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By Angel Peña

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: The Floating Fortress
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Three years had passed since the Day of the Garden.

Three years since the Eaters had vanished.

Three years since reality itself had nearly collapsed.

And for the first time in a very long time—

Earth was peaceful.

Or at least, that was what everyone believed.



The valley looked beautiful that morning.

Golden sunlight spilled across the mountains.

Wildflowers covered the hills.

The great roots of the First Garden glowed softly beneath the earth like veins of living starlight.

Children laughed.

Birds sang.

Everything felt normal.

Suspiciously normal.



Angel sat on the porch of the cabin with a cup of coffee and an old guitar resting across his lap.

He had not played much recently.

Mostly because Noah kept trying to "improve" his songs.

The results were terrible.



Inside the house, Hannah prepared breakfast.

The smell of pancakes filled every room.

Lily was helping.

Which mostly meant covering everything in flour.



"Noah!"

Hannah shouted.

"Stop climbing the refrigerator!"

"I'm conducting science!"

"Get down!"



The refrigerator wobbled dangerously.

Angel sighed.

Another peaceful day.



Outside, Mira walked through the garden carrying a basket of vegetables.

Three years earlier she had been the first Quiet individual.

Now she looked almost completely human.

Almost.

Silver patterns still shimmered faintly beneath her skin whenever she laughed.

Or became angry.

Or ate too much chocolate.



She had become part of the family.

Although she continued insisting she was "an independent cosmic citizen."

Nobody listened.



Near the tree line, Sheriff Hayes repaired a fence.

Poorly.

Very poorly.

The fence leaned at an angle suggesting it had lost the will to live.



Robert watched from nearby.

"That fence violates several laws of physics."

Hayes tightened another screw.

"It'll hold."

The fence immediately collapsed.



Robert nodded.

"There it is."



High above Earth, the silver ships of the former Quiet civilization drifted peacefully among the stars.

The Elder often visited the valley.

Mostly because it enjoyed listening to Angel's guitar.

And because Lily kept forcing it to participate in board games.

The Elder was terrible at board games.



Life was good.

Peaceful.

Safe.



Which was exactly why nobody noticed the ducks.

At first.



The lake near the valley had always been home to wildlife.

Fish.

Frogs.

Birds.

Ducks.

Lots of ducks.



Nobody paid attention to them.

Why would they?

They were ducks.



Unfortunately—

the ducks had recently discovered something.



Deep beneath the lake rested an ancient Gardeners research station.

A facility buried before the collapse wars.

A place forgotten by humanity.

Forgotten by the Quiet civilization.

Forgotten by almost everyone.



Almost.



At the bottom of the lake, hidden beneath mud and roots, an old laboratory door slowly opened for the first time in millions of years.

Ancient systems flickered awake.

Golden lights illuminated dark corridors.

Machines began humming.

Power returned.



And a curious duck wandered inside.



The duck's name had once been irrelevant.

Now it would become very important.



The duck discovered technology.



Ancient Gardeners technology.



A floating sphere hovered inside the laboratory.

The machine scanned the duck automatically.

Then made a catastrophic mistake.



"INTELLIGENT LIFE DETECTED."



The sphere descended.

Lights flashed.

Energy surged.

Ancient programming activated.



The duck stared blankly.



The machine interpreted this as wisdom.



"COMMENCING ENHANCEMENT PROTOCOL."



The duck should have run.

It did not.

Because it was a duck.



Golden energy engulfed the bird.

The lake exploded upward.

Waves crashed against the shore.

Fish scattered in terror.



Deep below the water, evolution accelerated.



Minutes later—

the duck emerged.



It was larger.

Smarter.

And extremely angry.



Its eyes glowed faintly blue.

Ancient knowledge poured into its mind.

Engineering.

Strategy.

Military organization.

Agricultural logistics.

Quantum mechanics.



Unfortunately the machine had also transferred thousands of years of archived Gardeners military databases.



The duck immediately developed ambitions.



The enhanced duck looked across the lake.

Toward humanity.



And it did not like what it saw.



Humans occupied the valley.

Humans controlled the farms.

Humans ruled the world.



The duck reached a simple conclusion.



This was unacceptable.



It let out a loud quack.



Far louder than normal.



The sound echoed across the valley.

Across forests.

Across rivers.

Across distant lakes.



Every duck within dozens of miles heard it.



And answered.



By sunset hundreds of ducks gathered near the lake.



The enhanced duck stood atop a rock overlooking them.

Golden energy shimmered around its feathers.

Ancient Gardeners technology floated behind it.



The ducks stared silently.



The enhanced duck raised a wing dramatically.



"QUACK."



The other ducks answered.



"QUACK."



History would later remember this moment as:

The First Quack Assembly.



The duck activated an ancient hologram projector.

Blue images filled the air.

Floating cities.

Orbital weapons.

Military formations.

Technological blueprints.



The ducks watched.

Mesmerized.



The enhanced duck quacked again.

Longer.

Louder.

More aggressively.



The others immediately agreed.



Because it was still fundamentally a duck.



And somehow—

that made perfect sense to them.



Construction began that very night.



Using forgotten Gardeners fabrication systems hidden beneath the lake, the ducks started building.

Fast.

Far too fast.



Floating metal platforms rose from underwater factories.

Automated drones assembled structures.

Energy reactors activated.

Defensive systems came online.



By midnight a fortress floated above the center of the lake.



By dawn there were three.



By the following afternoon—

there were ten.



Nobody in the valley noticed.



Mostly because Noah accidentally released fifty chickens from a neighboring farm and everyone spent the day chasing them through the mountains.



It was chaos.



The ducks appreciated the distraction.



Deep within the growing fortress, the enhanced duck entered the command center.

Screens illuminated the chamber.

Tactical maps displayed the valley.



The machine asked:

"PLEASE IDENTIFY COMMANDER."



The duck considered carefully.



Then proudly answered:

"QUACK."



The computer paused.



"COMMANDER QUACK REGISTERED."



Thus began one of the greatest mistakes in Earth's history.



Commander Quack turned toward the holographic map.

Its blue eyes narrowed.

Its military instincts awakened.

Its ambitions expanded.



Humanity had defeated cosmic horrors.

Reality-consuming monsters.

Ancient civilizations.

Dimensional collapse.



But now—

a far more ridiculous threat was rising.



A threat with feathers.



A threat with floating fortresses.



A threat that had somehow acquired access to advanced Gardeners technology.



And worst of all—

it was organized.



Commander Quack looked toward the valley where Hannah and her friends lived.

Then slowly spread its wings.



The ducks behind it stood at attention.

Thousands of them now.



The commander gave its first official order.



"QUACK."



Instantly alarms sounded throughout the floating fortress.

Factories accelerated.

Weapons activated.

Ships launched.



The Duck Empire had begun.



And humanity had absolutely no idea.
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Chapter 2: The Duck Empire Rises
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The first sign that something was wrong appeared on a Tuesday.

Nobody liked Tuesdays.

Even the universe seemed to dislike them.

Most disasters in the valley started on Tuesdays.



The morning began peacefully.

Too peacefully.

The kind of peaceful that experienced survivors learned to fear.



Hannah stood in the kitchen preparing breakfast.

Angel sat nearby drinking coffee.

Noah and Lily argued over whether pancakes tasted better with syrup or chocolate.

The debate had somehow become extremely political.



Mira entered carrying fresh vegetables.

"The tomatoes are growing well."

"Good," Hannah replied.

"No signs of giant monsters?"

"No."

"Alien invasions?"

"No."

"Reality collapse?"

"No."



Everyone relaxed.



A loud explosion immediately shook the valley.



Angel sighed.

"There it is."



Outside, Robert came running toward the cabin.

His hair was smoking.

Nobody asked why.

Experience had taught them it was usually better not to know.



"We have a problem!"

Hayes stepped onto the porch.

"What kind of problem?"

Robert pointed toward the lake.

"The duck kind."



Silence followed.



"The what?" Hannah asked.



"The duck kind."



"That's not a category."



"It is now."



The group hurried toward the lake.



At first everything looked normal.

The water sparkled beneath the morning sun.

Birds flew overhead.

The mountains stood peacefully in the distance.



Then everyone noticed the fortress.



Actually—

the eleven fortresses.



Gigantic floating structures hovered above the lake.

Metal towers rose into the sky.

Energy shields shimmered.

Massive cannons rotated slowly.

Thousands of ducks marched across steel platforms.



Nobody spoke.



Finally Angel broke the silence.



"I feel like that's not supposed to be there."



"Correct," Robert replied.



Noah stared in amazement.

"Awesome."



"Not awesome."



"Extremely awesome."



The largest fortress suddenly activated.

A massive screen appeared above the water.

Static flickered.



Then a duck appeared.



Not an ordinary duck.



This duck wore an armored uniform.

It stood behind a command desk.

Its eyes glowed blue.

Its expression suggested it had recently become convinced of its own genius.



The duck cleared its throat.



"QUACK."



Everyone waited.



The duck pressed a translation device.



The machine translated:

"Greetings inferior mammals."



Silence returned.



The duck continued.



"I am Commander Quack."



The translation device paused.



Then added:

"Supreme Ruler of the Duck Empire."



Hayes blinked.



"The Duck Empire?"



The machine answered.



"Correct."



"How long has that existed?"



"Approximately forty-eight hours."



Robert nodded.



"That's actually impressive."



Commander Quack spread its wings dramatically.



"The age of human dominance has ended."



The ducks behind it cheered.



Or at least attempted to cheer.



Mostly they just quacked loudly.



Thousands of quacks echoed across the valley.



Commander Quack seemed pleased.



"Our civilization has evolved."



The hologram displayed factories.

Warships.

Training facilities.

Research laboratories.



Mira stared in horror.



"Those are Gardeners fabrication systems."



The commander nodded proudly.



"Indeed."



"You shouldn't have access to those."



"We do."



"That's not how this works."



"It appears to be exactly how this works."



The duck had a point.



Commander Quack continued.



"Effective immediately, all lakes, ponds, rivers, fountains, bathtubs, and decorative water features belong to the Duck Empire."



Noah raised his hand.



"What about swimming pools?"



Commander Quack consulted a screen.



"Those too."



"No."



"Yes."



"No."



"Yes."



The argument continued for nearly three minutes.



Finally the transmission ended.



The screen disappeared.



The floating fortresses activated simultaneously.



Thousands of drones launched into the sky.



The Duck Empire was mobilizing.



Back at the cabin, an emergency meeting began.



Everyone gathered around the kitchen table.



The Elder appeared through a silver projection.



Its expression remained calm.



Until it saw the footage.



"What am I looking at?"



"Weaponized ducks."



The Elder stared silently.



For several seconds it seemed incapable of forming words.



Finally it spoke.



"We defeated beings capable of consuming universes."



"Correct."



"We survived dimensional collapse."



"Correct."



"We restored the Garden."



"Correct."



The Elder pointed at the screen.



"And now ducks are the problem?"



"Also correct."



The Elder disappeared briefly.



Apparently even ancient cosmic beings needed a moment.



Meanwhile Commander Quack expanded operations.



Factories beneath the lake worked continuously.



More fortresses emerged.



More soldiers were created.



More technology activated.



Entire sections of the lake transformed into industrial zones.



And Commander Quack had bigger plans.



Deep inside the main fortress stood an enormous holographic map.



The map displayed Earth.



The commander studied it carefully.



Then pointed toward major cities.



"Quack."



The translator activated.



"Phase Two."



Thousands of ducks saluted.



Across the world strange reports began appearing.



A flock of ducks stole construction equipment in Canada.



Military ducks occupied a golf course in Scotland.



A formation of highly organized ducks seized control of a fountain in Paris.



Entire ponds vanished overnight.



Nobody understood what was happening.



Except the people in the valley.



Because they had seen this kind of thing before.



Not ducks specifically.



But ridiculous apocalyptic threats.



And they always started small.



Mira examined recovered drone fragments.



"They're adapting Gardeners technology."



"Can they build weapons?" Hannah asked.



Mira looked uncomfortable.



"Yes."



"How powerful?"



Mira hesitated.



"Potentially catastrophic."



Everyone groaned.



Of course.



Why couldn't the ducks build bakeries?

Or libraries?

Or something harmless?



No.



They had chosen war.



Late that evening Noah wandered outside.



The sun was setting behind the mountains.



The floating fortresses glowed on the distant lake.



For a moment everything looked beautiful.



Then something landed beside him.



A duck.



A small one.



It wore tiny goggles.



Noah blinked.



The duck blinked back.



Neither moved.



Finally the duck produced a tiny notebook.



It scribbled something.



Then showed Noah the page.



The message read:



"HELP."



Noah frowned.



"What?"



The duck scribbled again.



"Commander Quack is crazy."



Noah's eyes widened.



The duck looked around nervously.



Then wrote one final sentence.



A sentence that would change everything.



"THE DUCK EMPIRE IS BUILDING SOMETHING UNDER THE LAKE."



Before Noah could respond, alarms suddenly echoed across the fortresses.



Searchlights swept across the shoreline.



The little duck panicked.



It dropped the notebook.



Then flew away into the darkness.



Noah picked up the notebook.



Inside were maps.

Blueprints.

Construction schedules.

Military plans.



And one image.



A massive circular machine hidden beneath the lake.

Far larger than any fortress.

Far larger than any weapon.



At the bottom of the page someone had written:



PROJECT SKYQUACK



Noah stared at the words.



Then looked toward the glowing fortresses on the lake.



Far away, Commander Quack stood atop the largest tower watching the valley.



And slowly—

the commander smiled.
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Chapter 3: Project Skyquack

[image: ]


The notebook changed everything.

At exactly 6:43 a.m., Noah burst through the cabin door carrying the stolen duck notebook above his head like he had discovered buried treasure.

Which, considering recent events, was surprisingly possible.



"I HAVE IMPORTANT DUCK INFORMATION!"



Angel nearly dropped his coffee.



Hannah looked up from breakfast.



Mira immediately stood.



Robert appeared from nowhere.

Nobody knew where he had been.

Or how he kept doing that.



The notebook landed on the kitchen table.

Everyone gathered around it.



Hayes adjusted his glasses.



"Let's see what our feathered enemies are planning."



The first page contained sketches.

The second page contained engineering diagrams.

The third page contained a drawing of Commander Quack wearing a crown.



Robert nodded.



"Healthy leadership culture."



Mira continued turning pages.



Her expression grew more concerned with each one.



Finally she stopped.



"Oh no."



Everyone immediately disliked those words.



"What?"

Hannah asked.



Mira pointed toward a blueprint.



"This machine."



The diagram displayed an enormous circular structure hidden beneath the lake.

Countless reactors surrounded its core.

Massive energy conduits extended in every direction.

Ancient Gardeners symbols covered the design.



The Elder appeared through a silver projection.



Its expression changed instantly.



"Impossible."



"What is it?" Angel asked.



The Elder zoomed in on the blueprint.



"That appears to be a planetary-scale atmospheric manipulation engine."



Nobody spoke.



Finally Noah raised his hand.



"What does that mean?"



The Elder sighed.



"It means the ducks may be attempting to modify Earth's weather."



Silence.



Then Robert slowly stood.



"The ducks are trying to weaponize the sky."



"Yes."



"That sentence physically hurts me."



Unfortunately things became worse.



Much worse.



Mira examined additional diagrams.



"The machine is incomplete."



Everyone relaxed slightly.



Then she continued.



"But if they finish it..."



Nobody relaxed anymore.



"The system could create artificial storms across entire continents."



Hayes blinked.



"Continents?"



"Entire continents."



Angel looked toward the lake.



"We need to stop this."



The Elder nodded.



"Immediately."



Across the valley, the Duck Empire was already expanding.



New fortresses rose from the lake every hour.



Automated factories worked continuously.



Drone patrols filled the sky.



Thousands of ducks marched in organized formations.



The most disturbing part?



They were getting better at it.



Commander Quack stood atop the main command tower overlooking the growing empire.



The commander wore a newly upgraded uniform.



It included medals.



The duck had awarded those medals to itself.



Several times.



A holographic officer approached.



Actually it was another duck.



But now it wore glasses.



Which apparently made it an officer.



The duck saluted.



"Quack."



The translator activated.



"Commander, Project Skyquack construction continues ahead of schedule."



Commander Quack nodded proudly.



"Excellent."



The officer duck consulted a tablet.



"We estimate full activation in twelve days."



Commander Quack turned toward Earth displayed on a holographic globe.



"Twelve days until duck supremacy."



The officer duck cheered.



"Quack!"



Thousands of ducks across the fortress cheered back.



The sound echoed across the valley like thunder.



Meanwhile Hannah's team prepared a reconnaissance mission.



The objective:

Investigate the underwater facility.

Discover the true purpose of Project Skyquack.

Avoid getting captured by militant waterfowl.



Simple.



Probably.



The plan immediately became complicated.



"How are we getting inside?" Angel asked.



Mira activated a hologram.



An underwater map appeared.



The facility extended hundreds of feet beneath the lake.



Security systems surrounded every entrance.



Drone patrols monitored the surface.



Energy shields protected the lower sections.



The ducks had built an impressive defense network.



Which was annoying.



The Elder examined the layout.



"There may be an older access tunnel."



A small blinking marker appeared beneath the mountain.



"The Gardeners often included emergency routes."



Hope returned.



Then disappeared.



The tunnel ended directly beneath the main fortress.



Of course it did.



Robert folded his arms.



"Every secret entrance eventually becomes the most dangerous entrance."



Nobody argued.



Later that afternoon the team approached the mountains overlooking the lake.



Using binoculars, they observed the growing empire.



The view was astonishing.



Floating warships now surrounded the fortresses.



Aircraft launched continuously.



Training exercises filled the lake.



And everywhere—

ducks.



Thousands upon thousands of ducks.



Organized.

Disciplined.

Armed.



Noah stared in amazement.



"They built all that in three days?"



Mira nodded.



"Gardeners fabrication systems can construct almost anything."



The group watched as several ducks carried metal components across a bridge.



Another squad tested laser rifles.



A third unit practiced synchronized marching.



Very synchronized marching.



Almost suspiciously synchronized.



Hayes lowered his binoculars.



"I miss when ducks just stole bread."



Suddenly alarms erupted throughout the empire.



Red lights flashed.



Search drones launched.



Commander Quack appeared on giant screens across every fortress.



The duck looked furious.



"Attention all units."



Thousands of ducks stopped instantly.



The commander pointed dramatically toward the mountains.



"An infiltrator has escaped."



The group exchanged worried looks.



"Your spy duck," Hannah whispered.



Commander Quack continued.



"Traitorous elements threaten the empire."



The duck's eyes glowed brightly.



"Find them."



The response shook the valley.



Every duck shouted simultaneously.



"QUACK!"



Drone squadrons launched immediately.



Searchlights swept across forests.



Patrol boats accelerated.



The hunt had begun.



And somewhere inside the Duck Empire—

their mysterious ally was running for its life.



That night a storm rolled across the mountains.



Rain battered the valley.

Thunder echoed through dark clouds.



The lake disappeared beneath sheets of water.



Inside the cabin the team finalized plans.



Tomorrow they would enter the tunnel.

Tomorrow they would investigate Project Skyquack.

Tomorrow they would discover what the ducks were really building.



Nobody slept much.



Except Noah.



Children somehow retained the supernatural ability to sleep before disasters.



Around midnight a soft tapping appeared at the window.



Tap.

Tap.

Tap.



Angel slowly approached.



Outside stood a familiar figure.



A duck.



The same duck who had delivered the notebook.



Soaked by rain.

Terrified.

Exhausted.



The duck held another notebook.



Angel opened the door carefully.



The little duck stumbled inside.



Everyone gathered around.



With shaking wings, the duck opened the notebook and revealed a message.



The handwriting was rushed.

Messy.

Desperate.



It read:



PROJECT SKYQUACK IS NOT A WEATHER MACHINE.



The room became silent.



Mira looked confused.



"But the blueprints—"



The duck turned another page.



A second message appeared.



THAT'S WHAT COMMANDER QUACK WANTS EVERYONE TO THINK.



A third page followed.



And this message made everyone's blood run cold.



THE MACHINE IS ACTUALLY A SPACE ELEVATOR.



Silence.



Complete silence.



Even the storm outside seemed quieter.



Finally Robert spoke.



"No."



The duck nodded frantically.



"No."



Another nod.



"No."



More nodding.



The duck looked genuinely apologetic.



The final page contained a single sentence.



A sentence that explained everything.



A sentence that revealed Commander Quack's true goal.



It read:



THE DUCK EMPIRE IS GOING TO THE MOON.



Lightning flashed outside.

Thunder shook the valley.

And far away across the dark lake, the floating fortresses glowed beneath the storm while Commander Quack prepared the next phase of his impossible plan.
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Chapter 4: Operation Moonquack
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The cabin remained silent for nearly an entire minute.

Everyone stared at the notebook.

Then at the duck.

Then back at the notebook.

Then at the duck again.

Because surely there had been some misunderstanding.



"The moon?" Hannah finally asked.



The duck nodded.



"The actual moon?"



Another nod.



"The giant rock in space?"



More nodding.



Robert slowly sat down.



"I need a new career."



Angel rubbed his forehead.



"Three years."



Everyone looked at him.



"We had three peaceful years."



Mira sighed.



"Apparently that was too much."



Outside, thunder rolled across the valley while rain hammered against the windows.

Far away, the floating fortresses glowed across the lake.

The Duck Empire continued growing.

And now everyone knew why.



Commander Quack wasn't planning to conquer Earth.

At least not immediately.



The ducks intended to conquer space.



The Elder appeared as a silver projection in the center of the room.

Its expression suggested it had reached the limit of what it was willing to accept from reality.



"I have witnessed the birth of galaxies."



Nobody interrupted.



"I have observed civilizations spanning millions of worlds."



Still nobody interrupted.



"I have survived dimensional collapse."



The Elder pointed toward the notebook.



"And now I am discussing lunar colonization plans created by ducks."



Silence.



"Correct," Robert said.



The Elder closed its eyes.



"Wonderful."



The spy duck flipped to another page.



The notebook contained new diagrams.



Massive towers.

Launch platforms.

Orbital construction facilities.

Mining operations.



Mira studied them carefully.



"Oh no."



Everyone immediately disliked those words again.



"What now?" Hannah asked.



Mira pointed toward a specific section.



"These aren't theoretical designs."



A pause.



"They're already building them."



The room exploded with complaints.



Of course they were.



Naturally the ducks had already begun construction.



Why wouldn't they?



Across the lake, Commander Quack stood inside the Grand Quackadel.

The fortress had grown dramatically overnight.

New towers surrounded the structure.

Massive reactors glowed beneath armored plating.

Drone traffic filled the air.



The commander observed a giant holographic moon suspended above the command chamber.



Several duck engineers stood nearby.



One duck wore a hard hat.

Another carried a clipboard.

A third somehow had both.



Commander Quack pointed dramatically.



"Quack."



The translator activated.



"Status report."



The chief engineer duck saluted.



"Operation Moonquack proceeds successfully."



Commander Quack nodded.



"And the launch tower?"



"Eighty-two percent complete."



"The orbital fleet?"



"Construction continues."



Commander Quack smiled.



Soon.

Very soon.



The Duck Empire would leave Earth behind.



And from the moon—

they could dominate the entire planet.



It was a magnificent plan.



Mostly because Commander Quack had invented it personally.



At least that was what the commander believed.



Back at the cabin, a meeting was underway.



A very serious meeting.



Or at least it attempted to be serious.



The problem was Noah.



"What if the ducks open a moon restaurant?"



"Noah."



"Moon ducks would be cool."



"Noah."



"What if they build moon castles?"



"Noah."



The boy finally stopped talking.



For approximately six seconds.



The spy duck nervously turned another notebook page.



A map appeared.



The map showed underground
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