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The Story So Far

Thirty-six harvester ships came to take the sky. Their shields turned missiles to rain. Their signal learned our languages and spoke with our dead. Rick Paul — Air Force pilot, stubborn Texan by way of Lubbock — flew where jets could not, through the eleven-second breath in the shield, into the mothership's cathedral dark. He found the hive. He found the Speaker, who was not a mouth but a mercy. In Book Six the Speaker died buying Rick one true sentence: the Queen is dying, and she means to take the planet with her. This is what she left ticking.
The Speaker died at 03:17 ship time, and the Queen sent her condolences at 03:18. Rick Paul felt it before he heard it — a change in the hull note, that subsonic pressure in the teeth that had lived in him since his first descent, dropping half a tone like a singer losing the melody. On the command deck of the captured harvester that Webb had renamed, without irony, Fort Worth, every screen lit amber at once. Dr. Mara Chen was already at the central table with both hands flat on it, watching numbers Rick could not read turn a color he understood perfectly. 'Tell me that's a hello,' he said. Mara did not look up. 'It's a heartbeat,' she said. 'Whose?' 'The planet's. And it's skipping.'

General Marcus Webb came through the hatch at a pace that in a younger man would have been a run. Webb was sixty-two, scarred at the left temple from an ejection over Kandahar in another life, and he had not raised his voice in public since the second week of the war, which made the quiet ones listen harder. Sam 'Wiz' Torres followed him with a tablet in each hand and a third tucked under his arm like a man carrying more bad news than hands. Wiz was twenty-four, a signals savant who had been too young for the Air Force and too useful for anyone to enforce it. 'Sir,' Wiz said to the room at large, 'the core just burped.'

Mara turned a display toward them. The Earth hung there in false color, and through it, rendered in a red that went through Rick's chest like a cold nail, a line was growing from directly beneath the harvester fleet's anchor point in low orbit, down through mantle and crust, straight as a plumb line. 'When the Speaker died, he was dampening her,' Mara said. 'That was his real function. Not translation. Suppression. The Queen has a structure grown into the Earth's magnetic core — think of it as a root, or a hand around a heart. While she lives, she holds it steady because she needs the planet alive to harvest it. The moment her own death becomes certain—' She stopped. 'Say it plain, Doctor,' Webb said. 'She squeezes.'

Rick looked at the red line and did the arithmetic he had done over cotton fields and inside alien vaults, the only arithmetic that had never lied to him. Altitude is time. Time is choices. 'How long?' he asked. 'If the rate holds?' Mara's hands were steady. Rick had learned to be afraid when Mara Chen was steady. 'Nine days for the root to generate a resonant pulse that cracks the core's stability. Not an explosion. Worse. The dynamo fails. The magnetosphere goes with it. Then the solar wind does the rest, politely, over months.' 'A dead-man switch,' Webb said. The words settled on the deck like dust after a strike. 'She dies, we die. Classic spite.' 'Not spite,' said a voice from the hatch, and every head turned.

The Speaker's heir stood in the doorway with two of Webb's Marines behind her, uncertain whether she was a guest or a prisoner, which, Rick thought, made them the only honest people on the ship. She was — the pronouns had taken the science team a month and they had settled, with her amused permission, on she — tall and jointed wrong by human standards, her skin the translucent amber of the hive's lower castes, her eyes entirely dark and entirely calm. The Speaker had grown her in eleven days from his own tissue before he died, a daughter in the hive's fashion, which was also to say a memory with legs. She carried his voice patterns, his human languages, and — this was the part that kept Rick awake — his unfinished sentences. 'My father held her hand closed,' the heir said, in English so precise it hurt. 'Now there is only her hand. And her dying.' She looked at Rick, and only at Rick. 'She is calling for you, Captain Paul. Not the fleet. You. The hand squeezes faster when your name is spoken near the root.' The hull note dropped again, down through Rick's teeth into his jaw, and somewhere below them, around the heart of the world, a dying queen tightened her grip.
They gave the thing a clock because humans cannot fight a thing without a clock. Wiz built it on the main display in Fort Worth's command deck: nine days, four hours, and a long tail of minutes that fell off the end like water off a wing. Every ninety minutes, when the harvester shields breathed and the old door opened, the clock jumped — a minute lost here, eleven there — because the Queen's root pulsed in the same rhythm as her ships, and each pulse was a squeeze. 'She's not winding down,' Wiz said, on the second day, eating something from a pouch without tasting it. 'She's winding up. Like she's — sorry, sir — like she's enjoying the arithmetic.' Rick watched the numbers fall and thought of fuel gauges, and of his daughter Lily on a fence in Abilene, and did not say either thought aloud.

Earthside, the squeeze already had weather. The aurora came to Texas on the third night, green curtains over Lubbock in October, beautiful the way a fever is beautiful on a child's face. Compasses wandered. The power grid, rebuilt at such cost since the ships fell, sang in its lines and tripped in brown rolling failures from El Paso to Texarkana. Mara's teams tracked a low, patient warming along the mid-Atlantic ridge and a new tremor swarm under Yellowstone that the news, to its credit, reported exactly once and then, at Webb's request and the President's, stopped reporting. 'Panic is a second enemy,' Webb said, in the briefing he gave with his hands flat on the table to keep them still. 'We will not feed it briefings.'

The plan, such as it was, had the shape of every plan since the sky tore open: it depended on a door, a volunteer, and arithmetic nobody liked. Mara laid it out on the butcher paper that had become the war's true scripture. The root was not physical in any way a bomb respected — it was a grown resonance, a standing wave anchored in the Queen herself, broadcast through the fleet and focused by the thirty-six harvesters into the core. Cut the broadcast, and the wave collapsed like a song when the singer stops. 'The signal has a source,' Mara said. 'Not the fleet. Her. Somewhere in the primary hive, past every deck we have mapped, there is the organ that sings the root into being. The heart. If we can reach it—' 'We can what?' Rick asked. 'Reason with it?' 'We can infect it,' Mara said.

Wiz put the virus up on the display almost shyly, the way a man shows a photograph of someone he loves. It was not a bomb and not a poison; it was a pattern, a self-propagating instruction written in the hive's own signaling chemistry with the Speaker's posthumous help — pages of his tissue-memory that the heir had dictated, weeping without tears, for nine hours while Wiz typed. Properly delivered into the heart, the virus would not kill the Queen. It would do something worse, from her perspective. It would teach the heart a new rhythm — Earth's rhythm, the dynamo's own eleven-second pulse that Rick had flown through a dozen times — and a heart singing Earth's song could not hold the squeeze. 'She lets go,' Wiz said. 'Or the heart stops trying to be hers. Either way, the wave dies.'

'And the delivery?' Webb asked, in the tone of a man who already knew and was buying time for the room. The heir answered from her place by the hatch, where she stood because no one had yet thought to offer a creature grown from a prophet anything so human as a chair. 'The heart admits only what it knows,' she said. 'Kin, or the marked. My father marked one of you, in the deep place, when he gave the true sentence. The mark is in the blood. It cannot be copied. It cannot be carried in a machine. It must walk.' Every face in the room turned, with the terrible slowness of a formation breaking, toward Rick Paul. He looked at the clock, at the red line through the world, at Mara being steady and Wiz being brave and Webb being quiet. 'Well,' Rick said. 'At least she has taste.' Below them, on schedule, the planet's magnetosphere shivered, the aurora stood up over Texas like a green flag, and the clock, obliging as ever, took eleven minutes for itself.
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