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PROLOGUE


JULY 7


1947


Corporal Jackson Hardy knew the alien wasn’t dead. When he was helping Reynolds stuff it into the body bag, his hand touched the smooth, mouthless face. He jerked back as if stung, every inch of his six-foot-two frame tingling in alarm. He felt like he’d just kissed a copperhead on the lips.


Reynolds laughed at him nervously.


“Least you know it can’t bite,” he said.


That was what Jackson’s grandfather used to call laughing in the graveyard. However well hidden, every man on the detail was battling at least some amount of terror. Jackson didn’t have anything more than a high school education, and someone might have been able to convince him that the crashed ship was a government prototype, or a Soviet spy plane, or a Chinese weather balloon. What did he know about that stuff? But no amount of convincing could explain away the things in it. No way they came from the same world that had produced Jackson Hardy. Not the creature he and Reynolds put in that body bag.


A spider was closer to being human.


It was alive, too. He wasn’t sure how he knew, but he did, and with absolute certainty. His fingers prickled long after the thing was taken away. He worried a little that he might be infected with something, but as the day wore on the sensation faded, and with it, his apprehension.


* * *


The next day they went back to the site, with a lot more men, and cleaned everything up. Where the higher-ups took the ship and the scraps, he didn’t know and didn’t want to know. Like most of the other soldiers Agent Leigh had picked for the mission, Jackson had worked under military intelligence before, and knew how to keep a secret. That started with not asking questions, even in your own head.


At that point, he figured the whole thing was done, and he could start packing this mess in with all of the other nightmares he was trying to forget from his tour in Europe. But the next night he was loaded into a truck with a bunch of the other guys and driven out through the desert.


When Jackson stepped out of the truck, it was beneath a waning gibbous moon in a New Mexican sky. At least he assumed they were still in New Mexico. Even in the dark, he could make out that there wasn’t much but sand and the scrubby cacti locals called cholla. It was a thoroughly inhospitable landscape, an alien world compared to the lush subtropics of Louisiana where he had been born and raised.


Made all the more inhospitable for what he’d seen in the past few days.


Still, there wasn’t anything particularly alien about the ranch house and its little scatter of outbuildings and corrals, the sheep bleating in the darkness, the yard dogs sounding their canine alarms as the soldiers invaded their territory. Agent Leigh hadn’t explained what they were doing on the ride over, and he didn’t explain now. He sent Jackson and two privates to check out the barn.


Jackson rarely had nightmares. His old flame, Irene Clay, had chalked that up to what she called his thorough lack of imagination, but the night after touching the alien, he’d had a night terror. He didn’t remember the details, but it had left him shaken.


It was like being back in the war, where death seemed to hide around every turn taken, in every shadow entered. If not his own death, then the sightless eyes of other men, and sometimes women and children. But now there was more, a deeper kind of dread. Like the world he knew was just fresh paint on a house already gone to rot.


In Belgium and Germany, the monsters had at least looked human.


Despite nearly giving him the shakes, the barn didn’t contain anything out of the ordinary, so they took positions around it. Fidgeting a bit, Jackson got out a cigarette and a book of matches. As he was shaking the match out, he caught something in the corner of his eye, something that sent a shiver up his spine. He turned a little.


The moon was behind the barn, and he was in its shadow. He stared into the darkness, alert for any motion, while he took another match and struck it.


The barn wall appeared in the fitful yellow light, and he saw what had startled him. Someone had painted a big circle on it, and then painted a line through the circle. Jackson took a step back and nearly jumped out of his skin when he bumped into Reynolds.


“What the hell is that supposed to be?” Reynolds said.


“I don’t know,” Jackson said, “but I don’t like it. Not one damn bit.”




PROLOGUE


JULY 3


1996


Mr. Marshall was in the lead, and he came to the top of the big hill first. He stopped and motioned for them to stay back, and then stood still for a moment, looking down the other side. After a minute he turned back to them, and Jake saw tears running down his face.


Jake’s father cried the day Nana died, but Jake was five then, and only understood a little bit about what was going on. He was older now, and had watched his goldfish, Tuna, die, twisting in the water, trying to right himself, moving less and less and finally not at all. They had buried the fish in the backyard, and now—at seven—Jake knew that when someone died—like Nana and Tuna—you never got to see them again, at least not until you died and went to heaven yourself.


Sometimes his mother cried, but when that happened Jake almost never knew why, and that was worse, because he didn’t understand at all.


What he did know was this—that when grown-ups cried, it meant something really bad was going on, usually something Jake didn’t understand.


Jake had never seen Mr. Marshall cry. He was a big man, with curly red hair, a big smile, and white teeth. He cracked his knuckles a lot and called everyone “sport.” He always knew what to do.


Except now he was crying and it scared Jake, a lot, so much so that he was on the verge of tears himself. He wanted to be home, watching TV, wrestling with his dad, helping his mom make cookies. Anything but being up here, on this hill, where something bad was happening.


Hank—Mr. Marshall’s son—started walking forward. He was twelve, one of the oldest of the kids there.


“Stay where you are, Hank,” Mr. Marshall said. “All of you, stay back. You don’t need to see this.”


“It’s true, isn’t it?” Hank said. “It’s all true.” He began walking uphill again, even with his father waving him back, and this time some of the others followed him.


Before the hike, Mr. Marshall had counted heads—fifteen including his own. They had taken the bus from camp to the trailhead and spent all morning hiking to reach this point. It had been awful—Jake’s legs were chapped and his feet had blisters on them. Mr. Marshall was the only adult with them. The rest were kids between the ages of six and twelve. Jake was one of the youngest.


Usually when Mr. Marshall said to do or not do something, the kids listened. Not this time, and though he kept waving them back, Hank and the older kids just walked right around him. A girl named Marisol took Jake’s hand. She was ten. She had long black hair and was nice to him, although she treated him like a little kid, which bugged him sometimes.


He walked with her to the ridge top, and he saw the spaceship.


The camp wasn’t supposed to have a TV, because camp was supposed to be about being outdoors and fresh air and all of that stuff, but Mr. Marshall had one in his cabin, and several of the kids had radios, so they knew about the spaceships. Everyone was talking about them, how big they were, wondering why they were here. Some of the talk Jake didn’t understand, but he could tell the adults were scared. Some of them left the camp and didn’t come back. Some of them took kids with them. Then, all of a sudden, Mr. Marshall turned off his television and took all of the radios, and everyone that was left at camp was loaded onto the bus.


And now they were here.


“It’s not as big as I thought,” Jake said. It reminded him of a manhole cover, except that it had a sort of fin on one side. He felt better now, because although it was a little weird-looking, it didn’t seem to him that there was anything to cry about.


“Because it’s so far away,” Marisol said.


Black smoke rose from beneath the spaceship and spread along the ground, curling into the sky and darkening the horizon. The sky was a weird reddish color in that direction, but when Jake looked behind him it was blue, like a normal, sunny day.


“It’s all gone,” Hank said. The older boy was crying now, along with most of the others. Jake still didn’t understand why.


“The city,” Marisol whispered. “It’s gone, see? They burned it all up. See all the smoke?”


“That’s the city?” Jake asked. “That black stuff under the ship? I thought it was its shadow.”


“That’s not a shadow,” she said.


“You mean L.A. is burned up?” Jake said. “The whole city?”


Around the smoking area, he saw what looked like roads and buildings, all made tiny with distance, and he finally started to understand how huge the ship really was.


“Most of it,” Marisol said.


“What about my house?” Jake asked. “Can you see it?”


“I don’t know where your house is,” she said, “but it doesn’t matter. I can’t tell where anything was. It’s all too different.”


“I bet my house is okay,” he said.


All of the kids were talking now, yelling, some screaming hysterically, and Jake suddenly felt tears in his own eyes, because it was all really confusing and scary and wrong.


“I want my mom,” he said. He started crying harder. Marisol put her arm around him, but it didn’t help. He started to shake.


He’d been crying a lot lately, but this was different.


Jake hated summertime, because summertime meant camp—sometimes more than one. His parents said it was because they had to work in the summer, but he didn’t have school, so he needed to go someplace fun while they were working. The problem was, they had a weird idea of what was fun.


Day camps weren’t so bad, because in the afternoon he got to go home, and Mom would read to him at bedtime, and Dad would sing him a song or two. But last year they decided he needed an “outdoor” experience, and sent him to a camp in the mountains, where he didn’t get to go home at night, where he had to share a cabin with a bunch of other kids for two weeks. He told them he didn’t want to go this year, but they didn’t care. It felt like they didn’t care about him, like they just wanted him out of the way. Like they hated him.


So when they made him get out of the car, and took his stuff out, it was like he couldn’t breathe, and he told them.


“I hate you,” he said. Because he thought it would make them understand how he felt, and make them change their minds.


It didn’t change anything. They hugged him, told him they loved him, and left him there.


“I won’t say it again,” he sobbed, gazing down at the smoke. “I won’t ever say I hate them. I’ll just say nice things from now on.” He turned to Marisol. “Tell Mr. Marshall to call them so I can tell them I didn’t mean it.”


“Do you see a telephone around here?” she asked.


“When we get back to camp, then,” he said.


“I don’t think we’re going back to camp,” Marisol said.


He stared at her.


“Then how will Mom and Dad know where to come get me?” he demanded.


“Jake…” she began, but broke off and looked away. Mr. Marshall and some of the others were pointing.


Mr. Marshall took out his binoculars.


“Fighter jets,” he said. He suddenly didn’t sound as sad. He sounded stronger, somehow, like he usually did. It made Jake feel better. “F-18s, I think. They’re going after the bastards!”


Jake saw them too. They didn’t look much bigger than flies at this distance, and compared to the spaceship they were tiny, but everyone seemed excited now, yelling and cheering like they were watching a ball game or something.


He knew what a fighter jet was. He had a model one in his room. He’d been to a Blue Angels show last year, watched the planes do all sorts of crazy stunts. He’d even been thinking he might want to be a pilot when he grew up.


“The aliens are sitting ducks,” Hank said. “God, I hope they blow it to pieces.”


So did Jake. He watched, feeling like something was missing. If this were in a movie, there would be music, the roar of aircraft engines, all kinds of noise, but from here it was like watching with the sound turned down. With a really, really big screen.


“They hit it!” Mr. Marshall said, watching through his field glasses. Everyone cheered. Even without the binoculars, Jake could see the little yellow explosions, like matches striking on the side of a matchbox. Everyone kept yelling like crazy, as more and more flashes of light appeared on the huge ship.


Then Jake noticed Mr. Marshall slowly lowering the field glasses. He said some words Jake knew, and knew he wasn’t supposed to say.


“I don’t think they’ve damaged it at all,” Mr. Marshall said.


All of a sudden, something came swarming out of the spaceship like a cloud of gnats. The jet fighters broke out of their neat formations and started flying around like crazy. Bursts of red and orange began to bloom all over the sky, and in moments burning aircraft fell like a fiery rain. Jake wanted to think he was seeing it wrong. Surely the alien ships were the ones exploding.


Eventually it was clear even to him, though, that not a single alien craft had been shot down. No one was shouting anymore. They just watched silently as the F-18s grew fewer and fewer in number. Finally, the remaining planes flew away, pursued by the alien fighters.


“We lost,” Hank whispered. He said it really low, but since no one else was talking, everyone heard him.


“They didn’t even have a chance.”


That wasn’t how it was supposed to be, Jake knew. The good guys were always supposed to have a chance. They were supposed to win. When someone blew a city up, they weren’t just supposed to get away with it.


“I want my mom and dad,” Jake said.


“Me too,” Marisol said. “Maybe…”


She didn’t finish.


Mr. Marshall put away his field glasses. He wasn’t crying anymore. He looked sort of sad, but he also looked determined, the way he did when he wouldn’t take no for an answer.


“Come on,” he said. “We’ve got to go.”


“Where, Dad?” Hank said. “Where can we go?”


“Someplace safe,” Mr. Marshall said.




1


JULY


1996


When London was destroyed, Dikembe Umbutu was in Oxford with Brian Aldridge, a mate from university. They had started the previous evening at the Old Tom Gristle, a favorite pub of theirs. On any other day they probably would have been discussing football, politics, girls—their antics as seniors—but like everyone else in the place, today their eyes were glued to the television. And not because a game was on.


Typically, the media coverage focused largely on the ships over Western European and American cities, but there was a brief report about the monsters hovering over Lagos, Nigeria, and Dakar, Senegal, which for Dikembe were closer to home.


Of course, the one overshadowing London was nearer to him, and everyone else in the Old Tom.


Closing time came, but the owner didn’t shut down. The place became more crowded with people who didn’t quite believe what was going on. One older gentleman insisted that it was all a hoax, à la the War of the Worlds radio broadcast. The idea caught on, and drinking games were invented. As dawn approached, Dikembe switched from beer to coffee and bought a hot breakfast.


Halfway through the meal, the television showed the torching of London. He and Brian watched, unbelieving, as some of the world’s greatest cities were laid to waste in an instant.


Dikembe finished his coffee and stood up. He stuck out his hand for Brian to shake.


“I’ll see you, old fellow,” he said. “I have to go.”


“What?” Brian said. His face was so drained of color, it nearly matched his cottony hair. “Where do you think you’re going?”


“Home,” Dikembe said. “May I borrow your bicycle?”


“You can have it, mate,” Brian said, “but you’ll have to pump the tires way up to cross the Channel.”


“I’ll deal with that when I get there,” he said. They shook hands and parted company, as around them the world unraveled.


The bicycle proved the way to go. The main roads were packed, not so much with refugees from London—there weren’t very many of those—but with people fleeing every other city, fearing they were next.


* * *


In some cases, they were right. Birmingham and Liverpool were annihilated within the next day. News of the rest of the world was hard to come by on the road.


He stopped for a sandwich and some crisps at a roadside convenience store whose owner still had the stones and the greed to remain open. Everything was double price. He didn’t flinch about it though, guessing that the ten pounds he’d paid would be worth slightly less than dog piss in a day or two.


He rode south and west toward the coast, skirting very wide around where London used to be, often going cross-country when the roads were too mad. He wasn’t sure what he expected—squads of aliens on the march, fliers murdering people from the air—but if the world was ending, the scenery didn’t know it in the fields and meadows of the West Country.


He first thought to go to Portsmouth, but remembered there was a Navy presence there the aliens might be interested in blasting, so he went farther west to the little resort town of Weymouth. He reached it, exhausted, about eight o’clock in the evening. He couldn’t find a room, but he did find another pub, where he ate and watched the television, which had maddeningly little to say, especially about his homeland. In England and Europe, the pattern was clear—each ship destroyed a city and then moved on to the next. So Lagos was finished. What about Kinshasa? Was it now a smoking ruin like London and Paris? From what he gathered, the first targets had been chosen by size, and some military installations had been targeted, as well.


“Is this seat taken?” someone asked.


He looked up from the well of his thoughts and saw a young woman with slightly wavy flaxen hair and a dimpled chin.


“No,” he said. “Please.” He stood and pulled out the chair for her.


“Oh,” she said. “A gentleman.” She craned her neck in an exaggerated way. “A very tall gentleman. You don’t see that a lot these days. The gentleman part.” She was about his age, maybe twenty-five. Her eyes were gray, and she had a nice smile, judging from the single one she had let slip when he pulled the chair out.


“I still can’t believe it,” she said, looking up at the television. “It’s like science fiction. So unreal.”


“It’s—difficult,” he said.


“Did you have anyone—in any of the cities?” she asked.


He shook his head. “Not really. Not that I know of. Where I’m from is pretty far from any major city. And you?”


She nodded. “I’m from Atlanta,” she said, a little sadly. He had noticed the American accent, but had declined to ask about it. People were always making assumptions about him and where he was from, or else fishing to find out. He generally tried not to do the same, and found that people usually wanted to tell you about themselves anyway.


“Atlanta had time to evacuate,” he said.


“I know,” she replied. “I hope they made it out. They would have tried, but there’s no place to call, you know? Even if the phones were working.”


“I know,” he said. He had tried placing a few calls, to no effect. “Look, my name is Dikembe. And you are?”


“Oh,” she said. “Sorry, misplaced my manners. I’m Hailey. Pleased to meet you.”


“Hailey, may I fetch you a lager?”


“Yes sir,” she said. “You certainly may.”


He pushed his way politely through the crowd at the bar and ordered the drinks from a young woman with purple hair wearing a railroad engineer’s cap.


“So what brought you to Weymouth?” Hailey asked when he returned.


“Yesterday I was in Oxford,” he replied. “Now I’m trying to return home.”


She nodded. He thought she would ask him if his home was Africa, as if it was a country instead of a continent. He got that a lot.


She surprised him.


“Why Oxford then?” she asked.


“School,” he said.


“Oh,” she said, dipping her finger in the foamy head of her beer. “College man. What did you study?”


“Art,” he said. He took a drink.


“Art,” she repeated. “Every parent’s dream, right? An art major at an expensive school.”


Dikembe smiled.


“My father did not approve,” he admitted. “Drawing and painting aren’t fit pursuits for a man, especially an Umbutu man. I finished my degree two years ago, but I could never quite bring myself to go home. I’ve been working up to a gallery exhibition…” He trailed off, realizing.


“What is it?”


“Well,” he said. “My studio was actually in London, in Earl’s Court. I was just visiting a friend in Oxford.”


“Lucky you,” she said. “Best visit you ever made.”


He thought about the paintings, two years of work…


“Sure,” he said. “Lucky me.”


“And you choose to go home now?” she said. “Why the change of heart?”


He gestured at the television, although at the moment it displayed only static. “Why do you think? I should have returned a long time ago. Now I may have waited too long.”


She took a lingering sip of her beer, looking thoughtful.


“I came over here to go to school too,” she said, “but it didn’t turn out to be my thing. I ended up working on yachts instead.”


“Yachts?” he said. “That must be interesting.”


“It’s a living,” she said. “The travel is fun—I’ve been a lot of places I never imagined I would see—and the owner is almost never on board, so we’re pretty much left to do our own thing. I’m still young, footloose. Surrounded by luxury, even if it doesn’t belong to me. Yeah, it’s kinda cool.”


“Why own a yacht if you’re not going to be on it?” Dikembe wondered.


She shrugged. “He’ll call and say, ‘Take the boat to Marseilles.’ Or Sydney, or wherever. Then he’ll fly in, throw a big party on the yacht for his very important guests, and then fly out, leaving us to clean up and have a few parties of our own.”


They had a few more drinks. She told him about working for a Russian mobster and he told her about growing up on the savanna, and for a little while they almost forgot what was happening in the world around them. Yet it crept back in. Dikembe mused that his handful of paintings weren’t the greatest loss to culture.


“The Louvre is gone,” he said. “The British Museum. The Prado. The Met. MOMA.”


“The house I grew up in,” Hailey countered. “The World of Coke. My parents, maybe.” She sighed. “The two of us, tomorrow or the next day, if things keep going this way. They’re beating the hell out of us. What do they want?”


“I don’t know,” Dikembe said. “Maybe they just don’t like cities.”


“We’re never going to get this off our minds with that thing on.” She waved at the television. It was now replaying footage of London going up in flames.


“What do you suggest?” he asked.


“There’s booze on the boat,” she said. Her expression was somewhere between shy and artful. He wasn’t sure which was affected.


* * *


Lao Lei climbed into the cockpit of the Shenyang J-8, familiarizing himself with the controls as quickly as he could. He had trained and flown somewhat more modern jets, most of which were now piles of wreckage near the ruin that was once Beijing.


“That’s okay,” he said to the plane. “You and I, we’re going to be friends.” He started through his checklist, just as the others in his squadron were doing.


Lu, one of the ground crew, looked up at him.


“Do you believe it?” Lu asked him. “Do you think the American plan is real?”


Lei shrugged. “I don’t care,” he said. “Real, or not real. Maybe they can bring down the shields. Maybe it’s just wishful thinking. My job is to fly and fight, and die if it comes to that. I know myself, I know my enemy. I fear nothing.”


“Sun Tzu?” Lu said.


“I may be paraphrasing,” Lei admitted.


Lu nodded. “What have you named this one?” he asked.


“Meifeng,” he said. “Beautiful Wind.”


“That’s a good name,” Lu said. “A little odd—”


The radio crackled. It was time.


Lu bowed to him. “Good luck,” he said.


“And to you, my friend,” Lei said.


* * *


As the monstrous ship loomed on the horizon, everything seemed to slow down. They were coming from the east, and the sun was setting beyond the ship, so its shadow rose toward them. There was a bit of chatter, but most of the pilots were silent.


It seemed to take a long time to reach it, like walking toward a distant mountain.


Lei’s anger and grief were so closely tied together that he could not tell them apart, and both had been gnawing his soul away from the inside out. Now he felt almost quiet. He remembered his wife, brushing the lock of hair from her face. He remembered when they met, how young they were, how alive the world had seemed.


He thought of Rain, his daughter, of singing a lullaby to her as he held her by the light of a candle. Some part of him had been disappointed, of course. Under the one-child policy, a daughter meant the end of his father’s line—but she had been so beautiful, so quick and intelligent, that any discontent on his part had vanished, and he thought only of the years ahead, of watching her unfold, reveal herself, become who she was meant to become.


If they failed today—if he failed—that would never happen. His wife was already entombed in the ashes of Beijing. He would never know her touch or see her smile again, and maybe he would never see Rain again either.


But Rain was going to live. If he had anything at all to say about it, his daughter would grow to be a woman.


He was carrying missiles, so he had something to say about it.


“Fighters!” someone shouted, and ahead he saw flickers of green light as the alien craft disgorged from their carrier and began attacking the slender Chinese force.


“Come along, Meifeng,” Lei said. “Come along, my beautiful wind.” With a clear heart and terrible purpose, Lao Lei accelerated toward the enemy.


* * *


Dikembe awoke to cheering. He sat up, rubbing his eyes, wondering if he was still in some sort of dream.


“What the hell?” Hailey swore. She looked pleasantly disheveled and slightly cross.


But she smiled when she saw him.


“Hey, you,” she said. She looked around. “Not dead yet.”


He remembered Scotch and the sea air, and holding her. Her standing on tiptoe to kiss him…


Someone banged on her cabin door.


“Hailey, get out here,” the someone yelled.


Dikembe put on his shirt and slacks as Hailey drew on a T-shirt and blue shorts. Then they made their way to the deck, where a party was in progress, and fine champagne was flowing freely.


“What’s going on?” Hailey asked a young man with unfortunate sideburns, who was handing her a flute of Dom Perignon.


“What’s going on,” the fellow said, “is we kicked their asses.”


“The aliens,” Dikembe said dubiously.


The fellow pointed to a large-screen TV set up on the deck. It displayed images of the huge spaceships, crashed and burning. A glance around the little port revealed revelers in the streets.


Sideburns offered him some of the bubbly, and in a bit of a daze, he took it.


“Cheers,” he said.


* * *


The euphoria following the defeat of the alien fleet had a half-life of hours. Estimates put the death toll in England alone at more than four million, and more than a million were now homeless. The government was in a shambles, as were most governments everywhere.


Global mortality was guessed to be in the billions, and the aliens hadn’t been entirely defeated.


At least not all of them.


Their ships seemed to have all been destroyed, but in the areas where they crashed, reports were on the rise of encounters with armed survivors. In England that was mostly in the north, which only meant more refugees were headed for the south and for Europe, where many hoped things might be better. So Dikembe knew he had to work fast. The docks were already starting to get crowded. He needed to stay ahead of the next wave of refugees, or he might drown in them.


Hailey had disappeared. He spent a few precious minutes finding her. She was in a deck chair near the bow, well on her way to being drunk again.


“Hey, end-of-the-world buddy,” she said. “What’s up?”


“I just wanted to say goodbye,” he said. “I need to find passage to Europe before everything fills up.”


She stood a little shakily and kissed him.


“Umm, last time I checked,” she said, “you were already on a boat.”


“Of course,” he said. “But I couldn’t ask—”


“You didn’t,” she said. “Anyway, we heard from the boss, who seems to have survived. We’re headed for Greece, but we’re not in a hurry. I think we can drop you somewhere convenient on the way. Algiers, maybe?”


“That would be—really good,” he said. “Thank you.”


“Cool,” she said. “You can bunk with me in the meantime. If you want. If you can handle the company. Or I can find you a stateroom.”


“I would be happy to share with you,” he said. “If you can stand the company.”


* * *


Mr. Marshall looked at them across the small fire. For a while, it seemed like that was all he was going to do, but finally he cleared his throat and began speaking.


“So I know some of you are scared,” he said. “So am I. I’ve been thinking what the best thing to do is, and for right now, I think we should stay right here. We’re about as deep in the national forest as we can get, and from what we’ve seen of the aliens, they seem mostly interested in cities. At least, that’s where they started. Up here, I don’t think we’ll draw their attention.”


“How do you know?” Hank asked. “We don’t even know what they want.” He massaged an ankle and winced as he spoke. He’d gotten tangled in some barbed wire on their hike back down the mountain.


“That’s a good point, Hank,” Mr. Marshall said, “but until we have more information, it just seems safer up here. We still have gas in the bus if we need to leave. In the meantime, we need to focus on surviving, on living off the land. There’s fish in the lake and food in the woods, and we have some supplies. We’re going to be alright.”


Jake raised his hand.


“Jake?”


“Mr. Marshall, how are my parents going to find me way up here?” he asked.


“Oh, jeez, kid,” Hank said. “Grow up.”


“Hank,” Mr. Marshall said. “There’s no need for that.” He turned his attention back to Jake. “I don’t know the answer to that. I only know that your parents would want me to keep you safe. Do you understand?”


Jake just stared at him. It was like no one grasped what he wanted. But he didn’t say anything.


Later he helped gather wood and drew water to be boiled for drinking. At night, they slept in the bus. The older kids managed to catch a few fish, but the food that was supposed to be in the woods seemed to be pretty well hidden.


Meanwhile, Hank was getting sick. His leg swelled up and he slept a lot, although he yelled in his sleep. When Jake was close he noticed that the leg smelled really bad. Mr. Marshall got more and more worried, and after five days he called them back together and told them they were getting back on the bus. He said there was a small town nearby that should have a hospital.


Jake was happy to be back on the bus, to watch the trees go by as it bumped along. If they were going to a town, maybe his parents would be there. If not, he might be able to use a phone to somehow find them. It was better than being in the woods, starving.


They drove a few hours, and then Mr. Marshall stopped the bus. He got out, and after a minute everybody else followed him.


They were still in the hills, but down below they could see the small town Mr. Marshall had been talking about—just a few buildings and a water tower. Only now the town was completely surrounded by cars, vans, and campers. Dozens of big green tents stood along one edge, near the highway.


“There must be thousands,” Mr. Marshall said. “Tens of thousands.”


“Aliens?” Marisol asked.


Mr. Marshall shook his head. “They must be refugees, like us,” he said. “See those tents? Those are army tents. So we still have an army.”


“That’s good, right?” Jake said.


“Yes,” Mr. Marshall said, looking out over the makeshift settlement. He didn’t sound completely convinced, though.


Still on the bus, Hank moaned.


“Back on the bus,” Mr. Marshall said. “Let’s hope they have room for a few more.”
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“Oh, no you did not,” Steve Hiller shouted, banking hard to the left as a surface-to-air missile tore through the space where his F-18 would have met it, had he not noticed it in time. He needed to yank the stick back immediately to avoid colliding with the pilot who was supposed to be his wingman, but who was apparently oblivious both to the missile and Hiller’s maneuver.


“Wake up over there, Williams,” he shouted. “Do you see what you almost did? Do you see? Nearly banged up my sweet ride.”


“I’m sorry, Knight One,” Williams came back.


“Sorry, huh? Oh, well, that’s okay then. I ain’t mad.”


“Sir,” Williams said. “I—”


“It’s alright,” Hiller said. “We’re all okay. Just—try and have a little situational awareness over there. Know what I’m saying?”


“Yes, sir.”


Just then a spray of green energy stuttered by, nearly hitting his wing, and Williams turned hard to the left, even though he was in no danger from the attack.


“Newbies,” Hiller muttered under his breath. Most of the experienced pilots were long gone, killed trying to take out the destroyers—alien ships fifteen miles in diameter surrounded by energy shields that could stop a nuke. He had been among the first to attempt to take one down, and it hadn’t gone so well, but when it became clear it was a pointless exercise, the president had called off the attack.


Here, in Russia, they hadn’t accepted defeat as quickly, sending squadron after squadron at the alien craft, so by the time the city killers were finally taken out, they had no air force left to speak of.


That might have been one thing if their July 4th victory had been complete—but it hadn’t been. It still wasn’t certain how many aliens the ships had carried. Based on what he had seen in the mother ship, it might have been millions, and of those millions some fraction survived the crash, at least in some cases.


So his vacation—damn, his honeymoon—had lasted less than a day. Pilots were just too few and valuable to be idle.


Fortunately, the aliens that survived were pretty poorly organized, and with a little air support the infantry had mopped them up fairly quickly back in the States, killing or capturing the vast majority of the aliens in just a few days.


Other places—like here—things weren’t going as well. The city killer that destroyed Moscow had moved on to a more-or-less secret military installation, a holdover from Soviet times. A few thousand of the aliens were dug in, and without air support the Russian infantry was having a hard time cracking their perimeter. The destruction of the mother ship had deprived the enemy’s aerial fighters of power, but hadn’t affected their small arms, so they were still shooting green shit at him. That he was used to, but the surface-to-air missile—that was new.


They must have learned how to use human weapons.


He circled back in time to see another missile rise up from a mobile launcher.


“Gotcha,” he said. He painted the launcher with a laser and then fired an air-to-surface missile.


He watched it detonate with a satisfying bloom of smoke and flame.


“Okay, fellahs, let’s make another pass,” he said. As they made the turn, the surface-to-air fire intensified exponentially, becoming a hard green sleet. He heard Alvarez swear.


“Hang in there,” Hiller said.


“I can’t see anything,” Alvarez said. “My cockpit is compromised.”


“Pull up,” Hiller advised. “Get clear.”


“I can’t—” the other pilot’s voice cut off abruptly, and off to Hiller’s four o’clock, he saw Alvarez’s plane shred apart.


“Damn it!” he snarled, launching another missile into one of the buildings from which much of the enemy fire seemed to be coming. Then he pulled up. “Everybody get clear and regroup,” he said. “We need to think about this here for a second.”


“Knight One,” Control said. “Be advised. You have incoming.”


“Incoming? Incoming what?”


“Medium range surface-to-air missiles. Big ones, Krugs maybe, four of them.”


He checked his radar. “Yeah, I see ’em. Damn, talk about big guns.”


“I’ve got visual,” Williams said. “Holy crap.”


“One’s got a lock on me,” Knight Four said. He was trying to keep the panic out of his voice and not doing a great job of it.


“Keep your head,” Hiller said. “You’ve got a brain, it doesn’t.”


“Yes, sir.”


“See,” Hiller said. “One has a lock on me too. You don’t hear me gettin’ all panicky, do you?”


In fact, he didn’t feel too good about it. The damn thing was fast.


He made a hard break down and back toward alpha target, deploying flares as he did so. With any luck, flying back into the maelstrom would confuse whatever guidance system the thing was using. It also increased his odds of being fried by alien energy weapons, but at the moment that was the lesser threat.


He went so low he nearly plowed into the ground, then pulled up so hard the g-forces put black spots dancing before his eyes. It was worth it, though, because the damn thing went off in an airburst that leveled half of alpha target.


“Yeah,” he shouted. “That’s what you get!” His elation was short lived, however, when he realized that two more of his pilots were gone.


“Alright,” he said. “Where’d that come from?”


“Near the big hangar, your beta target,” Control informed him.


“Yeah, well beta just became alpha,” he said. He turned and sped toward their second target, about four klicks away. He was halfway there when another missile leapt up to greet him. “Well, this is gettin’ way too real,” he said.


He got a lock on it, launched one of his air-to-surface missiles, and broke hard to the right. This time he really did almost pass out, but he knew he couldn’t stop pushing. Without knowing exactly what the other missile was, he couldn’t be certain of its capabilities—but it was big, much bigger than his Maverick, which meant that it should be slower and less maneuverable.


It also had a head start.


He banked again, as he saw the blips on his radar rush toward convergence. Then he knew he had to eject. He was reaching to do it when the concussion hit him.


His first thought was that it was all over.


His second was that he was still thinking, and the F-18 was in the air, albeit completely out of control. He managed to kill the roll, but the stick was half dead in his hand, and the plane was becoming increasingly less responsive. He was in a dive and had a date with the dirt in about ten seconds.


Cursing, he ejected, knowing he had probably waited too long.


Jasmine, he thought. Dylan.


There hadn’t been enough time.


* * *


“Okay, Munchkin,” Patricia’s father said gently. “I think it’s time for bed.” He reached for the remote on the bedside stand.


“Please, Daddy,” she pleaded. “Just one more?”


“You’ve already said that twice,” he said, “and I’ve given in twice. Anyway, you’ve seen all of these ten times.”


That was true. Patricia remembered that, not so long ago, there were all sorts of things on TV. Now they just had a few video tapes they watched over and over again. She liked it anyway, and looked forward to nightly TV with her daddy, because it made her feel safe. Like nothing had changed.


Even though everything had changed.


He turned off the television.


“Can I stay in here with you?” she asked. “I don’t want to go to my room. I don’t want to be alone.”


He nodded, sighed, and tousled her hair. “Sure,” he said.


“And can we leave the bathroom light on?” she pleaded.


“Yes ma’am,” he said. He got up and turned off the bedroom light, turned on the bathroom light, and half closed the door.


“Daddy?” she said. “When do we get to go back to our old house?”


“Patricia,” he said, very gently. “Haven’t we talked about this?”


“I know,” she said, “but I really want to go back there. I’m tired of being underground.”


“But we can’t, sweetheart,” he said. “Not yet. Our old house is gone—but you know what? We’re going to build a new one, right where it was before. You just have to wait a little while.”


“How long?” she asked.


“I don’t know,” he said. “I’ve already talked to some very important people about it, and we should get started soon.”


“Nobody is more important than you, Daddy,” she said.


He smiled. “Well, I’m glad you think so, but everyone is important, you know. Now get some sleep.”


She settled under the covers, closed her eyes and tried to imagine what their new house would be like. Maybe they could have a trampoline room this time. But no matter what else the new house had, there was one thing it wouldn’t have.


Mommy. Because Mommy was asleep, and she wasn’t going to wake up.


Patricia wept a little, but quietly. She was tired, and soon fell asleep anyway.


What woke her, she wasn’t sure at first, but then her father screamed again, and she knew. He was sitting straight up in the bed, and his eyes were open, like he was staring at something horrible, but there was nothing there.


“Daddy!” She grabbed his arm, and felt her heart pounding in her chest. He didn’t look at her, but he didn’t scream again—he just sat, breathing hard, looking at nothing. His lips were moving a little, but he wasn’t saying anything.


Someone knocked on the door.


“Are you okay, sir? Sir?”


“Daddy!” Patricia said again.


He blinked, and put his hand to his forehead. He looked down at her, and over to the door.


“It’s okay,” he said. “Just a nightmare. I’m alright.” He patted her arm. “I’m okay,” he said.


* * *


Hiller was still trying to sort up from down when something tried to knock all of his guts out. Everything went very white, like an overdeveloped photograph, and for a moment he couldn’t remember what was happening. Then it came back to him and he groped for his sidearm. The air was thick with the stink of burning jet fuel.


As his sight came back and the spinning in his head slowed a bit, he managed to detach his parachute and begin to get his bearings. With any luck, he had come down on the Russian side of the situation.


No, it seemed he’d used up a lot of his luck escaping the alien mother ship.


He had landed on the roof of a two-story building, which was probably the only reason the ETs weren’t swarming all over him. He lay flat, trying to assess the situation. The air was so full of smoke, there was at least a chance he hadn’t been seen yet, and he wasn’t in a hurry to help them spot his location.


He didn’t see any F-18s. He hoped they hadn’t all been blown out of the sky.


Through the smoke, he saw aliens, lots of them, decked out in their exoskeletons. Still no sign that they knew of his whereabouts, or that he had even survived. Maybe he hadn’t used up all of his luck after all. Now all he had to do was travel unseen through a few hundred aliens, reach the perimeter, and not get killed by friendly fire.


All good.


He scooted closer to the edge of the roof for a better look, and found himself looking down on the roof of a lower part of the building. For a few seconds he wasn’t sure what he was seeing. Part of it was an anti-aircraft rocket launcher—not an alien weapon, but Russian-built. The launcher and its operator were facing away from him, but as the weapon swiveled to the right, he understood.


The operator was human, but an alien crouched behind him, holding him with the tentacles that sprouted from the back of its exoskeleton.


In 1947, an alien craft had crashed near Roswell, New Mexico, and for forty-nine years scientists had been studying the alien craft and the bodies of the creatures that had piloted it Because the creatures lacked vocal cords—and for several other reasons—the investigators early on speculated that they communicated by some sort of voodoo-telepathy bullshit.


They were only too right.


Not only could the aliens use it to communicate, they could use it as a weapon. The alien Hiller himself captured had nearly killed President Whitmore and put the lead scientist on the project—Dr. Okun—into a catatonic state he still hadn’t recovered from. This one was flat-out controlling a guy, like a puppet master.


He reconnoitered the rest of the rooftop and found that the other four sides presented him with a two-story jump. He was banged up enough as it was, without risking a twisted ankle or even a broken leg. He would do it if he had to, obviously, and the clock was ticking, because it was already well past noon. The aliens could see better at night than he could, due to night vision built or grown into their suits—the science guys were still trying to figure that stuff out. So he had to make a move sooner, rather than later.


* * *


He’d been waiting no more than ten minutes when he heard jets coming. When he saw them, he felt like whooping for joy, but then he noticed that of the nine they’d had at the start of the day, he now counted only three.


He was a little less excited when it occurred to him that they were coming to finish the job they had begun before the missile attack—and he was sitting pretty much on the bullseye. Moving quickly, he checked his sidearm and scrambled over to where he could see the anti-aircraft gun and its hybrid operating team.


The “crew” was in motion, tracking one of the approaching Knights.


“Oh, no, I don’t think so,” he said. He dropped the ten feet down to the lower roof and started sprinting toward the launcher. It felt good—he was tired of hiding. The alien started to turn at the last second, whipping a tentacle toward him, but he already had it in his sights. He put four bullets in its face before it went down.


The man slumped to the rooftop. Hiller was afraid one of the rounds had hit him, but the Russian was still alive, and Hiller didn’t see any wounds. He grabbed the fellow and started dragging him across the roof. When he got to the far edge, he heaved the soldier onto his shoulder.


“This is gonna hurt,” he said, and he jumped just as the F-18s screamed overhead. A missile took out the rocket launcher and most of the building. Hiller hit the ground with the weight of two men—a sharp pain in his ankle caused him to buckle and fall. Debris rained down, but he and the Russian were protected from the explosion, which hadn’t taken down the far end of the structure.


“I knew it,” he groaned. “I knew that was going to happen.” He rolled over and tried to stand, hoping the ankle wasn’t broken.


The Russian was already on his feet. His eyes were wide, ice-blue. His hands were gripped into fists.


“Tchort!” he screamed. “Tchort v moi golovye!”


Then he backed away, turned, and ran.


“Yeah,” Hiller said. “You’re welcome.”


The F-18s had made their pass—smoke and flames were everywhere. Hiller began to limp as fast as he could toward the allied lines. After about a hundred yards he hunkered down behind what was left of a wall and looked back.


The flash of green energy that disintegrated the concrete about six inches from his face wasn’t encouraging, and he ducked way down. He couldn’t be sure how many were following him, but thought he’d spotted as many as three.


“It’s a cakewalk,” he said. “Ain’t nothin’ but a cakewalk.”


He sprang up and ran for the next cover, a cluster of buildings another twenty yards away, trying to ignore the grinding pain in his ankle. If it wasn’t broken, he thought it was doing a damn good imitation.


He came under fire just as he ducked behind the nearest structure. He looked back and saw them coming over the first wall, about ten of them. They were gaining on him.


“Oh, no, fellahs,” he said. He picked one and started squeezing off rounds. His first two kicked up the dirt, but then he got two solid hits on one of them, and it staggered. The others came on.


He looked toward the United Nations positions. All that separated him from them was about two hundred yards of open ground. About a hundred and ninety-nine too many.


He changed clips and waited for the aliens to get closer, determined to take a few more with him.


Then he heard the thunder of low-flying jets. He threw himself flat behind the building as the oncoming enemies vanished in a blaze of napalm. Even with concrete protecting him, the heat was shocking. He smelled something burning and realized it was his own hair.


When it was over, he climbed painfully to his feet and continued toward the Russian lines, turning now and then to make sure none of the aliens had survived to follow him.


They hadn’t and they didn’t.


As he approached the allies he lit his cigar, thinking that lately he had spent way too much time walking away from fires.
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The sea the Romans had once called “Our Sea” had been a busy place for millennia, but now it was dangerously awash with craft from aircraft carriers to rafts made of plastic jugs strapped together.


Dikembe shuddered to think how many hundreds or thousands must be dying daily there on the Mediterranean, fleeing death and destruction only to encounter more. The captain of the yacht, a Belgian named Jaan, gave orders to rescue those nearest to drowning, but drew the line at a hundred, a quota they quickly filled.
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