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  Chapter One

  
  






The sky over Rock Creek Campground held more stars than Mitch Decker had seen in forty years of breathing recirculated air.


He stood with his hands in the pockets of his ranger jacket, head tilted back, letting the dark press in around him. The fire pit behind him crackled low. Somewhere in the treeline an owl cut loose with a question nobody answered. Good country. Quiet country. The kind of place where a man could forget the shape of his own mistakes for an hour or two.


“Dad. Dad. Dad.”


He didn’t move. “I see it.”


“You’re not even looking.”


He looked. His daughter Jen had both hands wrapped around a pair of cheap binoculars, the strap twisted twice around her neck like she was afraid they’d fly away. Eleven years old. Hair the color of wet sand, pulled back in a ponytail so tight it pulled at the corners of her eyes. She had her mother’s face and her mother’s stubbornness and she’d been talking about the Perseids since Memorial Day.


“There,” she said. “Right there. That was a big one.”


“I saw that one.”


“Did you make a wish?”


“I wished for another hot dog. You ate the last one.”


She lowered the binoculars long enough to give him the look—the one that said she was too old for his nonsense but not old enough to stop hoping he’d surprise her. “That’s not how wishes work.”


“How do they work?”


“You’re supposed to wish for something you can’t get yourself.”


He considered this. “Then I wish the mosquitoes would ease up.”


Jen swung the binoculars back to the sky. “That’s a waste.”


From the cabin behind them, the cabin with the peeling green paint and the porch light that had been flickering since the Carter administration, a door opened. Metal hinges whined. Footsteps on gravel. Then the creak of the porch swing.


Artie Tate settled onto the swing with the careful deliberation of a man carrying a whiskey sour in one hand and the accumulated weight of a decade’s worth of disappointment in the other. He’d driven up from Boulder three hours ago with a cooler full of groceries and a weather eye on the satellite feed. He hadn’t said much since he arrived. He never said much anymore.


“You two planning to stand out there all night?” Artie called.


Jen didn’t turn around. “The peak is at two a.m.”


“You’ll be asleep by midnight.”


“I won’t.”


“She won’t,” Mitch said. “She gets that from her mother.”


The silence that followed had edges. Mitch felt them. He didn’t turn around either.


Artie took a long pull from his glass. “Anything good?”


Mitch pointed without lifting his arm. “That whole quadrant’s active. Saw a fireball about ten minutes ago. Left a trail.”


“Persistent train?”


“Lasted three, four seconds.”


Artie made a sound in his throat. Not quite approval. Professional interest, maybe. Once, ten years ago, that sound would have been the prelude to a twenty-minute lecture on orbital mechanics and the composition of comet debris. Now it was just a sound. A man acknowledging data.


Mitch let it sit. He and Artie had been friends once. Then Artie had gone all in on the SETI job, chasing radio whispers from a hundred light-years away, and Mitch had gone underground in more ways than one. Different orbits. That was the phrase Artie had used the last time they’d had a real conversation. We’re in different orbits, Mitch. Like that made it better.


Jen gasped.


Mitch looked up.


The meteor came in low from the east, fast enough to make the word fast feel small. Not the gentle streak of a Perseid fragment burning through the upper atmosphere. This was different. This was a blade of white light that cut the sky in two, trailing something that wasn’t smoke and wasn’t fire but something in between—a ribbon of blue-white plasma that crackled at the edges.


“Whoa,” Jen breathed.


Mitch watched it. He watched it too long. Because something in his hindbrain, something that had survived three tours in places with names like Korengal and Sangin, something that still woke him up at three in the morning with its teeth bared—that thing was screaming at him.


Meteors didn’t move like that.


They came in straight. They burned. They died.


This one turned.


A lazy curve, just a few degrees, but a curve. A correction. Mitch felt the hair on his forearms stand up.


“Artie.”


“I see it.”


Mitch heard the porch swing stop. He heard Artie set his glass down on the wooden arm, heard the condensation drip onto the boards.


The meteor descended behind the ridgeline, three Mitch east. The light vanished. For one long second, there was silence.


Then the sky bloomed.


A pillar of blue light shot upward, so bright it painted the undersides of the clouds in actinic fire. The light pulsed—once, twice, three times—and then a sound arrived. Not an explosion. Explosions Mitch understood. This was a crack, a tearing, a noise that started in the bones and worked its way out. The ground shuddered under his boots. The cabin windows rattled in their frames. Behind him, Jen made a sound he’d never heard her make before.


His phone went off in his pocket.


Then Artie’s phone went off.


Then every phone within fifty Mitch, probably, all of them screaming at once with different ringtones, overlapping, a digital chorus of alarm.


Mitch pulled his phone out. No service. No bars. But the screen was lit with a push notification from a number he didn’t recognize, and beneath it, the Emergency Alert System had taken over with that tone—the one they tested once a month, the one that never meant anything until now.


The words scrolled across his screen in white block letters:


SEVERE ALERT. MULTIPLE IMPACT EVENTS CONFIRMED. SEEK SHELTER IMMEDIATELY. THIS IS NOT A DRILL.


Mitch read it twice. His brain refused to process it the second time.


“Jen.” His voice came out flat. Ranger voice. The voice he used when a hiker had gone off trail and the light was dying. “Get inside. Now.”


She didn’t move. She was staring at the ridgeline, where the blue light was fading to a sullen glow. “What was that?”


“Jen.”


“That wasn’t a meteor, was it?”


“Jen, get in the cabin.”


Artie was already moving. He came off the porch with a speed that belied the whiskey and the years, his phone pressed to his ear, his face lit from below by the screen. He wasn’t listening to anyone. He was reading. Scrolling. His thumb moved in short, jerky motions.


Mitch grabbed Jen’s arm. Not hard. Firm. The way you grab a child when there’s no time to explain. She came with him, stumbling over the uneven ground, the binoculars swinging against her chest.


“What’s happening?” Her voice was higher now. Tight.


“We’re going inside.”


“Dad, what’s happening?”


Artie beat them to the cabin door. He held it open, and for a moment his face was fully illuminated by the light spilling out from inside. Mitch saw something there he’d never seen on Artie Tate’s face before.


Fear. Pure and undisguised.


“The signal,” Artie said. “I’ve been tracking it for three weeks. I thought it was noise. I ran the numbers, Mitch. I triple-checked. It was non-random. I knew it was non-random and I called it noise because I was too—”


“Artie.”


“They’re not rocks.”


A low rumble built from the west. Mitch knew that sound too. Heavy vehicles. A lot of them. Moving fast. He looked toward the park entrance road, a mile of gravel and switchbacks that connected them to the highway. He saw headlights. Three sets. Four. More. And above the headlights, mounted on the cabs of what looked like military transports, searchlights cutting white cones through the trees.


“What the hell,” Jen whispered.


The first transport rounded the bend and kept coming. It was a Humvee, or something like it, but bigger. Armored. The kind of vehicle you saw in news footage from places the government said you weren’t supposed to worry about. Behind it came another. Behind that, a flatbed truck carrying something under a tarp that bulged with shapes Mitch didn’t recognize.


The Humvee skidded to a stop thirty yards from the cabin. Dust billowed. The passenger door opened before the vehicle had fully settled, and a woman in Air Force flight gear jumped out.


She was tall. Lean. Her flight suit was unzipped at the collar, and she wore a sidearm on her hip like she’d forgotten it was there. Her helmet was off, and her hair was cropped short, and she had the kind of face that had made decisions in the last hour that would follow her for the rest of her life.


“You the ranger?” she said.


Mitch stepped forward, putting himself between her and Jen. “Mitch Decker. This is federal land. You’re going to need to—”


“Captain Elena Vance.” She didn’t slow down. She walked past him like he was a signpost she’d already read. “Creech Air Force Base was hit fifteen minutes ago. So was Nellis. So was the goddamn Hoover Dam. I have twelve birds left in the air and no chain of command above the regional level. So with all due respect, Ranger, I don’t need to do anything except find a defensible position and a working radio.”


She stopped at the cabin steps. Looked at Artie.


“You’re Tate?”


Artie blinked. “How do you know my name?”


“Because your observatory logged the first contact signal three hours before impact. Because you flagged it as anomalous and then sat on it while you drove up here to look at pretty lights.” Vance’s voice was flat. Not angry. Just stating facts. “NSA picked up your data packet at twenty-one hundred hours. They kicked it to NORAD. NORAD kicked it to us. By the time anyone believed it wasn’t a sensor glitch, the first impact was already inbound.”


Artie’s face went gray. “I didn’t—I sent that report. I flagged it as urgent. I sent it to—”


“You sent it to a dead server, Doctor. Creech is gone. Peterson is gone. The entire Southwest regional command structure is gone or going.” Vance finally let something show in her voice. Exhaustion. Rage. Some alloy of the two. “So here’s where we are. Something came down in that reservoir east of here. Something big. My birds saw it from altitude before they lost telemetry. It’s not a rock. It’s not a meteor. It’s moving.”


Mitch felt Jen’s hand find his. He squeezed once. Didn’t look down.


“How far?” he said.


“Three Mitch. Maybe less now.” Vance looked at the cabin. At the dark windows. At the single door. “You got weapons in there?”


“I’ve got a deer rifle. A shotgun. A sidearm.”


“That’s not going to do what we need it to do.”


“What do you need it to do?”


Vance didn’t answer. She was looking at the ridgeline again, where the blue glow had shifted from sullen to active. Pulsing now. A rhythm. Slow. Deliberate. Like a heart.


A sound reached them. Not the rumble of transports. Something lower. Something that vibrated in the chest before it reached the ears. A cry, maybe. Or a signal. Something that had no business coming out of any throat Mitch had ever heard.


Jen made that sound again. The one he’d never heard before.


He turned. Squatted down. Put his hands on her shoulders.


“Listen to me. You’re going to go inside with Dr. Tate. You’re going to get in the storm cellar. You’re going to stay there until I come get you.”


“You’re not coming with us?”


“I’m going to help the captain figure out what’s happening.”


“You said you’d never lie to me.”


Mitch felt his throat close. He swallowed past it. “I’m not lying. I’m going to come get you. But I need you to be brave right now. Can you do that?”


Jen’s chin trembled. She bit her lower lip, hard, the way she did when she was trying not to cry. “You said we were safe here. You said this was a good place. You said—”


“I know what I said.”


“You said—”


“Jen.” He pulled her in. Held her. Felt her heart hammering against his chest. “I know. Just go with Artie. Please.”


He looked up at Artie over Jen’s shoulder. Artie was standing at the cabin door, his phone still in his hand, his face still gray, but something else there now. Something that looked like the man Mitch had known ten years ago. The man who had stayed up all night arguing about the Drake Equation. The man who had looked at the stars and seen possibilities instead of distances.


“Get her down,” Mitch said. “Lock the hatch. Don’t come out until you hear my voice. No matter what you hear. No matter what. You hear me?”


“I hear you.”


Mitch stood. He put one hand on Jen’s back and guided her to the door. Artie took her hand. She didn’t want to let go of Mitch. He had to peel her fingers off one by one.


Then the door closed.


Mitch stood there for a moment with his hand on the wood. He could hear her on the other side. Her voice, muffled. Artie’s voice, low and steady. Footsteps moving toward the back of the cabin. The squeak of the storm cellar hatch opening.


He turned.


Vance was watching him. “You got kids?”


“One.”


“Don’t think about her.”


“I can’t stop thinking about her.”


“Don’t. It’ll get you killed.” Vance unholstered her sidearm, checked the chamber, slapped the magazine home. “I need to get to that ridge. I need eyes on what came down. You know this terrain?”


“I’ve walked every inch of it.”


“Then you’re with me.”


She started walking. Not toward the cabin. Toward the treeline. Toward the ridge.


Mitch looked back at the cabin one more time. The porch light was still flickering. The door was closed. The windows were dark.


He followed her.


The ground rose steeply from the campground, oak and pine giving way to rocky outcroppings and switchback trails Mitch had cleared himself three summers ago. He moved without thinking about it, his legs finding the path, his eyes adjusting to the dark. Vance moved differently. She moved like someone who had done this before, in other places, under worse conditions. Her boots found purchase without hesitation. Her head was on a swivel.


“You fly fighters,” Mitch said, keeping his voice low.


“F-35s.”


“You ever do ground work?”


“I ever need to shoot someone, I can shoot them.”


“That’s not what I asked.”


She glanced back at him. In the moonlight, her face was all angles and shadows. “I spent six months at the Air Ground Operations School. I can navigate, I can call in fire support, and I can keep my mouth shut when it matters. That good enough?”


“It’s going to have to be.”


They crested the first ridge. Mitch stopped. Vance stopped beside him.


The reservoir was gone.


Where water had been, there was now a crater a quarter-mile across, its edges glowing with that same blue bioluminescence that had lit the sky. The water hadn’t been displaced. It had been vaporized. Steam rose from the crater in thick curtains, catching the light, making everything look underwater.


And in the center of the crater, something was moving.


Mitch had no frame of reference for it. His brain tried to give him one—tried to fit what he was seeing into a category he understood. Tank. Vehicle. Machine. But none of those stuck. Because what he was seeing was alive.


It was massive. Bigger than a house. Its body was segmented, armored in plates that looked like chitin but moved like muscle, flexing and contracting with each breath. The blue light pulsed from vents along its flanks, rhythmic, synchronized. Its head—if it was a head—was a cluster of sensory organs arranged around a central maw, and beneath that maw, limbs were unfolding. Not legs. Not arms. Something in between. Appendages tipped with hooks and blades and things Mitch couldn’t name.


It was pulling itself out of the crater.


And it wasn’t alone.


Behind it, smaller shapes were emerging from the steam. Dozens of them. Each one a miniature version of the first, but faster. More agile. They moved on four legs, low to the ground, their bodies sleek and dark, their movements coordinated. They spread out from the crater in a pattern that Mitch recognized.


Sweep. Clear. Secure.


He’d done it himself, in another life, with other men, in other places.


Vance raised her sidearm. Mitch put his hand on her wrist.


“That won’t do anything.”


“I know.” She didn’t lower the gun. “But I feel better with it in my hand.”


The creatures moved through the trees at the edge of the reservoir. They made almost no sound. Mitch watched one pass within fifty feet of their position, close enough to see the way its carapace rippled with each stride, close enough to hear the wet rasp of its breathing. It didn’t look at them. It was focused on something else. Something to the west.


The glow from the crater intensified. The massive creature—the queen, Mitch thought, or whatever passed for one—had pulled itself fully onto solid ground. It
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