildings looked surreal in their flat green color, while the more
distant faded into black obscurity. But there was something
foreboding about the scene. Everywhere, the buildings were
pockmarked by craters and meteor impact scars.

Frank said, “The place looks abandoned. Or
destroyed.”

The desolation of the pocked buildings, cracked
towers, and broken causeways gave Diedre a dizzy feeling. She began
rethinking every assumption she’d made about the world, the
universe, and time. “Wait a minute,” she said. “The age of an
object can be determined from the number of meteor impacts on its
surface, right?”

“Sure,” Frank said. “They accumulate over time, so
the more hits you see, the older an object is. We all know
that.”

“But there are too many impact scars.” Diedre eyed
small craters covering the roofs of buildings, penetrating domes,
yawning as shattered holes in the walls of the central
step-pyramid. “Hundreds, perhaps thousands of impacts. We’re
looking at eons of time, millions of years of accumulated
damage.”

“True,” Frank said. “To be so heavily cratered, this
place must pre-date human civilization.”

“It would have to be older than humanity itself,”
Diedre said.

The ghostly image vanished as the mainframe prepared
to decode the second transmission. Diedre’s mind went as blank as
the screen. As she waited for the next image to appear, she became
aware of a man’s voice speaking in subdued tones behind her. Not
Frank. Not Lloyd. The major.

She’d all but forgotten Major MacIlvain was in the
room, and now she realized he hadn’t joined them at the computer.
She tore her gaze from the screen and turned to find him, still in
the doorway, unobtrusively talking on a cell phone. Seeing her
looking, he turned away and continued speaking urgently with
someone on the other end. When she stood and walked toward him, he
turned farther to keep her from hearing what he was saying. She
stopped a few paces away.

“Who are you talking to, Major?” She couldn’t
disguise a note of alarm in her voice.

He said a few more inaudible words, then clicked off
the phone. Slinging it on his belt, he turned to her and replied in
a flat tone. “My superior officer.” He fixed his cold grey eyes on
her and made no further effort to explain. Diedre became unnerved
and dropped her gaze. But what she saw upset her more: the major
had opened his coat to put the phone away, revealing a brown
leather shoulder holster with a pistol in it. As his fingers
reflexively touched the holster snap, Diedre said, “This is why
you’ve been here night and day. You’ve been waiting for this,
haven’t you?”

The major hesitated. Then he said in a level voice,
“We had some suggestions of this sort of thing from Clementine
2.”

“And you have a say in whether anyone talks about
this, is that right?”

“You’re very perceptive, Ms. Porter.” His tone was
icy.

Alarm filled Diedre to bursting. “How can you do
this? Are we under arrest?”

“Not necessarily.” The major’s voice seemed
chillier.

“But you’re not going to let this out, are
you?” Tears of frustration welled in her eyes. How could Clem’s
triumph turn to catastrophe in so few seconds?

“Look at it this way, Ms. Porter. The Pentagon says
there could be some unrest. Radical elements, religious fanatics,
anarchists, the far right, might cause trouble.”

“But you don’t know for sure.”

“Top brass is fairly certain. They made some models
of public reaction, ran some focus groups. Tell people there’s an
alien outpost on the moon and the effect is going to be bad.
End-of-the-world kind of thing. Maybe violence. Pentagon decided
they couldn’t chance it. Didn’t want to deal with mass hysteria.
President agreed.”

“But this isn’t some Area Fifty-One hoax!” Diedre
said. “This is reality. You can’t stand in the way of science—or
the truth.”

“In this case we can, ma’am, at least until the
Pentagon can send an expedition to see what’s going on.”

“But that will take years!”

He nodded in cold concurrence. She became woozy and
sank toward the floor. Frank had come in time to hear the end of
the conversation and catch her by an elbow, helping her settle into
a chair. He confronted the major. “Exactly what is going on
here?”

“I can explain in a few minutes.” The major gripped
the gun butt as if Frank’s size threatened him.

Diedre buried her face in her hands and let out a
half-sob, half-laugh. “He’s been waiting for this all along, Frank.
That’s why he’s here.”

It was all too unreal, too horribly unbelievable.
Major MacIlvain had joined the team as a watchdog over the
military’s little secret, assigned to observe and wait for this
moment if it ever came. Well, here it was, and she’d been
none-the-wiser. She and Frank and Lloyd—

She wheeled around in the chair and glared at Lloyd,
who had stayed at the computer. His face looked stricken, but he
wasn’t watching the major. He was staring at her, wide-eyed.
It dawned on her like a peal of thunder. “You’re in on this, aren’t
you Lloyd?”

He closed his eyes like he felt the beginnings of a
colossal headache. “Sorry.”

“How could you, Lloyd?” Tears streamed from
her eyes. “You’re a scientist. You’re supposed to be one of
us.”

Lloyd straightened defiantly. “How do you think I
talked them into giving us two hundred eighty million dollars for
this mission? I made a deal, Diedre. And we’ve had quite a little
party on their bankroll, haven’t we? Now it’s time to pay the
piper.”

“My God.” Diedre turned away from Lloyd and looked
at the major again. “What are you going to do with us, and with
Clem?”

“Clementine is the easy part. The story will be, she
crashed.”

“Of course.” Diedre felt numb resignation creeping
through her. “No one will expect to hear from Clem again if we say
she smashed into the moon.” She wanted to scream or fall on the
floor and cry. Instead, she wilted deeper into the chair. “So
that’s it, then. Nothing more out of Clem, forever.”

The major nodded.

“And us?”

“It all depends.”

Frank sank into a chair next to Diedre and looked up
at the major like a chastened schoolboy. “Depends on what?”

MacIlvain glanced at each of them sternly, his
fingers still fidgeting with the holster snap. “It depends on how
cooperative you choose to be.”

 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


The end of the world had begun while Brigadier General Matthew
Davis was on leave visiting his sister and brother-in-law in
Denver. This morning he was rushing back to his post as Director,
U.S. Space Command Center at NORAD’s underground military complex
near Colorado Springs. Racing his Lincoln Town Car on the empty
freeway south of Denver, he gripped the wheel tightly, occasionally
exceeding one hundred miles an hour. He was trying to rejoin his
staff, or what was left of his staff, after the morning’s sudden
attacks had caught NORAD unprepared in its all-but-mothballed base
beneath Cheyenne Mountain.

The 5-am telephone conversation with his base
Communications Officer had been brief and frantic. If he had the
story right, those flashes from the moon were more than just
glittering lights. They were the emanations of a powerful energy
weapon that could demolish an aircraft, a building, or a nuclear
missile silo in a single hit. They were eerily reminiscent of Star
Wars’ Death Star, now made real.

Watching the flashes as he raced southward, he was
relieved his car must seem an insignificant target to whomever was
up there, and not worth the bother of taking a shot. He was also
thankful the local civilians were obeying the President’s
admonition to stay home, if only because the empty freeway let him
lead-foot it toward NORAD at unsafe speeds.

Before leaving his sister’s home he had taken the
time to iron the pants of his uniform, shave and brush back his
head of tightly kinked, wavy graying hair. Standing at the bathroom
mirror, he had buffed the single stars on the epaulettes of his
blue Air Force uniform and straightened the many campaign bars and
Purple Heart pinned on his chest.

These preparations had produced the appearance of
more composure than he felt entitled to, but composure was what he
needed to radiate if he were to successfully take command of the
chaos he expected at NORAD.

His job until now had been to oversee America’s
surveillance satellite network, to monitor foreign activities in
space, and to keep the nation safe from airborne or spaceborne
attack. It was amazing how the scope of his duties had changed.
According to the Comm on the phone this morning, he was—she hadn’t
known exactly—at least the ranking officer at NORAD and perhaps the
ranking officer in the entire armed services of the United
States.

Not much was known with certainty, but it appeared
most or all of the joint chiefs were missing in mid-air. Their
evacuation plane had been an early target of the ray as they flew
out of Dulles for the safety of NORAD’s underground bunkers. And as
to the President, other than the fact the White House itself had
come under attack by the beam, nothing was known.

It wasn’t simply the magnitude of his new
responsibilities making Davis’s dark skin crawl. A larger question
loomed. Was this attack accompanied by an invasion? The Comm
Officer had had no answer for that one, primarily because there was
so little information available. The spy satellites that were
Davis’s usual sources had been methodically swept out of near-earth
space. Precious little information-gathering equipment was still
functional, and few communication lines remained open. His cell
phone lay useless beside him in the passenger seat.

As the satellites had winked out one by one, they
had gathered enough information to convince him the armed forces he
now commanded were well on the way to extinction. From reports
received early in the attack, the Comm was able to tell Davis
military facilities everywhere were being hit hard, and the beam’s
destructive capacity was diabolically swift and efficient.

Now his own eyes confirmed what he had been told.
Moving south past Colorado Springs he saw to the east a cloud of
black smoke rising over Peterson Air Force Base and streaking off
to the northeast horizon. Beneath the cloud, Peterson’s long line
of B-1 bombers had been reduced to a charred landscape of black and
twisted metal. Worse, his superior officer, the Commander in Chief
of U.S. Space Command, was somewhere under that pall of smoke. He
and fully half of the senior officers of NORAD had gone missing
this morning when the airbase was hit.

As Davis turned off the freeway onto NORAD’s
entrance road, he spotted another tower of smoke to the south, this
one rising from the Third Armored Cavalry Regiment base at Fort
Carson.

Yesterday the base could have easily carried out its
mission of protecting NORAD from ground-based threats. Yesterday,
hundreds of tanks and other tracked vehicles—and even a few
laser-equipped Strykers—had been arrayed beside a mile-long
semicircle of garage buildings. Today he saw only a mile-long arc
of smoking rubble and melted metal.

“My God,” he said. “It’s like Pearl Harbor on land.”
Fort Carson’s vast military power would be no help to NORAD. It had
been destroyed where it sat.

Davis was surprised the barracks and family housing
areas of the base appeared to be untouched. Even that realization
made a qualm run through him. The accuracy of the attack had been
incredible.

The enemy, whoever they were, commanded an
unbelievably precise weapon with deadly effectiveness. If things
continued this way, all earthly military capability would be
eliminated by deftly shaving it away from everything else. But why?
What fate awaited the civilians and troops who were being spared?
By any standard of any war, there ought to be an invasion
accompanying such a massive barrage, but where was it? Davis wanted
desperately to know what was coming next.

As he drove up the approach road through the
scrubland at the base of Cheyenne Mountain, he was dismayed to see
the entire surface of the mountain burnt to cinders. The beam had
visited here early and often. On the mountain’s crest where an
array of communication antennas and
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