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    Author’s Foreword : 
 
    Welcome to another release in the endless cavalcade of weird stuff that goes through my mind. Hopefully you’ll find it entertaining, if not thought provoking in places. 
 
      
 
    I’ve had this one sitting for a while, one of my nigh on endless ideas that started well and then petered out for various reasons. Every few books I dig one of these ideas out and finish them, both for you dear readers (ha!) and also to sooth the itch in the brain they leave me with if I don’t. Hopefully you’ll find some satisfaction in here as well. :) 
 
      
 
    In other news, I’ve been doing some youtube videos on different writing topics, answering questions, that sort of thing. If you’d like to check them out, go here : Evan Currie’s Channel 
 
    Ask questions if you’ve got them, or just play along with the game I’ve been calling “Let’s write a novel”… or, you know, come and laugh at my thumbnails… cause I have some goofy ass ones there. Lol 
 
      
 
    Ok, enough of this. On to the story, and I hope you enjoy The Infinity Affliction… I don’t know if I’m glad this is just a story or not in some ways, after all… Who wants to live forever?


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Prologue 
 
    It was a violation of the universe, a place in space time that knew all the rules of an ordered, regular, sane universe… and then promptly ignored them. 
 
    The ball of entropic destabilized space-time exploded into existence from nothing, coring a hole into the universe the size of a quanta and then ballooning into a sphere a thousand kilometers across in very nearly the same instant. 
 
    An asteroid drifting too close was torn apart quanta by quanta in the extrusion of the hole, leaving only empty space down to the atomic level. For a long moment in time, nothing more happened. The universe seemed content to look away from the violation of every holy rule that existed, and the sphere of pure chaos seemed content to allow it. 
 
    The truce between the universe and chaos exploded as a mass of steel and composite blasted out of the sphere, exploding in the emptiness of space a moment later. Chunks of heavy metals followed in rapid fire, spiraling out into the black to be lost forever, and then for another brief sliver of time… peace reigned. 
 
    The starship erupted from the sphere, spiraling wildly as it spewed superheated atoms from the rear and thick oxygen-nitrogen from multiple other places. 
 
    More chunks of heavy metals followed, and then another two missiles. 
 
    The ship expended flares and countermeasures, decoying the missiles away, but unguided slugs of metal couldn’t be out thought, and more holes were shortly venting atmosphere from the ship. 
 
    ****  
 
    Vacuum Eagle 
 
    “More damage reports, every light on my board is lit up,” The man standing toward the front of the cramped command deck yelled over the noise that filled the room, “I don’t know how much more we can take!” 
 
    “Just kill the noise!” Another man, this one standing in the command station with a body between his feet ordered, “Ignore it all. If we live, we’ll fix it then!” 
 
    The alarms died, cutting off sharply as only digital systems could, and suddenly they could hear the whistle of atmosphere being pulled away into space. 
 
    Maybe the alarms weren’t so bad. 
 
    “The portal is surging! They’re coming through!” 
 
    “Bring us about! If we don’t destabilize that thing, we’re all dead!” The man at the command station snapped out, trying not to think about the body he was standing over. As opposed to just some of us. 
 
    The Eagle twisted in space, her turn ragged and wide as her thrusters burped and flared with irregular response. 
 
    The tactical displays on the command deck were, perhaps miraculously, intact and functioning as the powerful forward scanners were brought to bear on the sphere the ship had flown from. 
 
    “Portal is stable, Lieutenant. L1 Minor Junction,” The man at the forward station reported. 
 
    “Well, let’s make it unstable,” Lieutenant Corvan said grimly “Charge our transit generators.” 
 
    Corporal Gavin, at the forward station, blanched white and half turned. “Sir, that will…” 
 
    “I know what it’ll do!” Corvan snapped, “Do you see any choice?” 
 
    Gavin hesitated a second longer, then turned back to his station. “Right. Charging transit generators.” 
 
    The Eagle’s transit generators began powering up, a broken hum rattling the ship and making the men wince. 
 
    “Something must have been blasted loose in the Engine Compartment, Lieutenant.” Gavin grimaced as the console, chair, and entire deck around them began to shake. “We could shake her apart like this.” 
 
    “Then shake her apart!” 
 
    “Yes Sir.” 
 
    Corvan’s eyes lifted to the tactical display that was showing the details of the portal they were turning to face, noting the power increase was still going up. 
 
    That has to be a carrier coming through. Damn it. 
 
    “Generators charged!” 
 
    The corporal’s call came just as the first hard signal returns came back, showing the bow of the big ship beginning to transit the portal. 
 
    “Initiate transit charge.” Corvan ordered. 
 
    Corporal Gavin swallowed, but hit the command. “Transit charge initiated.” 
 
    The small generators of the Eagle were in no way capable of generating even an L-1 Portal, but they were more than enough to destabilize one. 
 
    The energy from the Eagle’s generators lanced out into the Quanta Field of the portal, throwing order into the chaos, and pitching the entire balance into disarray. The numbers on the tactical station spiked, and Corvan leaned forward as his hands twisted into fists. 
 
    Then the energy levels began to plummet. 
 
    “What’s going on!?” He demanded. 
 
    “They’re trying to stabilize the portal in mid-transit…” Gavin sounded shocked, and Corvan didn’t blame him. 
 
    Transit portals were not things you messed with in mid transit, though he supposed that if he were about to have his Quanta converted into energy and scattered across the universes then he too would try just about anything. 
 
    “Can they do that?” Corvan asked, uncertain. 
 
    “You’re asking me like I would know,” Gavin countered, “The Captain might have known, or the Chief…” 
 
    “They’re dead, Corporal!” 
 
    “THAT, I know!” 
 
    The numbers on the repeater showed the emergence of the big ship was continuing as the power levels returned to the normal variance expected of a portal. 
 
    Corvan glowered at the screens, “Fire everything we have left, and put more power to the Generators. We have to stop that thing!” 
 
    The guns of the Eagle roared, adding to the violent shaking that was rattling them about the command deck like loose peas in a pod. They had long since expended their missiles, and the remaining magazines took only seconds to empty, but while it lasted the heavy metal slugs tore into the bow of the advancing carrier as it was now half clear of the portal. 
 
    “The generators are going to blow!” 
 
    “I told you before, I don’t care.” Corvan snarled at the corporal’s warning, “Let them blow!” 
 
    When Gavin hesitated, Corvan stepped away from the command station and reached past the corporal, sending the command himself. As the whine and shaking built, he looked at the other man. 
 
    “We’re dead already, Corporal.” He said simply, “We just transited an enemy portal two steps ahead of their flagship. If they don’t kill us, the deep certainly will. Let’s take some company with us when we go.” 
 
    Gavin nodded hesitantly, not that he had much choice at that point as the command was already being executed. Alarms could be heard, penetrating from the rest of the ship though they’d been cut off on the command level. 
 
    It was possible someone would survive - if they were in a survival tube. 
 
    Of course, there was no way home and the deep black would soon end any survivors just as finally as what was coming. Perhaps ending now, and here, was the best way to go. 
 
    “I think,” He said after a second, as the whine built, “The Captain would have approved.” 
 
    Corvan laughed bitterly. “He’d either shoot us for criminal stupidity, or ask what took us so long.” 
 
    As the whining built, and the Eagle continued to shake more and more violently, Gavin stared at the Lieutenant in something akin to shock for a brief moment before he let out a sound that was suspiciously like strangled laughter. 
 
    Corvan looked at him, unbelieving for a moment, as the enlisted man struggled and failed to keep from breaking down in laughter. Then, as the generators spiked and the portal blew to hell beyond them, he started to laugh as well. 
 
    The shockwave blew open the command deck of the vacuum Eagle, but right up until the air sucked all sound away, a pair of voices laughing hysterically echoed off the armored hull. 
 
    *****  
 
    The energy wave from the Vacuum Eagle built in the chaotic quanta field of the L1 Portal Terminus as a counter wave attempted to maintain stability from within. In the chaos of the field, however, destabilizing a portal was far simpler than maintaining it. 
 
    The Quanta field blew apart suddenly, only a third of the big carrier having transited. The ship was sliced clean as everything still within the field was consigned to the universes, exploding across multi-dimensional space at whatever speed they could in whichever dimension they were thrown. 
 
    The shockwave exploded out, tearing the forward third of the carrier to shards and throwing those shards into the battered Vacuum Eagle like shrapnel from a mine. 
 
    The hardened steel tore apart the smaller ship like sand stripping flesh from bone in a tornado, leaving nothing in its passing but the broken skeletal frame of the small ship and a growing conical field of debris. 
 
    The portal sphere vanished in the flash of power, leaving almost no trace of the battle that had just passed as a distant gas giant lumbered along its orbit toward the field. 
 
    Hours passed in the silence that can only exist in the vacuum of the black. Then, as the approaching Gas Giant’s moons crossed the first edge of the field, lights began to flicker to life. 
 
    *****  
 
    Life Pod 
 
    Well, I have food, air, and water. That’s the good news, the solitary inhabitant of the pod thought to himself as he took stock of the situation. 
 
    Of course, the bad news is that I’ll freeze to death long before I run out of those. 
 
    The pod was still in stealth mode, powered down to avoid detection by the enemy, and would remain that way for some time unless it entered a gravity field. Freezing to death was a preferable option to capture, not that capture was a likely outcome of being detected. 
 
    So, it was a surprise when the red lights came on a moment later, and display screens returned to life. 
 
    “What the…” The occupant was a muscled man in a smoke and shadow grey mix color uniform, his expression confused as he leaned forward in his harness. 
 
    “Huh. Gravity field. Big one too.” He mumbled, checking the readings. “Damn. I’ll be pulverized by one of those moons if I don’t change course. Ok, guess I’ll have to risk it.” 
 
    He powered up the pod’s scanner, looking for any navigational beacons in the area first, to no avail. He didn’t know where the enemy was trying to portal too, but it wasn’t on any of the known routes. 
 
    The computer was star matching, looking for known constellations, pulsars, anything that would give him a decent lock on his location while he ran a signal sweep up and down the EM spectrum. 
 
    An odd hit in the VHF range gave him pause. 
 
    “Computer, run decryption on that.” 
 
    It only took a few seconds, which told him it wasn’t military, or even halfway sophisticated merchant traffic. 
 
    The sudden blast of sound and light that came from the computer as it played the signal for him set him back in his harness for a moment as he grimaced. 
 
    “Oh god, it’s reality tv reruns.” He swore, recognizing the intro sequence from the habits of a particularly annoying girlfriend he’d had in University. “Great. It’s official. I died in the explosion and went to hell.” 
 
    “You’re fired!” 
 
    He rolled his eyes, killing the audio immediately, focusing on the telemetry, “Who the hell is broadcasting this shit?” 
 
    With little effort, he managed to lock in on the signal and track it to its source. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    It was Earth. 
 
    An Earth, at least, and now that he had a confirmed point of reference the computer came back with a location… Great timing on that, you piece of junk… and, more useful, a time frame. 
 
    “Twenty first century Earth, non-contact dimension obviously,” He mumbled just as the computer chimed a warning for his attention, “And I’m about to be pulverized by Ganymede. Perfect. Just freaking perfect.” 
 
    He fired up the micro drive on the pod and directed it toward Earth. 
 
    ETA, three days. I hope they’re broadcasting something better than reality tv or this is going to be one long flight in. 
 
    ****  
 
    The first Ion drive lit off just a few minutes ahead of the next, and slowly a string of Ion wakes began to form, all moving in the same direction. 
 
    Destination, Earth. 
 
    ****  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1  
 
    USSTRATCOM, AFB OFFUT, Nevada 
 
    Admiral Zachary Quinn strode through the doors into the primary Op Center for the United States Strategic Command, moving with a purpose. It was three a.m., so whoever woke him up had best have a good reason for it or else his purpose wouldn’t end well for them. 
 
    “Admiral,” Colonel Pierce met him just inside the guarded doors, handing him a tablet. “You need to look at this.” 
 
    Quinn glanced at the data on the computer briefly, “Break it down for me. It’s three a.m. and I haven’t decided if I need coffee yet.” 
 
    Pierce wordlessly handed him a large steaming cup. 
 
    Quinn grimaced, but took it and drew a sip. He noted that it was good, extremely strong, and had to have come from a shop off base. 
 
    “That bad?” He asked dryly. 
 
    “We don’t know how bad it is, but we’re pretty damn sure that it’s not going away anytime tonight,” Pierce answered. 
 
    “Great,” Quinn took another long drink, looking over the monitors with a critical eye. “Ok, I’m seeing ballistic trajectory calculations, and… I don’t even have a clue what this is.” 
 
    “Well you’re not far behind anyone here,” Pierce told him. “We pegged it as an extreme energy release out in the leading Jovian Trojan belt.” 
 
    Quinn silently mulled those words over for a time before he replied to that. “Colonel, I’ve tried translating what you just said five times now, and no matter how I parse it, it still sounds like you just told me there was an explosion out near Jupiter.” 
 
    “Yeah, that was our response too, so we dropped it in NASA’s lap when it came in two nights ago.” 
 
    “Two nights… Why am I hearing about it now?” 
 
    “Deck officer’s call,” The Colonel shrugged, “It was just an anomaly and had nothing to do with our operations so he shunted it to NASA, made a note about an unknown astro phenomenon, and forgot about it.” 
 
    Quinn sighed, but nodded. He could see the train of logic in that, though he would have at least liked for it to show up in his daily briefing. Or, rather, show up as something more than a minor footnote that he was certain to skim over, which is likely what happened. 
 
    “NASA have an answer?” He asked. 
 
    “Nothing anyone is going to put in official reports,” Pierce chuckled, “And nothing that really warrants even unofficial attention just yet. They’re still spit balling theories - and shooting them down just as fast. What made them throw it back to us is when they directed some active radio telemetry pulses out that way and got hits back way ahead of schedule.” 
 
    Quinn looked down, “The ballistic inbounds?” 
 
    “That’s right, Sir. We have seven of them that we can detect, all large enough to survive reentry, and all coming our way. The lead chunk of whatever it was just crossed into Cislunar space and is going to enter the atmosphere in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    That was enough for Quinn to start paying real attention. “Ground zero?” 
 
    “Looks like Nevada, Sir.” Pierce told him with a wince. “We’re refining it now, and there’s going to be slop in the numbers because we don’t know how it’s going to interact with the atmosphere yet, but it’s on course for desert strike.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Quinn swore, “Ready squadrons wound up?” 
 
    “We have one in the air already, more standing by. Ground teams will roll out as soon as we have a better idea of the impact point,” Pierce said. “Right now, that’s what we know.” 
 
    “The other half dozen chunks?” 
 
    Pierce shrugged, “The closest of those will cross the Cislunar boundary within the hour. We’ve projected impact points across the planet as the Earth continues to turn. The first of those should come in off the coast of California, the one out in the general region of Hawaii, China, India, and so on. We’re crunching numbers to try and be more precise, but we just detected them less than an hour ago, Sir.” 
 
    “When we know, I know, got me Colonel?” Quinn said firmly. 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “In the meantime…” The Admiral hesitated, then gestured with his right hand as he made his decision. “Call civil defense, have them put out a warning through the tornado system and let the news teams know that we’re tracking potential space debris that could hit the ground.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    Quinn motion to dismiss Pierce, then instantly called out, “Colonel…” 
 
    “Sir?” Pierce looked back. 
 
    “Make it clear that we’re not looking at some Armageddon situation here, will you? We don’t need a statewide panic. I just want people to know that they might need to duck sometime tonight.” 
 
    “Yes Sir, I’ll be clear.” Pierce said before leaving. 
 
    Quinn took another deep drink of the coffee as he held the tablet up and read off the details. 
 
    “Nick?” He called over his shoulder. 
 
    His secretary, Lieutenant Nicholas Rand immediately stepped forward. “Sir?” 
 
    “Another coffee,” Quinn said, hefting the now half empty cup. “I’ll be in the Operations Center the rest of the night.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    As the Lieutenant left, Quinn stepped deeper into the Op Center and looked up to the large screens at the front of the room. 
 
    “ETA to atmospheric entry,” He said loudly enough to be heard over the hubbub of the room. 
 
    “Eight minutes Admiral,” One of the techs answered without looking over his shoulder or away from his station. “New numbers coming in on the other contacts… we’ve revised their ETA up significantly.” 
 
    That caught Quinn’s attention, “We misjudge their approach velocity?” 
 
    “Apparently,” The tech said, still looking over his display terminal. “Not sure what happened there. We’re running off NASA’s direct feed so while we’re getting the numbers in real time, it’s taking longer for them to figure things out.” 
 
    “What monitor are they on?” He asked, glancing around. 
 
    “Left side, third down, Sir.” 
 
    Quinn turned to his left and found the screen where a video conferencing application was running, and several people were visibly arguing across a conference table. 
 
    “They’re muted?” He asked dryly, unsurprised. 
 
    “They were giving several people headaches over here, Sir,” The technician answered blithely. “I can turn the sound back on…” 
 
    “No,” Quinn said quickly. “I assume they have a way to get our attention if they have anything?” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “Good, leave them on mute.” 
 
    Quinn knew too well how chaotic many of the ‘experts’ at NASA could be. Most of them were admittedly geniuses, but the problem was that they both knew it and believed it. In his experience, there were few things as troublesome as a genius who believed his own hype. 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    The Admiral forced down a chuckle at that response and spent the next few minutes reviewing the available information more closely than his quick skim had allowed. The contacts were apparently on a ballistic trajectory from the source of the explosion, or whatever it was, out in Jovian orbit. 
 
    That didn’t make sense to him, and it took Quinn almost two minutes to figure out why. 
 
    They made it from there to here in three days? 
 
    That seemed… unlikely, given their current velocity, but he would have to confirm that with the experts. 
 
    Before he could say anything, however, the first stage alert went up. 
 
    “Object One has entered the upper atmosphere! Tracking up!” 
 
    The large main screen at the front of the room lit up, showing high altitude RADAR telemetry of the object as it began to dig into the thickening atmosphere at just under ten thousand kilometers. 
 
    “Eagle eyes, Screen two!” Someone else called out. 
 
    The second screen lit up with a camera shot from a U2 spy plane. Quinn was mildly surprised that they had one on station, but a quick check of the orders in his brief showed that Pierce had ordered one up as soon as they had calculated a Nevada touchdown. 
 
    Good man, Quinn thought, deciding to drop a note of approval and retroactive permission in the Colonel’s jacket. Ordering up a U2 was technically within his authority, but it had been a bit of a risky move anyway. The spyplane was extremely expensive to fly, so it was possible some penny pincher might make an issue of it. 
 
    At seventy thousand feet, or about twenty kilometers up, the U2 had a clear view of the target as it entered the atmosphere. Without the flicker and mirage of thicker atmospheric distortion, the image on the screen looked almost like something out of a big budget movie. 
 
    The object had hit fast enough to ignite the atmosphere, leaving a flickering trail of fire that was obscuring the object itself from their view. A glance to the left was enough for Quinn to determine that the NASA boys had shut up and were now entirely focused on the imagery they were getting. 
 
    He tapped the closest tech on the shoulder to get his attention, then nodded to the NASA screen. “Let me hear them now.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    Even unmuted, nothing was coming through from Houston for the moment as the eggheads were entirely engrossed in the U2 imagery, but just in case anything changed in a bad way Quinn wanted to hear about it in real time. 
 
    “Tracking true and straight, we’re on target for a desert impact,” A technician said from the front row of the op center. “Well clear of populated areas.” 
 
    Well, that’s something anyway. 
 
    Strictly speaking, Quinn was well aware that the odds were highly against a strike in a populated area. For all the pervasiveness of humans, most of the surface of the planet was empty. Hell, even most of the land mass was in reality. 
 
    Still, close counted with something moving at the speed this thing had under its proverbial belt. Even within a hundred miles of a town it could cause some pretty severe problems. 
 
     He was starting to relax a little as the fireball on the screen continued to plummet down past eight thousand kilometers, only to snap his glare to the left as one of the NASA specialists on the screen let out a scream of… something. 
 
    “It’s slowing down! It’s slowing down!” The sixty – odd – year - old man was chanting while he danced on the screen. 
 
    Admiral Quinn started to snap at the screen, when one of his own people let out a curse. 
 
    When a military man starts cursing that loudly in a crisis… if he’s an officer, at least. Quinn had long since learned to pay close attention. 
 
    “What’s going on?” He demanded, crossing the room to where the Major was leaning over a telemetry display. 
 
    “He’s right,” Major Malloy said. “It’s slowing down.” 
 
    “Air resistance?” 
 
    “No, Sir. Active maneuvering. That thing is under power.” Malloy told him firmly. 
 
    Quinn blinked, trying to figure that out, “How sure are we of its origin?” 
 
    “If you mean, did it come from Jupiter’s orbit?” The Major shrugged. “A few minutes ago I’d have said we were completely certain. Now, I’m running back through all our numbers to check and see if maybe someone pulled a slingshot maneuver around the moon for some reason.” 
 
    “So, it could have been launched from China, Russia, North Korea?” Quinn asked. 
 
    “Not North Korea, they can’t hit the Pacific Ocean intentionally,” Malloy shook his head. “But sure, maybe China or Russia could pull this off… but we’d have monitored a launch, Admiral.” 
 
    Quinn turned, addressing the NASA specialists. “I’m going to ask this, though I shouldn’t have to, is this one of yours?” 
 
    The Mission Commander in the room, Gary Mitchell, centered the camera on himself. 
 
    “No Admiral, this is not one of ours. Nor is it anything officially launched by China, Russia, India, Japan, the ESA, or any other government or private concerns we’re in contact with.” 
 
    Quinn nodded curtly, turning back to his Operations Center. “Scramble defense squadrons, here, on the coast, Hawaii, Japan, and wind up every carrier group along the projected course for the contacts’ landing zones. I want everything we have, in the air, ten minutes ago!” 
 
    He grimaced, heading to the command station. “Keep me apprised of anything significant, but keep down the hubbub. I need to wake POTUS.” 
 
    *****  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Escape Pod, Sixty Kilometers over North America 
 
    Enough alarms were going off to wake the dead, something that he hadn’t seen happen in several decades at least, which was a memory that Benjamin Wachun could have done without as he was focusing on getting his pod down to the surface of the planet in one piece. 
 
    “Shut up!” He snarled, killing as many of the warnings as possible, only pausing when one of them in specific caught his eye. 
 
    Active targeting? Who’s targeting me now of all… oh for the love of… 
 
    The scanners on the pod were… rudimentary at best, but they had been equipped with basic detection and countermeasure systems to give people a chance of surviving a bail out in a fight. It wasn’t much of a chance, but there it was. 
 
    In this case, however, they’d picked up RADAR scanning from the planet as well as several aircraft zeroing in on his course. 
 
    Ben hissed in annoyance when the computer failed to identify them and put their profiles up on one of the small monitors he really should have been using for flight telemetry instead. 
 
    “Wow. An actual U2,” He said, somewhat impressed. “Last time I saw one of those was in the museum in Beijing. This one looks to be in slightly better shape.” 
 
    He wrote that off, since he was well aware that the spy plane didn’t have weapons and, as impressive as it was for the day it was built, even his escape pod outclassed it by a wide margin. 
 
    The other contacts, they were a little more worrisome. 
 
    “F35s. Great.” 
 
    The American made F35 was far from a perfect combat aircraft, but unlike the U2 these were armed and, while his pod could probably out race them, they were already in position to intercept. To get to the ground, he had to get through them. 
 
    Ben was wracking his mind, trying to remember just how jumpy the United States was in most twenty first century dimensions. 
 
    The cold war was twentieth century, but I think this was the height of the American’s military culture. 
 
    Like many Marines, he had at least some minor interest in history… as far as it applied to his chosen vocation at least, but Ben knew he was far from a historian… armchair or otherwise. 
 
    He was impressed, actually, that they had even spotted him coming in. As best as he could recall, space observation wasn’t much of a priority at this point in most Earth’s history. 
 
    I wonder what they made of a Junction Portal and two slip-ships blowing all to hell? 
 
    Whatever it was, judging from the sudden furor of warning signals he’d been hit by, they weren’t happy about it and that was going to make things decidedly more complicated. 
 
    “Arm countermeasures,” He ordered the computer. “Status of atmospheric thrusters?” 
 
    “Countermeasures armed,” The computer intoned back. “Thrusters now at seventy percent.” 
 
    “Kill thrusters, engage air brakes to maximum.” He ordered. 
 
    “Warning. Suggested operation will result in high G acceleration.” 
 
    “Did I ask for commentary? Just do it.” 
 
    The gentle pressure of the thrusters vanished, putting him in freefall for a moment before the air brakes on the exterior of the pod snapped wide open and he was slammed into his harness and began spinning wildly. 
 
    Ben grabbed the controls, wrestling with the attitude adjustment on the brakes as he fought to break out of the spin and stabilize his flight path. The air brakes would get the pod down to a survivable speed, but if he didn’t gain control over the spin soon, he was likely to pass out long before that happened. 
 
    Since waking up in a primitive government holding facility wasn’t on his list of things to do before he died Ben figured that he’d best take his fate in his hands… literally as possible. 
 
    As he fought the vagaries of the thickening atmosphere, knowing that until it got thick enough to really give his control surfaces something to bite into he was really just mounting a holding action at best, Ben wondered just what in the hell had fired up the local fire gnat’s nest anyway. 
 
    Surely there isn’t a full military response swinging into action over a single escape pod, is there? 
 
    *****  
 
    USSTRATCOM, AFB OFFUT, Nevada 
 
    “Objects Two, Three, and Four have entered the atmosphere above object one. |They’re accelerating, Admiral!” 
 
    Quinn twisted around, his face a mask of concern and disbelief. 
 
    “You mean decelerating?” He asked for clarification. 
 
    “No sir, increasing velocity relative to the ground. They’re coming in hot and… Whoa!” 
 
    The tech blurted out a shocked yell that made Quinn cross the room in three strides. 
 
    “What is it?” He demanded. 
 
    “Object One just started decelerating hard,” The technician answered. “He had been on a slow burn, but I think… yeah, he’s deployed aero braking. He’s in a flat spin.” 
 
    A voice from the left caused Quinn to turn as Mitchell spoke over the link to NASA. 
 
    “Object One is now experiencing heavy Gee forces due to the spin,” He said, “If that were one of our re-entry vehicles, I’d be worried about the pilot.” 
 
    “I’m more worried that no one seems to know where these things came from,” Quinn responded simply, looking back to note that the remaining objects they were tracking had entered the upper atmosphere, and most of them were still accelerating. “Track impact zones for objects two through seven!” 
 
    “What about one, sir?” 
 
    “Object one is apparently trying not to make a crater when it lands,” Quinn answered. “I’ll worry about him when I’m sure the others aren’t going to take out any major cities.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Escape Pod, Thirty Kilometers over North America 
 
    At thirty thousand meters, now well into the Troposphere, there was enough density in the atmosphere for the aero controls to actually bite a little and give him some positive response as Ben worked the controls and finally smoothed out the spin. 
 
    His speed was dropping faster as the atmosphere thickened, and it had adjusted his trajectory from the middle of the continent more to the East Coast. 
 
    That was fine. Honestly, Ben didn’t have much of a preference for where he landed. 
 
    LA might have been nice, if I remember correctly, He supposed. but Miami will probably be just as good. 
 
    From Miami, he supposed, he could make a run to Cuba if the Americans gave him too much trouble. From there, it wouldn’t be difficult to make his way almost anywhere in the world, with bonus points if he were trying to avoid American controlled areas. 
 
    “Warning.” The computer spoke up, catching his attention. “Multiple heat sources detected in upper Thermosphere.” 
 
    Ben swore, already having an idea on what he was going to find as he redirected his navigation monitor again, this time to check on the detected thermal signatures. 
 
    Yup, He grimaced. Those are entry signatures alright. Can’t get a clear scan now, too much heat, could be other survivors of the Eagle… or… not. 
 
    Ugh. 
 
    “Great. Just great,” He muttered, “We probably just introduced the Scourge to a pre-contact, barely digital era, Earth.” 
 
    He groaned, just resisting the urge to bang his head into some equipment that might not react well to the impact. 
 
    “If the Captain were alive, he’d… well, actually I don’t know what he’d do,” Ben realized, “But it wouldn’t be pleasant.” 
 
    His pod continued to plummet below twenty kilometers of altitude as the sky above him lit up with fire. 
 
    *****  
 
    USSTRATCOM, AFB OFFUT, Nevada 
 
    “Impact sites have been projected along the west coast, Hawaii, China, and somewhere in the middle East.” Mitchell said over the secure comm to NASA, before shrugging. “These calculations are subject to change, of course, if the objects engage active maneuvering.” 
 
    “Understood, Mr. Mitchell,” Quinn said, looking over to the right where POTUS was staring back at him from another screen. “Mr. President, bringing our forces to alert to protect the homeland is within my remit, and I have done so. Deciding what to do about impact sites in foreign nations is not. Respectfully, that decision rests with you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Admiral. Please, continue coordinating the response within our territories. I’ll see to notifying the heads of affected states and our allies,” President James Strand told him. “Good luck, looks like you might need it.” 
 
    “We may all need it,” Quinn said with a wry twist to his lips before nodding respectfully. “Mr. President.” 
 
    “Admiral,” The President responded before his screen went dark. 
 
    Quinn turned back around. “Alright, you heard the man. The defense of the United States is in our hands. Anyone here feel like fumbling the ball?” 
 
    With no takers, Quinn nodded firmly, “Then let’s get this job done.” 
 
    *****  
 
    White House Situation Room, DC 
 
    “You all heard the man,” Strand said, looking around at the Joint Chiefs. “Anyone want to voice objections to informing China of what we know?” 
 
    Strand was mildly surprised that no one spoke up, while the US was hardly at war with China… in fact, the two nations were arguably closer than ever due to increased trade reliance, low level tensions were the norm between them. 
 
    Particularly the two Navies, which occasionally had minor stand offs over Taiwan. 
 
    “Alright,” He glanced to his secretary, “See who you can get on the line in Beijing.” 
 
    “Sir, shouldn’t we contact the local embassy?” The young man asked, rather bravely considering he was by far the most junior and youngest person in the room. 
 
    “No,” Strand shook his head, “Go as high up the chain you can, right to Beijing.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    While he was off doing that, Strand looked back at the military men in the room. 
 
    “What about the Middle East?” 
 
    The USSOCOM Commander, Army Lt General Voit, let out an aggravated breath. 
 
    “Mr. President, that whole region is a mess and a half. Even if we bothered to inform them, there’s no one in the area that can respond to something like this… excepting, maybe, the Israelis I suppose,” Voit said grimly. “Inform them, inform the rest if you want, but frankly it’ll be better to handle it ourselves, we have a Carrier group in the Med, and Air Force units stationed within striking distance, I believe?” 
 
    Voit and the President turned to the Admiral and Air Force General standing across the table, both of whom nodded. 
 
    “Alright, scramble everything,” Strand said, “I’m willing to bet that the various terror groups in the region will turn this into a sign from Allah that more attacks are in order, so we better put everyone on alert.” 
 
    Admiral Parsons, the US Navy Chief, hesitantly lifted a hand and cleared his throat. 
 
    “Not to put too fine a point on things, Mr. President,” He said, frowning in thought, “But what are our orders? Is this a ballistic attack? Do we monitor, or attempt intercept?” 
 
    Strand grimaced, uncertain for a brief second. Whatever the objects were, they were on a powered approach. That opened the possibility that they were manned, though he couldn’t imagine how anyone could have managed to launch a manned mission of that size without the United States knowing about it. 
 
    Unfortunately, he just didn’t have the time to make a considered decision on the subject. They had only minutes before the objects would strike the ground, and if they were nuclear warheads… well, Strand couldn’t take that chance. 
 
    “Shoot them down,” He said finally. “Shoot them all down.” 
 
    *****  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    USS Philippine Sea, Mayport Florida 
 
    The claxon wailed as men flooded the decks of the Philippine Sea, readying the warship for battle, though she had not yet even loosed her moorings. 
 
    The Sea was ostensibly undergoing a refit when the orders came through, though the entire process was behind schedule by over a week and the refit teams hadn’t even come on board yet. Her Captain had spent days cursing their names right down to the lowest, yet now as he swung over a knee knocker and bolted for the Bridge he found himself thanking whatever fate it was that had kept them from dismantling key parts of his ship. 
 
    “Captain on deck!” 
 
    He ignored the call, moving to the signals station first, and coming to a stop behind the Lieutenant manning the radio. 
 
    “Give me confirmation,” Captain Ted Barrowitz said in clipped tones, not interested in anything else. 
 
    “Confirmed.” Lieutenant Smythe told him, eyes a little wild, as she deliberately repeated herself. “Confirmed, Captain. Inbound ballistic threats, coming our way.” 
 
    “Shit,” Barrowitz swore, turning away from the Lieutenant and crossing to the weapons station. “Ensign, good news if you please.” 
 
    “Both mark forty ones are hot and green, Captain. We’re prioritizing RIM-161Cs now, and have a live coordinate feed from NASA, if you can believe it.” 
 
    Barrowitz looked over his shoulder, “Status on the SPY.” 
 
    “Winding up, Captain. We’ll be live and in charge in thirty-five seconds,” Lieutenant Commander Stephanie Yu answered without looking in his direction. 
 
    He turned back to Ensign Greenfield, “How soon can we splash the target?” 
 
    “We have hot targeting data already, Sir, and our designated target is descending past twenty kilometers, losing speed fast. We can launch on your orders, Captain.” 
 
    The Captain looked up and out over the deck of his ship, and then beyond to the port and city that surrounded them. 
 
    “Going to be one hell of a show,” He said, patting the Ensign on the shoulder. “Make em Hot, Ensign, and then send them on their way.” 
 
    “Aye skipper.” 
 
    “SPY up!” The Lt Commander called out. 
 
    “Paint it,” Barrowitz ordered without hesitation, straightening and turning to the RADAR station. 
 
    *****  
 
     The Aegis AN/SPY 1 RADAR system was a six megawatt phased array radar, capable of painting and tracking as many as eight hundred simultaneous targets, so when its entire focus was narrowed down to one… the action was noticeable, by anyone’s standard. 
 
    *****  
 
    A breaker junction blew, showering the interior of the pod with sparks and eliciting a long string of vile oaths that Ben had learned through his career in the Marines. He didn’t know what had caused it, but the breaker had blown to save his instrumentation from an overload, and that was both a good thing and a major problem. 
 
    The good thing was that he, of course, still had his screens intact. The bad thing was that the breaker in question had led directly to his pod’s primary scanner array, which meant that he was now half blind. 
 
    What the hell was that? Ben thought, flipping the scanners over to the secondary scanners, trying to determine what had just happened. 
 
    Luckily the secondary systems were pretty low fidelity which, while that might have been entirely due to the lack of space in the pod for proper backup systems, saved him from blowing a second breaker when the sheer energy levels registered. 
 
    First worlds, Ben swore mentally, staring at the readings for a few seconds. 
 
    Something down there was pouring several megawatts of pure power right up his… unmentionables. It was no wonder that the Pod’s primary array had blown a breaker. 
 
    Hell, without the basic shielding needed to deal with cosmic radiation and the like, that level of power would have fried most of his control and computational systems. Of course, the pod was shielded against that level of power and several magnitudes more. The only part of it that was vulnerable was the primary scanner array, which had to be exposed for rather obvious reasons. 
 
    After all, shutting your eyes certainly did protect you against a lot… but it made seeing what the hell was going on around you a fair sight more difficult too. 
 
    All holy hell, he blinked in shock as he examined the scanner readings, That’s a lot of power for a pre-space scanner. 
 
    Hell, it was a lot of power for a space faring scanner, in reality. Not in total units, but in how much they were dedicating just to tracking his sorry ass. In fact, it was bordering on being classified as an energy weapon unless he missed his guess. Just needed a tighter focus and it would have fried his computer, and maybe him, despite the pod’s shielding. 
 
    Ben briefly wished that he’d spent a little more time studying this particular era of pre-contact and pre-space Earth. Whatever was targeting him was serious about it, that much was about the only certain thing he could say. 
 
    So it was that when the alarms went off announcing a weapons launch, Ben wasn’t surprised in the slightest. 
 
    *****  
 
    USS Philippine Sea 
 
    The Mark 41 Vertical Launch System on the Ticonderoga class Cruisers, such as the Philippine Sea, was capable of delivering anything from cruise missiles to anti-satellite munitions from preloaded canisters and packed the power to take out targets on land and sea, in the air, and even right up to the edge of space. 
 
    It was a rare sight for civilians to actually see a Ticonderoga Class cruiser flush one of its canisters, firing off eight rockets in the span of just seconds and generally making every eyeball for a mile around turn to watch as the missiles stood on columns of smoke and noise and reached for the sky. 
 
    Captain Barrowitz tried hard to not think about how many regulations he’d just shattered, firing off SM3s while still moored in the harbor, and focused instead on the birds in flight. 
 
    Everything read out as straight, hot, and normal as the SM3 missiles stabilized in flight and began tracking. They were still running off the patch from NASA, but the Philippine Sea’s AEGIS RADAR was already picking up the slack and providing faster data than the slightly delayed feed from Houston. 
 
    “Target is still decelerating, now on course for… us, Sir.” Greenfield blurted. 
 
    Barrowitz looked over, sharply, “What do you mean us, Ensign?” 
 
    Greenfield shrugged a little helplessly, “Right now… coastal Florida, Sir. Leaning south, but we’re inside the drop zone for sure, Sir.” 
 
    “Tighten up that drop zone, Ensign,” Barrowitz ordered, “I want to know where they’re coming down to the square foot.” 
 
    “Working on it, Captain.” 
 
    “You think it will matter, Skipper?” Yu asked quietly as she stepped up to his side. 
 
    “I don’t know, but that’s the problem,” He confessed, “There’s too damn much about this that I don’t know. That is not a ballistic warhead, it’s tracking. Active maneuvering. I’ve never seen anything like this, you?” 
 
    The Lieutenant Commander shook her head. “Not outside of DARPA, sir. And certainly not in active use by any military on the planet, we would know.” 
 
    He nodded tensely, agreeing with her. 
 
    Ballistic missiles generally didn’t maneuver much once they went terminal after re-entry. The reasons for that were manifold, but most boiled down to two facts. First, fuel was expensive to lift, so the less of it you needed the better… and, second, an orbital ballistic target was, or had been, next to impossible to intercept due to the sheer speed it moved at. 
 
    That, of course, had changed officially in 2013 when the first SM3 test had successfully blown an intermediate range ballistic target out of the air. That was a game changer capability, but he was well aware that when you change the game other players will adapt. 
 
    Still, adapting takes time… and we should know if anyone is playing the new game at this level. What the hell is going on here? 
 
    *****  
 
    “Well, friendly bunch, aren’t they?” Ben grumbled as his reduced scanners picked out eight missiles tracking onto his trajectory. 
 
    He was starting to think that decelerating so early on was a bad idea. For the life of him, Ben couldn’t remember if Earth had the capacity to intercept orbital ballistic targets, but he was pretty certain they could pick off a slower object with few problems. 
 
    “Great,” He mumbled, checking and cinching his restraints again as he watched the altitude fall and the missiles climb. “I hate it when it gets rough… wish I’d been able to find a pilot before I blew the pod.” 
 
    He flicked a secure switch up to activate countermeasures, and then forced himself to wait as he watched the missiles close on him. The computer was getting more insistent in its warnings, alarms growing louder and more frequent as the cluster of missiles continued to accelerate. 
 
    By the time the missiles broke hypersonic, Ben and his pod were dropping under fifteen kilometers and beginning to get buffeted by the thickening atmosphere. Pods didn’t have inertial sumps, which left him getting bruised and slammed against both the hard seat and the straps that held him in it. 
 
    The computer was tracking the incoming missiles, but Ben ignored it. Pod computers were notorious for being just a few points off from reality, and a few points was the difference between life and fiery shards raining down across Florida. 
 
    Instead he did the math in his head as the range closed, thumb resting against the countermeasure’s firing stud. If he had to choose between taking his life in his own hands, or trusting the computer of an escape pod, there was no question which he would go with. 
 
    With less than a kilometer between him and the missiles, a distance measured in seconds or less at the converging speeds, Ben snapped his thumb down and held on as the Pod bucked like a living thing around him. 
 
    *****  
 
    USS Philippine Sea 
 
    “Holy shit!” 
 
    Barrowitz didn’t bother telling the anonymous voice to watch his language, possibly because he wasn’t certain it wasn’t his voice that had spoken up. 
 
    “Active countermeasures in the air, Captain!” Ensign Greenfield announced. “Squealers are jamming RADAR like nothing I’ve ever seen!” 
 
    The Captain could see that all screens were showing nothing but snow. Literally uncountable ghost targets had filled the displays until there was no room for anything else. 
 
    “I’ve got Angel Wings in the sky, Skipper!” Yu announced, pointing from the side door where she was looking up through powerful glasses. “Negative contact, I think we missed!” 
 
    Angel Wings were the result of hot burning thermal decoys being thrown out and behind the object as it descended, leaving smoke trails that expanded to look like nothing more than the white whispy wings of a guardian angel. They wouldn’t do much against the Philippine Sea’s RADAR guided missiles, but with the jammers scrambling RADAR guidance they would prevent secondary lock with passive LWIR thermal tracking. 
 
    “Lieutenant, you still have that line to NASA open?” Barrowitz asked, snapping around. 
 
    “Sir, yes sir,” Smythe answered. 
 
    “On the horn,” He ordered, grabbing the wired handset from beside him. 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    “This is Captain Barrowitz, USS Philippine Sea,” He said tersely. 
 
    “Captain, Gary Mitchel, NASA,” The voice came back on the other side. 
 
    “How sure are you this isn’t one of yours, or some other space agency?” Barrowitz demanded. 
 
    “Pretty damn certain, Captain. Why?” 
 
    “Because the damn thing just engaged countermeasures! No one puts squealers, chaff, and flares on ballistic missiles, Mr. Mitchel!” 
 
    “Hang on, what?” Mitchell sounded confused, “We don’t have video of object one anymore, the U2 couldn’t keep up. It’s using countermeasures?” 
 
    “Yes, for the last time, yes!” Barrowitz grumbled. “That thing is either manned, or running a pretty sophisticated computer setup too, because it timed the execution down to the last second. We had eight birds tracking clean, and every one of them missed. Our AEGIS RADAR is scrambled to hell by squealers. Now, I don’t know how long this thing can keep up the jammers, but it doesn’t need much longer to be under our engagement ceiling.” 
 
    “Get us what information you can, Captain.” Mitchell said. “I’m conferencing with POTUS as we speak, he’s listening in.” 
 
    Ah shit, Barrowitz clenched his eyes shut for a second, trying to think of whether he’d just said anything he’d rather not have in front of the Commander in Chief before speaking through clenched teeth, “I would have preferred to be informed about that at the start of the conversation, Mr. Mitchell. Mr. President, I apologize for my language if I got out of line.” 
 
    “Captain,” The familiar voice of the President came through after a brief delay, “I’ve heard worse in official briefings. What I need to know right now is simple; can you continue to engage the target?” 
 
    Barrowitz glanced over at the screens, then shook his head, “No Sir. We are down to visual tracking only, and the target is outside our engagement range for that. If it gets close enough for Sea Wiz we could try, but it looks like it’s tracking south of us according to our last trajectory analysis. I think it’s going down in the keys, Sir.” 
 
    “Alright. You’ll be getting orders down the chain momentarily, Captain.” The President informed him, “but I can tell you that you’re going to put to sea in short order. Start leaning in that direction, if you will.” 
 
    “Yes sir, we’ll be under way the instant the orders come through,” Barrowitz said. 
 
    “Good, now if you’ll excuse us, Captain… there’s a lot more work to be done.” 
 
    *****  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    White House Situation Room 
 
    Strand looked slumped a little in his chair. “Tell me we have units scrambling over Florida.” 
 
    “AFB Canaveral has a squadron of F-35s in the air already, sir,” Air Force General Michael Gant nodded. 
 
    “And we have squadrons scrambling from Pensacola and Key West,” Admiral Parsons added. “We have the state covered, Sir.” 
 
    “Tell me we have it covered when we’re not tracking a half dozen orbital entries into our airspace across the nation,” Strand growled, “Then I might believe you.” 
 
    The President wiped his forehead, taking a couple breaths. “Ok, we’ve got the one over Florida covered for now. At least it’s not looking to make a crater when it touches down.” 
 
    “Should we change orders for the rest?” Parson asked, thinking about the countermeasures that had allowed the first to evade missiles from the Philippine Sea. 
 
    “Hell no,” Strand snapped, “As long as they’re on ballistic paths toward anything we’ve got the slightest right to protect, tell everything we’ve got to lock and load. No firing a burst and waiting to see if we hit it. Just keep firing until they’re destroyed or we’re out of ammo… and God help you if it’s the second one.” 
 
    *****  
 
    USS Bunker Hill, Off the Coast of California 
 
    “This is Bunker Hill, Bunker Hill Actual speaking,” Captain Riggs spoke into the handset beside his station. “We’re up and targeting. Link in as you can.” 
 
    “Mobile Bay, linked.” 
 
    “This is Lake Champlain, we’re in.” 
 
     “This is Cape St George, we’re linked.” 
 
    Riggs nodded to his second, Commander Burke. “Alright, that’s the lot. Every Tico on the west coast is linked into this. Make sure the targets are evenly spread out, everyone has a primary and a secondary just in case we get lucky.” 
 
    “I’ve got the targets handed out already, Sir,” Burke said, checking something. “Second contingent out of Pearl is putting to sea now, anything that slips by us has to run that gauntlet too.” 
 
    “Good. Make sure our contingent prioritizes objects due to impact US Mainland as much as we can,” Riggs said. “Anything that gets by both of us… well, the JDF and what we’ve got in the South China Sea will have to handle it.” 
 
    Burke nodded, agreeing. 
 
    Aside from a couple NATO host nations, only US Navy ships and Japanese Defense Force vessels loaded SM3 missiles. The weapons were relatively new, extremely expensive, and only nations that felt themselves under dire risk of ballistic missile attack felt much need for them. 
 
    Riggs never thought in his life that he’d be grateful to the North Koreans, but at least they gave the Japanese reason to pack heavy. 
 
    It might just save some lives. 
 
    “Captain…” Burke trailed off, eyes climbing up to the dark shadow of the mountains in the distance, just barely visible against a lightening sky. “One of them is coming down on the other side of the mountains, we’ve got nothing that can reach it.” 
 
    “I know. Ignore it,” Riggs said. 
 
    “Captain…” 
 
    “I said ignore it,” Riggs ordered, glaring. “You said it yourself, nothing we’ve got can touch those things before they cross the Mountains. Those things come down East of the Rockies, nothing we can do about it. Don’t waste computer cycles on them, we might need every cycle we’ve got just to keep up with what’s left. Ballistic targets move too fast to leave anything to chance, we won’t get multiple cracks at this.” 
 
    Burke nodded jerkily, “Yes sir.” 
 
    Riggs turned his focus back to the skies, letting out a deep breath as he looked up and spotted one star, bright and moving against the background of the others. 
 
    “Well, at least we don’t have long to wait.” He said into the red glow of the Bridge lights. 
 
    “Light em up!” 
 
    *****  
 
    Four Ticonderoga Class cruisers lit off their AEGIS RADAR in unison, pouring eighteen megawatts of power into the Eastern skies and painting the night with invisible light. 
 
    Four targets showed up immediately, tracking high over the mountains, just barely having entered the atmosphere. Another was down lower, burning brightly but on a trajectory to come down short of the Rockies. 
 
    “Where’s the last one,” Riggs asked. “NASA was tracking seven, counting the first object, right?” 
 
    “It was,” Burke confirmed, “We’re trying to cross reference with NASA on the fly, but our systems aren’t exactly cross talk compatible on this level. We can take a feed from them, but we can’t compare it to our own.” 
 
    “Just find me that missing target,” Riggs ordered, eyes on the tracking data coming in. 
 
    He was looking at four objects passing over the mountains and dropping altitude fast. They were not actively maneuvering, unlike the first object, and seemed to be on genuine ballistic course trajectories. 
 
    The good news was an unpowered object on a ballistic trajectory was easy to track and predict. It was basic physics, and he had plenty of people standing around him that could do those equations in their heads if needs be. 
 
    The bad news, well the bad news was that there was a big difference between knowing where something was going to be and actually hitting it in the fraction of a second that the speeds they were dealing with would allow. 
 
    “Jesus, they’re coming in hot…” The Ensign at the tracking station said softly. 
 
    Riggs didn’t say anything, but he noted the speeds himself and cringed. 
 
    “Can we even hit something moving a hundred thousand miles an hour?” He asked Commander Burke softly. 
 
    Burke slowly shook his head, “I have no idea, Sir. We don’t have anything rated that high… not even close.” 
 
    “I was afraid of that,” Riggs said. “They’re slowing in the atmosphere, though… I need options! How fast will they be moving at optimum engagement range, versus how fast they’ll be moving if we wait until the last possible second! Get on it!” 
 
    While his team started cranking intercept equations, Riggs examined the trajectories themselves and took a stylus from beside his post and crossed out one of the targets. 
 
    “Sir? What are you doing?” Burke asked. 
 
    “Saving our missiles for another target,” He said. “That one is coming down between here and Hawaii. Even if it’s a nuke, I don’t care. If we get lucky with the rest, the Ticos out of Pearl can splash that one for us.” 
 
    “At that speed, it may throw up a tsunami when it hits,” Burke warned him. 
 
    “Signal warnings then,” Riggs said. “Get people to high ground. I’m more concerned with this one right here…” 
 
    He pointed to the closest target, an object just crossing into their maximum range of engagement. 
 
    “That sucker is coming down way too close to San Fran. I want every spare missile we’ve got tracking to kill that thing as high up as we can. Maybe the debris will burn up before it hits the ground.” 
 
    “Numbers up, Captain.” 
 
    “Show me.” Riggs walked over to the Lieutenant who had called out. 
 
    She still had equations crunching on her computer but had scribbled out a bunch of numbers right on the station with a marker. He glanced at it, one eyebrow raised as he looked between the scribbles and her. 
 
    “Sorry, Sir,” Lieutenant Jane Mica flushed, “I work faster with a pen.” 
 
    He ignored the apology. “What’s your verdict?” 
 
    “Wait until they cross the mountains fully, and drop below seventy kilometers,” She answered. “Then hammer them, Sir.” 
 
    Riggs nodded, eyes lifting to look out at the three stars now visible in the ever - lightening sky to the East. 
 
    “Anyone have better?” He asked, looking around. 
 
    No one spoke up. 
 
    “Plug those numbers in,” Riggs ordered. “Let’s do our jobs.” 
 
    He nodded to the Lieutenant and walked back to the command station, snorted softly as he approached Commander Burke. 
 
    “Get the lady a pack of dry erase markers, will you?” 
 
    “I’ll make a note of it,” Burke said, not smiling. “Cleaning those are going to be a bitch.” 
 
    “Clean them?” Riggs asked. “If they’re on the money, I’m having that section of her station clear coated to preserve them. I just don’t want the entire bridge to look like a graffiti artist has been through.” 
 
    “Numbers inserted! All canisters now on automatic fire!” 
 
    Riggs looked up, “Well… it’s out of our hands now.” 
 
    Before he finished the sentence the first launch from the Mk41 flashed, destroying his night vision as the missiles stood on fire and brimstone, climbing into the black sky. 
 
    *****  
 
    Four Ticonderoga Class cruisers unloading every canister of SM3 missiles at their disposal lit up the coast from San Diego to San Francisco Harbor, putting sixty four missiles into the air aimed primarily at only two targets, made for one hell of a show for anyone lucky enough to see it. 
 
    The smoke that normally marked the passage of the SM3 missiles dissipated invisibly in the dark of night, their passing marked instead by a streak of light that went faster and faster as they accelerated on target. 
 
    The distant fireballs they were tracking toward grew in size and brightness with alarming speed, the closing rate between missiles and targets approaching a hundred and ten thousand miles per hour at one point. 
 
    The first missile reached its target in less than a minute of launch, overshooting by a few hundred feet, and continuing on into the darkness. 
 
    The second glanced off its target, breaking the missile into shards as the kinetic warhead deflected away with depressingly little effect. 
 
    By the time the third missile arrived on target, the results had been dialed in and it hammered dead on. The contact caused the LEAP kinetic kill warhead to vaporize in a brilliant explosion of energy just as the remaining sixty - one missiles slammed in. 
 
    The night sky erupted in fire and thunder, explosive shockwaves shattering glass all up and down the coast of California as shocked residents were rudely awakened from their sleep. Some unfortunate souls who were, for varying reasons, already awake had the misfortune of seeing lights flash in the sky and walking over to their windows just in time for the shockwaves to blow shards of shattered glass in their faces. 
 
    ER rooms across the state would see a very busy morning. Some… wouldn’t be so lucky. 
 
    For the crews of the Ticonderoga cruisers who had initiated the engagement, however, the explosive fireworks display was both a sign of a job done well… and a moment of tension as they waited for the interference of the energy release to clear so that their AEGIS RADAR could determine if they’d done their jobs. 
 
    As it turned out, they didn’t even have to wait that long. 
 
    *****  
 
    “Captain! I’ve got one on visual, still on target for a hit near San Francisco!” 
 
    Riggs swore, the Bunker Hill was off the coast of Santa Barbara, near the Channel Islands, which was why she was coordinating the strike force. San Francisco was far enough away that they weren’t in any direct threat, but he rushed outside just the same. 
 
    He could see the fireball in the distance as it lanced down below the hills that were between him and the city. For a moment there was silence, and then a flash of light lit up the horizon. 
 
    “Oh… hell.” 
 
    “Sir,” Burke said, stepping out onto the observer deck, “We just lost the Lake Champlain.” 
 
    “Please,” Riggs said as he lowered his eyes from the light on the horizon and stared down into the black sea, “Please, tell me she wasn’t in the bay.” 
 
    “Sorry Sir.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    *****  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    White House Situation Room 
 
    The President stared at the news running on a side screen, unable to take his eyes off the fires and destruction running with the twisted remnants of the Golden Gate in the background. 
 
    “How… How many?” He croaked out through a suddenly parched mouth. 
 
    “No way to know, Mr. President,” His press secretary said, shaking her head. “It’ll be days before… before…” 
 
    She closed her eyes. “Too many, Sir. Too damn many.” 
 
    Silence reigned for a moment before the Secretary of the Navy spoke up. “The Bunker Hill reported direct hits on the object. We hit it, it barely flinched.” 
 
    “Doesn’t make sense,” Parsons said, “The first one actively evaded… this didn’t even… I…” 
 
    He fell silent, at a loss for words as his eyes too were drawn to the broadcast news coming over the side screen. 
 
    “Obviously, we’re not dealing with identical objects,” Mitchell from NASA spoke over the conference line. “The first one had countermeasures, and used them, which implies that its cargo is more fragile. If it’s manned, we need to find out by who. That might answer a lot of questions, Mr. President.” 
 
    Strand pulled himself from the crisis on the screen and forced a nod as he visibly wrenched his mind back to the task at hand. 
 
    “Do we have a location on the object in Florida?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” The Air Force Chief of Staff nodded. “It just went down in the Glades. We have choppers and response teams on the move.” 
 
    “Good,” Strand said through clenched teeth, “I want to know who did this. If it isn’t some bizarre act of God, and when we find out who… I want them dead.” 
 
    An uncomfortable silence descended for a moment, but the Air Force General nodded. 
 
    “I believe we’re on the same page, Mr. President.” 
 
    Before he could say anything more, Mitchell’s voice excitedly broke into the conversation again. 
 
    “We just located the missing object! It pulled a high Gee maneuver that we couldn’t follow, took us this long to spot it again.” 
 
    “Where is it?” The President demanded. 
 
    “It’s coming down over Florida, Sir… and accelerating.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Everglades 
 
    Sandra Locke grunted as she pulled in the line on an illegal poacher’s pot, pausing only to wipe her brow briefly before heaving one last time to pull the offending mesh of wire and tube steel into her airboat. 
 
    With that done, the muscular redhead stood up in the flat bottom boat and took her wide brimmed hat off briefly to run her fingers through her hair and finish pushing the perspiration back as far as she could before she replaced the hat and reached for a pair on sunglasses she’d set on the pilot’s seat. 
 
    The sun had only been up a couple hours or so and it was already turning into a scorcher of a day, so she decided to get her morning wrapped up. With a little work and a touch of luck, Sandra figured she could be in the shade and holding a cold drink before the noon sun beat down. 
 
    As long as I don’t run across anymore of these damn poacher’s pots, she scowled in annoyance at the offending piece of trash resting in her boat. 
 
    Sandra was working on her doctorate at the University of Miami, but it seemed she spent more time hauling up illegal traps, pots, and other poaching paraphernalia than she did pulling the data from the wide sensor array she’d planted around the Glades. It was bad enough that the increasing salinity levels of the low - lying areas due to rising sea levels were driving the extinction of several endangered native species, but the poachers added another level of insult to injury in her mind. 
 
    Oh well, just a few more samples to grab and that’ll be a day. 
 
    She climbed up into the seat of the airboat, only to start and twist around violently as a booming sound seemed to explode all around her. 
 
    “What?” She blurted, until she finally looked up. 
 
    A trail of smoke or vapor, like something left behind from the passage of a rocket… only going the wrong direction, traced a line across the sky to a gleaming object that was spinning and glittering in the early morning sun. 
 
    “Holy…” 
 
    Sandra didn’t have a clue what she was watching, but as she watched the object seemed to break up for a moment, only not exactly. Something blew out the back of the object but jerked to a stop some distance behind and started spinning wildly. 
 
    The spinning part seemed to yank hard on the rest, turning the plummeting trajectory into a swinging arc below the spinning part. Sandra rather thought it looked like a helicopter, except that it was still falling far too fast for anything that intended to land in one piece. 
 
    As she watched it went down behind a cluster of trees a few kilometers North of her, and a spout of water exploded hundreds of feet into the sky just after she lost sight of it. 
 
    She didn’t really think as she kicked over the engine of the airboat and grabbed the throttle in one hand as she held on with the other and twisted. The roar of the big engine and bigger fans eclipsed everything else as she was pushed back in her seat and turned the nose North West, aiming to swing around the copse of trees and get eyes on whatever the hell it was that just landed in her Glades. 
 
    *****  
 
    Marine Helo Bravo Nine Five, out of Key West flew low in over the Mangrove trees as they headed North West toward the crash site. Captain Kevin Stark had the stick and was wondering if this was some sort of drill, right up to the point where the screaming ball of fire dropped out of the sky and left a line a smoke all the way back to space from what he could tell. 
 
    The big CH-53E Super Stallion handled smoothly, if a bit heavy on the stick, leaving him with enough attention to watch as the glittering, gleaming object suddenly deployed some sort of drag and even more rapidly arrested its motion. 
 
    “What do you make of that, Beach?” He asked his co-pilot, who was looking through powerful glasses. 
 
    Brian ‘Beach’ Sanderson was quiet for a moment before he replied, “Looks like some sort of advanced airbrake, Iron Man. Spinning like rotors, unpowered unless there’s something I’m missing. Cutting speed by a lot, but it’s still going to land hard.” 
 
    Stark grimaced at the nickname but nodded. He didn’t need his co-pilot to tell him that. 
 
    As they watched the object descended out of their sight, and a moment later a plume of water visible even at their distance exploded into the sky. 
 
    “Whoa. I don’t ever want to hit that hard,” Beach said beside him. 
 
    Stark winced but nodded in wholehearted agreement. He didn’t know what that airbrake had been intended to accomplish, exactly, but it certainly didn’t make for a soft touchdown. 
 
    “At least there isn’t a mushroom cloud,” He said aloud. “That would suck.” 
 
    As Beach laughed in agreement, Stark twisted and looked back to where the squad of Marines were waiting on news and orders. 
 
    “We’re five to seven minutes out,” He told them. “Whatever the hell that was has slammed down in the glades, so we’re far enough from any major populations. Game faces, Marines.” 
 
    “Ooh Rah, Iron Man!” The whole bunch responded. 
 
    Stark closed his eyes briefly as he settled back in the seat, sighing but otherwise only replied, “Ooh Rah, Marines.” 
 
    *****  
 
    The roar of the airboat fan wound down as Sandra turned the rudder and brought it to a rocking stop a few dozen meters from the smoke burnt object that had buried itself halfway down in the shallow water and deep mud of the Glades. 
 
    Whatever it was, it didn’t look Military. 
 
    The object was some sort of gleaming white material that had been smoke and carbon scored, like it had been through a furnace. The water was steaming around it in fact, leaving a light rolling mist flowing out around blowing in the morning breeze. 
 
    She edged her boat closer, looking for markings so she could tell someone just what the hell she’d found. Sandra glanced toward her radio, but other than to report what she was sure hundreds, if not thousands, of others had already called in she just didn’t have anything to say. 
 
    There were markings there, she noticed. They were all but unreadable under all the carbon scoring, but she could make out a symbol that meant nothing to her. It looked like several stars, maybe against a black background, but honestly it was hard to tell. 
 
    More easily, there was lettering she could make out. 
 
    What the hell is the Allied Realms and what are they doing throwing their shit in my Glades? Sandra wondered, irritated. 
 
    The twenty – six – year - old doctorate student had grown up in South Florida, spent more time in the Glades as a teen than she had trying to sneak into bars… which amounted to one hell of a lot of time, if she were honest with herself. 
 
    She felt more than a little proprietary about the fragile ecosystem she had called home for her entire life, and while she figured this was certainly an unintentional landing… well, that didn’t mean she wasn’t going to give whoever was behind it all holy hell. 
 
    She sighed as her airboat gently thudded against the side of the object, and stepped down from the high seat, pulling the Winchester lever action 30-06 from its place by her side as well as her hand radio as she did. 
 
    “Hey Joe, Sandra here. Come back, will you?” She said, walking over to the side of the boat with the radio in her left hand and the rifle resting against her right shoulder as she got close enough to feel heat pouring off the object. 
 
    Nothing but a static squeal answered her, making her wince before trying again. 
 
    “Joe. Sandra here. I’ve got a situation, come on back.” 
 
    More static greeted her, and Sandra grumbled as she hooked the radio on her belt and started looking around the object a little closer. 
 
    It was a hexagonal construct, looked rather like an eight - sided die for Dungeons and Dragons actually. She’d never seen anything built quite like it but was even more surprised to find something that looked almost like a hatch on the top face of it. 
 
    “No way someone is inside this thing, right?” She asked herself, eyes wide at the implication. 
 
    She didn’t think anything could have survived a landing like that, if one could call it a landing. She hoped there wasn’t some poor soul dead or, worse, dying in there. She was an environmental science PHD candidate, not a medical doctor. 
 
    Still, Sandra planted a boot on the object and ignored the sizzle for a moment as she leaned in and slammed the stock of her rifle into what looked like a hatch. 
 
    “Hey!” She yelled, “There anyone in there?” 
 
    With no answer forthcoming, Sandra felt rather like an idiot, but for all that she repeated her actions. Better to be a fool than see someone die because she was too uptight to look a little silly. 
 
    She almost jumped out of her skin, and her boat, when the object hissed, and the hatch cracked open. Sandra reflexively brought her Winchester to her shoulder as the metal groaned and cracked before starting to grind and open with almost painful slowness. 
 
    *****  
 
    Ben groaned as a thudding in his ears echoed the one in his head. 
 
    He painfully opened his eyes, then tried opening them again before realizing that they already were open. It was black around him, no hint of light he could see until he looked up to see the luminescent paint that marked the emergency hatch release. 
 
    Oh, that sucked, He thought as he weakly pulled at his straps and got himself unhooked from the shock absorbing seat that was now crumpled and flat to the floor of the pod. 
 
    Standing up, Ben stretched a little for a moment before a thudding sound made him look up and realize that he hadn’t imagined the sound in the first place. 
 
    “Oh boy. This should be fun,” He sighed, grabbing his sidearm and belting it on before he reached for the emergency release and pulled. 
 
    Metal clanked, air hissed, and light suddenly streamed in to blind him with the suddenness of it. 
 
    Ben swore in Mandarin and English for several moments before shifting his arm away from his eyes and blinking in the light. The hatch had opened on command, leaving him staring out at a shocked looking woman staring back at him with an antique rifle pointed right between his eyes. 
 
    Ben groaned. 
 
    Florida. I just had to land in Florida. Ben grumbled to himself, Next time, I aim for Canada. 
 
    *****  
 
    Sandra stared over the iron sights of her rifle, not even really realizing that she’d leveled the weapon at the man whose head had emerged from the object. The rifle was a gift from her dad once she’d started spending time in the Glades on her own, ostensibly for warding off gators but in reality she’d gotten more use out of it once she put herself firmly on the bad side of the local Poachers. 
 
    Right now, though, she was more perplexed by the man she was looking at than in any way worried or afraid. 
 
    He was a big guy, she noted absently. Built like the proverbial brick wall and wearing what looked like combat fatigues but the material looked odd to her. It seemed smoother than it should be, with a diffuse sheen along the grey and smoke patterns that reminded her of camo. 
 
    The man himself was of Asian descent, though probably mixed she decided as she got a closer look, hard angular drawing out his features set into a squared off face and jaw. 
 
    “You ok?” She blurted out after the shocked silence had drawn out through several interminable seconds. 
 
    “I’d be better if I didn’t have a weapon in my face,” He told her in clear, nearly unaccented English, tossing a pointed look to the barrel of her Winchester. 
 
    “Oh, shit, sorry,” Sandra said, easing the weapon back and shifting the business end up. “You scared the piss out of me.” 
 
    “Yes well, I do apologize,” He told her, “If it’s any consolation, you gave me a fair start yourself.” 
 
    She snorted, “I’ll bet.” 
 
    Sandra paused, then glanced up into the clear blue morning sky, then back at the object. “I’ve got to ask…” 
 
    “Don’t,” He said, sighing as he pulled himself up out of the object. “Trust me, you don’t really want to know. How far are we from… civilization?” 
 
    The way he pronounced that last word caught Sandra’s attention, like he was using the word ironically. She didn’t comment though. 
 
    “That would depend on what you call civilization,” she said finally. “This is Dade county, technically, but we’re hours out of Miami. The Ninety is about forty - five minutes North of here. Few small towns and the like, mostly barely qualify as villages, within an hour or so.” 
 
    He was about to respond when he paused and looked around, like he’d heard something. Sandra frowned as she realized she could hear it too, a distant thumping sound that had a steady beat to it. She pivoted and looked around until she spotted a dot growing in the distance. 
 
    “I’m guessing that’s your ride,” She said, turning back as he had vanished back into the object. 
 
    “Not really,” He said from within, odd sounds punctuating his actions, “However, I’ll bet they think otherwise.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Sandra asked, her attention split between the weird guy who fell from the sky and the approaching chopper that looked a lot bigger than any she’d seen in recent memory. 
 
    He didn’t respond, so she frowned and leaned in closer so she could see inside the thing. The guy was tossing stuff into a rugged looking pack, basically stripping everything that wasn’t bolted to the walls, floor, or ceiling from what she could tell. 
 
    The loud rhythmic beat of the chopper grew louder as he worked, and before she had time to think about it the big helicopter was slowing and slowly orbiting around their position. She wondered what it was waiting for, but that was answered quickly enough as another pair of choppers shocked her by appearing out of practically nowhere, apparently having used the first to hide the sound of their approach. 
 
    These were smaller, armed, and somehow managed to look pissed, which was frankly terrifying since all she had was a beat - up old Winchester and her airboat. 
 
    “Uh, could you come out here and talk to these guys?” She called over her shoulder. 
 
    The guy climbed up and out of the object, taking a seat on the open hatch, and waved to the trio of helicopters. 
 
    “Just do what they say,” He told her, “I doubt they care much about you.” 
 
    “Damn well hope not,” Sandra muttered as the big one slowly eased in and settled into a low hover over the pair of them. 
 
    The wind beat down on them as the door in the side of the chopper opened up and a camo fatigued guy appeared, aiming a rifle down at them. 
 
    “Don’t move!” He yelled over the roar of the rotors, “Stay where you are! You with the rifle, set it down slowly!” 
 
    Sandra rolled her eyes, as she carefully set her rifle down and raised her hands. “Where the hell am I supposed to go? For a swim?” 
 
    “Just a tip, lady,” The guy behind her said in a surprisingly calm voice as he too raised his hands, “But it’s not generally a good idea to be a smart mouth until you’ve ascertained for sure that the guy holding the gun has a sense of humor.” 
 
    She was about to make an acerbic comment about that, but a flash of light that eclipsed the sun itself took her by surprise as she yelled and covered her eyes with her arms. 
 
    “What the hell…” 
 
    She heard the guy speak, then start shifting around as she blinked away the spots in her eyes. Her vision cleared enough for her to see him standing high on the object, looking up into the sky, just as he started swearing in a language she didn’t understand. 
 
    She literally had no idea what he was saying, but she would swear on her soul that he was cussing up a storm. Sandra knew what that sounded like in any language. 
 
    He spun around waving his hands at the choppers. 
 
    “Incoming!” He screamed at the top of his lungs, pointing, “Incoming! Ground zero! Put those birds in the water!” 
 
    Sandra twisted around, looking up at the choppers and into the sky. “What’s going on?” 
 
    She could see an oddly shaped cloud, that had to be reflected some of the early morning sun to be glowing that color red, but nothing else. The glades seemed pretty quiet, aside from the helicopter rotors of course. 
 
    He was still yelling and waving, but no one seemed to be reacting the way he wanted. Sandra was entirely unprepared when he let out another curse she didn’t understand, then lunged at her. 
 
    “Hey!” She managed to get out one word as he plucked her smoothly off her feet and dragged her headfirst through the hatch of the thing he’d landed in. “Get your hands off me!” 
 
    “Lady, trust me, you want to be in here,” He growled, tossing her to the floor unceremoniously as he slapped a control on the wall and the hatch snapped shut. “Hold on to something, it’s about to get rough.” 
 
    Sandra opened her mouth to say something but the words didn’t come out, or if they did she couldn’t remember them even as she said them because suddenly it felt like the hand of God himself had just slapped them, sending the whole damn world tumbling. 
 
    *****  
 
    Stark adjusted the collective and pumped the foot pedals as he orbited the airboat and what looked like some bizarre modern art installation. There were two figures below, a woman with an old rifle and a man in combat fatigues. Neither seemed too excited about the presence of the CH-53 or the two accompanying Super Cobras that were flying escort. 
 
    Once the Cobras setup on overwatch, Stark brought his Super Stallion down closer and gave the marines behind him the signal. He barely paid attention as they yelled orders and basically got ready to drop onto the airboat and object. Stark was more concerned with keeping an eye out for any sign of trouble that might take down his bird rather than the sort of trouble that might shoot a marine dead. 
 
    That was partly why he happened to be looking up when the flash lit up the sky. If not for his tinted helmet visor, he knew he’d be blind. As it was, he was seeing spots and missed the excitement below when it started. 
 
    It was when one of the Marines asked over the comm, “Clear to fire, LT?”, that he paid closer attention. 
 
    The man was waving his hands and yelling something wildly, but Stark couldn’t hear any of it plugged into the Helo as he was. 
 
    “What’s he saying?” Stark asked over the comm. “He seems awfully excited about something.” 
 
    “He says ‘incoming’, Iron Man!” The Corporal at the door told him, “And something else about the water, I think he’s telling us to land??” 
 
    “In the swamp?” A Marine in the back grunted, “Fuck him.” 
 
    “Incoming?” Stark’s eyes looked up, and he found himself staring at a glowing red cloud. He’d written it off a moment earlier as just being reflected morning light, but the sun seemed awfully high for that. 
 
    His eyes widened as he suddenly had a bad thought on just what that cloud might actually be. 
 
    “Buckle in!” He screamed over the comm, putting full power to the Super Stallion’s engine as he pulled back and away from the object. “This is Marine 424 Helo, Iron Man at the stick. NUCFLASH! NUCFLASH! NUCFLASH!” 
 
    Stark could feel his incredulous gaze of his copilot but ignored it in favor of trying to decide whether to climb for the sky, or put the nose of his bird in the water. 
 
    The radio exploded into a verbal riot for several seconds before one voice broke in, clear and loud. 
 
    “This is Brigadier Kelsey. NUCFLASH confirmed. Shut up and move your butts!” 
 
    With that the radio went dead as Stark and the pilots of the two Super Cobras gunned it South, hoping they’d picked the right direction. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we be climbing?” Beach asked beside him, looking like he was about to snap he was so stiff. 
 
    “If that thing is nuclear, we might survive the blast, but this filly’s avionics won’t,” Stark said grimly. 
 
    “If? You just called a NUCFLASH warning, boss, you better be right or it’s your ass!” 
 
    “I called NUCFLASH because we don’t HAVE a codeword for there’s a fucking meteor about to slam down on our position!” 
 
    “What!?” 
 
    Stark didn’t have time to answer as he felt it. 
 
    It was as though the air had gone quiet, nothing he could put his finger on. The Super Stallion just suddenly handled different. Not even bad, but he knew that was about to change. 
 
    “Pucker up, Marines!” He called over the Comm. “We’re going down!” 
 
    Stark knew he couldn’t take the sort of force he was expecting in the tail rotor, or the side, it would send the Helo spiraling and kill every single person on board. So, he stepped on the rudder, twisting the Super Stallion into as tight a spin as he could and dropped altitude as fast as possible. 
 
    “Sorry Beach,” He managed to get out as he put the nose of the Helo right into the wall of water and debris that was flying right at them. 
 
    He didn’t know if his co-pilot and friend had heard him, but it was too late anyway. The wall of screaming wind and debris hit the Super Stallion front on just as he put her belly in the swamp, blowing the cockpit glass in on them. 
 
    *****  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    White House Situation Room 
 
    Silence reigned as the echoes of the Marine Brigadier General’s voice confirming a NUCFLASH incident could still almost be heard amongst them. 
 
    It wasn’t NUCFLASH, of course. They all knew that, but no one was going to second guess the Marine helo pilot’s judgement call on that one.  
 
    It was close enough for government work, Strand thought darkly. 
 
    Truthfully, it might even qualify for the term if they didn’t figure out what the hell was going on. China’s military was winding up, granted it was on Strand’s own advice to their leadership, but that had put Russia on alert, and Pakistan was rattling sabers now while India had gone to full alert. 
 
    If they didn’t get a handle on this situation, and do it fast, a nuclear war might just happen… which would make that Helo pilot’s last radio call tragically correct in spirit, if not in the details. 
 
    “Bird coming on site,” A junior aide in the room, that is to say a Lt. Colonel of the Air Force, announced. 
 
    They all turned to the big screen, which lit up with the imagery from the overhead K-series surveillance satellite. 
 
    The impact zone of the object that hit the Glades was in stark contrast to the rest of the lush greens and browns of the area. A near perfect circle of fire and devastation, something Strand supposed they would see in San Francisco when the sun rose over the mountains, marked out the area around the impact with absolute clarity. 
 
    “We have containment teams moving now, brown navy boats, marines, and navy helos are on the move,” Admiral Parsons said softly. “We’re also buying and renting every airboat in the area we can get our hands on… by force in some cases. Just so you’re aware, Mr. President. We don’t have that many shallow watercraft, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Do it.” Strand ordered hoarsely. “I don’t care what conspiracy bullshit they spout about me next. Pay for them with petty cash, vouchers, whatever… doesn’t matter. Just get every moving man you can in there and seal off that site. We have no idea what is going on, there could be any kind of NBC threat in there.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Parsons’ nodded. 
 
    It was a real concern, though the Admiral doubted it for various reasons. A Nuclear, Biological, or Chemical threat (NBC) probably wouldn’t have been delivered via a kinetic strike of that magnitude. Maybe a dirty bomb could be diffused like that, he wasn’t sure and would have to check with some experts on that, but the sort of heat generated by this kind of impact would burn up most chemical and bio weapons… and a nuclear detonation didn’t need that sort of force behind it. 
 
    The President looked over to the tracking data showing still more of those things that hadn’t, yet, struck. 
 
    This night of hell was not over yet, and it’s connecting day had yet to begin in much of the world. 
 
    Damnit. 
 
    *****  
 
    At hypersonic speed, the passing of the next object to touch down seemed to slice through the ocean air over the Pacific with silent ease. Only after it had gone by did the rolling thunder shake both air and water with ominous power. 
 
    A little over the halfway mark between California and Hawaii the object slammed into the black waters with the force to raise a plume of water over three kilometers high before the shockwave propagated outward. 
 
    Too small to create a mega-tsunami of real significant force, the impact of the object was still more than enough to trigger the Tsunami warning system in Honolulu, the West Coast of the US, and down through South America as cascading waves dozens of meters high began to expand outward from the center point. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Pearl Harbor 
 
    Klaxons sounded from one end of the harbor to the other as every military vessel, and many more besides, were a maelstrom of activity in preparation for leaving port. The Two Ticonderoga cruisers currently stationed in Pearl had already left, steaming out into the Pacific at flank speed and damn the port rules, while the CVN 81 Doris Miller and its carrier task group wound up. 
 
    Sonic booms filled the air as the Tsunami warning alarm went off, but most people were already moving so the confusion on shore was minimal. 
 
    Hawaii was a place well used to military presence, and the people who lived there knew that you ignored alarms at your own risk. 
 
    On board the Dory, Rear Admiral Morrow looked out over the flight deck as F35Cs and Bs were rolled into positions for scramble lift if needs be. 
 
    Morrow was having a hard time believing the brief he’d received, but orders were orders, and after the news of San Francisco hit the net he knew too well that people would want some kind of action in response. Any action would be preferable to none as far as the politicians were concerned, and that meant that he’d be sending his boys out one way or the other. 
 
    I just hope we can figure out who is behind this, He mused darkly as the big carrier practically purred under his feet. Otherwise, we could wind up with another Middle East debacle on our hands. Last thing any of us need. 
 
    Morrow was all for military action, mind, he just didn’t like the subterfuge that politics entered into things. Not the subtle maneuvers of the spy game, nor the covert actions of SOCOM, but sneaking and twisting words to fool your own people… that just rankled. 
 
    “Admiral, we’re ready to move out.” 
 
    “She’s your ship, Captain,” Morrow addressed Captain Stacy Kinney as she approached, “Don’t mind me. I’m just here to make sure the task forces all point in the same direction.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” The Captain nodded with a, very, slight smile before turning away. “Clear the lines and take us out. Dead slow!” 
 
    “Dead slow, Aye!” 
 
    The gentle purr of the Dory’s electric turbines increased to a feeling of barely restrained power as they took up the strain of the big ship and they began to slowly move. 
 
    Morrow left the operations to the Captains and Crews of the Task Force. He was more focused on the telemetry data he was receiving from JPL in Houston and NASA’s satellite constellation above them. 
 
    Four of seven objects had now been accounted for, two down in Florida, one in San Francisco, and one in the Pacific. Three more were still coming, passing over their position in short order actually. 
 
    They had those three on instrumentation, two of them were well out of the range of even the SM3 anti-satellite missiles loaded into the Mk41 launchers available to the task force. For the moment they were heading for coastal China, India, and possibly Israel, though it was difficult to say at this point. 
 
    Morrow knew that the Gerald Ford Task Group was currently in the Med and was heading for Israeli waters at full steam. The H.W. Bush was in the South China sea and would be getting as close to the Chinese mainland as the Chinese allowed. 
 
    Just how close that would be was going to be fun for the crews of the Bush Task Group, he suspected, but that was someone else’s problem. His problem, for now, was to get every ship to sea just in case the impact of the object in the pacific was enough to raise a significant wave, and then to get to the crash site and begin investigations. 
 
    People barely knew what was going on, but they already wanted answers on this one. 
 
    Answers, and blood. 
 
    *****  
 
    Chinese Coast 
 
    People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) Captain Shyo Tam strode onto the bridge of the Liaoning. The aging aircraft carrier was coming to life with every step he took, and while she was old, he had faith in his crew and his ship. 
 
    “Report.” He said simply as he arrived, eyes falling to the RADAR screens that were tracking… 
 
    His eyes widened. 
 
    “Are those ballistic missiles?” He snapped, jerking around sharply. 
 
    “Unknown, Sir.” 
 
    He turned to his second in command, “What do you mean unknown? Those are tracking orbital ballistic trajectories, are they not?” 
 
    “Yes sir, however they were part of a group detected by the Americans some hours ago, entering Earth orbit from beyond the moon,” Commander Myo Shi said, “Four of the objects have made entry, falling in the United States and causing some damage to at least one city. One is on course to land in our region, the other two are likely to land in India and Israel or somewhere in the Middle East.” 
 
    “Meteors?” Tam asked, mind whirling. 
 
    Potentially both worse and better than a nuclear strike, depending on the size of the objects. At least he wasn’t dealing with the first strike of a world war. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Shi answered, “I spoke with the representative from NASA who was made available to explain the situation…” 
 
    Tam nodded, unsurprised. Shi had applied to, and was accepted into, China’s space program. That made him a likely contact point for that sort of exchange. 
 
    “She seemed… uncertain,” Shi went on. “I am confident that the Americans are holding something back, but it seems like even they’re not certain what this is.” 
 
    “I suppose we shall have to test out air defense missiles for real, then,” Tam said with a shiver of both dread and excitement. 
 
    Since the Americans had shown that taking out ballistic targets and satellites was possible, China had of course been pursuing the same level of technology. They had deployed quite a number of weapons that were, in theory, up to the task. How well that theory would play out in the real world, however, was up for much debate. 
 
    “The Americans reported that they intercepted one over their west coast with very little effect,” Shi said with a stony face. “Unfortunately, the objects may be too solid to be broken up with kinetic projectiles.” 
 
    “That is not good news. Do we have better options?” Tam asked, thinking about his question even as he voiced it. 
 
    “Not as such, no.” 
 
    “Then we will go with what we have, and hope we have better luck than the Americans.” Tam said firmly. “Put us to sea as soon as possible. I will not have the Liaoning struck down in port if worst comes to worst.” 
 
    “Yes Captain, we have been but waiting your orders.” 
 
    *****  
 
    The PLAN taskforce was moving at full steam, heading up the coast toward Beijing when their tracking systems picked up the target. It was hurtling through the atmosphere, well above their maximum engagement ceiling, but dropping fast. 
 
    “The target is on course for a land strike, just outside Beijing, Captain.” 
 
    Tam grimaced, knowing that a strike anywhere near Beijing was going to kill possibly hundreds of thousands of people and destroy a substantial piece of China’s infrastructure. 
 
    “Calculate interception vectors,” He ordered, “I want multiple calculations, with margins for error. We will stagger our response.” 
 
    “Yes Captain.” 
 
    Unfortunately, Tam all too aware that the Chinese missiles were not as precise and accurate as the American Standard Missile Three. They did have the advantage of being noticeably more powerful, an attempt by the designers to make up for that particular shortcoming. 
 
    He could only hope that the added power would be enough for them to do what the Americans could not. 
 
    Stand or fall, He knew that his crew could do no less than give everything for the people they served. 
 
    *****  
 
    USS Seawolf 
 
    The Seawolf was approaching the Chinese shore, just under the surface, running ahead of the HW Bush Task Force to act as both security and scout. With her periscope up, they were moving at better than thirty knots, and making no real attempt to hide the presence. 
 
    “We’ve got launch from the Red Task Group, Captain,” Lieutenant Kim called from the Sonar station, where he was standing watch over the work being done by the two Petty Officers on duty. “They just started flushing what looks like every bird in their boxes.” 
 
    Captain Thomas Goad nodded, unsurprised as he twisted slightly to shift the periscope as he stared through the system. 
 
    “Got em. Nice fireworks,” He said a moment later, watching the plumes of fire reach up into the dark sky, arcing away. “We have that patch from the AWACS yet?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Commander Jason Bird said instantly, “Just came through.” 
 
    “How does their track look?” The Captain asked, curious for both professional and humanitarian reasons. 
 
    He certainly didn’t want to see Beijing wiped off the map by some chunk of rock, or whatever it was, from the sky… however the opportunity to see just how accurate the Chinese answer to the SM-3 was not something to be passed up either. 
 
    “So far so good.” Bird responded, “Hard to be sure until we have contact, though. Contact in T-minus twenty-three seconds.” 
 
    “Understood.” Goad said, “vector to target?” 
 
    The commander called out the number automatically, and Goad turned to observe as the countdown continued. 
 
    At one, he pulled back slightly from the periscope, just in time to protect his eyes from the flash in the sky. 
 
    “Analysis!” Goad ordered, “What’s going on?” 
 
    “At least some hit, sir, AWACS is trying to confirm target destruction…. Wait, damn it! It’s still coming.” 
 
    Goad hissed, This is a nightmare. What the hell are we supposed to do? 
 
    He wasn’t the sort of main who hesitated, however. 
 
    “Prime our birds for launch,” Goad ordered. 
 
    “Captain, we’re out of position, we’ll never get a hit,” Bird said with a shake of his head. 
 
    “Just prime them,” Goad said firmly, entering a formula into his system. 
 
    “Aye sir.” 
 
    *****  
 
    PLAN Ship Liaoning 
 
    Captain Tam couldn’t quite keep in the groan as their systems cleared and they were able to see the object still coming, and still on course. They’d hit it with everything they had, and the damn thing just grinned at them and kept coming. 
 
    “Stand by the guns,” He ordered, knowing it was useless but unwilling to entirely give up just the same. 
 
    “Captain! Missiles!” 
 
    “What? Where?” Tam twisted, eyes widening as he spotted flaming tracks in the night sky from the south. “We don’t have anyone down there! Glass!” 
 
    He put his hand out, accepting the late generation NVDs that were automatically dropped into his hand, and brought them to his eyes. With the missile tracks to follow back, it wasn’t hard to spot the source. 
 
    “An American submarine,” He said as he found the distortion in the water, and wake caused by the elevated periscope. He supposed that he should be grateful to the Americans, they were trying at least, but he knew they were out of position. 
 
    Tam lowered the glasses, eyes turning back to the live track as the missiles closed on the target. 
 
    “Miss!” 
 
    The crew groaned, most of them had probably thought there was a chance, but Tam knew better. Hitting a ballistic target coming straight at you was hard enough, striking one as it moved laterally across your range was all but impossible. 
 
    “Second missile… miss!” 
 
    Even knowing that, though, Tam couldn’t help but feel his heart sink with his crew with each pronouncement. 
 
    “Thir- Hit! Hit! They hit it!” 
 
    A flash of light lit up the sky, far enough out that the thunderclap would be seconds before it arrived, but Tam just stared. 
 
    Maybe the Americans have better guidance systems than I believed. 
 
    “Target still descending! Fourth missile… miss!” 
 
    The fifth also missed, and the sixth. The seventh, however, slammed home like the third, and it was then that Tam realized what the Americans were doing… or trying to do, at least. 
 
    “Calculate the course of the object,” He ordered. “Give me it’s impact point.” 
 
    “Yes Sir…” The RADAR man looked confused but followed orders. A few seconds later he no longer looked quite so confused, but he was certainly surprised. “Captain, impact point is now… North of the city. In the farmlands.” 
 
    Tam slumped. 
 
    In the farmlands. 
 
    It would still kill dozens, perhaps hundreds. That close to Beijing, light population density was a relative term of course, but it was going to miss the city. 
 
    Tam felt a deep gratitude to the American submarine Captain, something that came with a flash of irritation. 
 
    He did not like owing them anything, after all. 
 
    *****  
 
    White House Situation Room, Washington DC 
 
    “Well that’s the China contact down,” Parsons said tiredly. “Two more to go.” 
 
    “That was quick thinking on the part of the sub commander, Admiral,” Strand complimented the man. “Relay my admiration if you will.” 
 
    “Yes sir, Mr. President. Two hits out of ten birds, though,” Parsons grimaced, “Bad odds. Especially without getting a kill.” 
 
    “Worry about saving lives, not missiles,” Strand ordered. “Congress will love to sign a new spending bill that includes military contracts for their states. It’s getting them to spend on anything else that’s the problem.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “What’s the news out of Florida?” Strand asked, shifting focus now that there was a little time before the next target would come down, somewhere near India. 
 
    “No contact yet from within the blast zone,” Parsons admitted. “Marine helos went down hard, we’re trying to re-task a couple surveillance birds to check on them but so far we’re blind.” 
 
    “Damn it, I want to know what the hell happened down there, Admiral. I need to know.” 
 
    “Understood, Mr. President. We will make it happen.” 
 
    *****  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    The world was pain and bruising when Sandra deigned to re-enter it from the black pit she’d been cast into. One brief moment of that sensation made her instantly wish for the oblivion of unconsciousness again. Unfortunately, her body refused to release her back from the world, and so she groaned and tried moving her limbs. 
 
    “Easy,” A deep voice said. “You’re pretty banged up. Make sure nothing is broken before you try moving much.” 
 
    Sandra opened her eyes, looking up at the face that sort of blurred into focus above her. The Asian man was looking down at her with some concern, framed by blinking lights and whisps of smoke. 
 
    She tried to speak, only to have another groan come out, then stopped and took a breath before trying again. 
 
    “What happened?” She asked finally, with slow and deliberate pronunciation. 
 
    “shockwave hit us,” He said, shrugging. “small tsunami.” 
 
    “Tsunami? We’re in the Glades! That’s impossible.” 
 
    “Nothing is impossible with the right application of force,” He said with an amused snort, apparently deciding she was fine enough to split his attention as he turned to examine some of the flashing lights. “I’m mostly guessing, cause the instrumentation on this thing is shit, but an emergency pod on full burn can plow into the surface with more than enough force to shift a few million tons of water.” 
 
    Sandra gasped, hand flying to her mouth. 
 
    “What? What’s wrong?” He looked back at her. 
 
    “What’s wrong? What’s wrong?” She babbled, “My entire years’ worth of work was probably destroyed by whatever stupid government project you work for, and you’re asking me what’s wrong? And do you have any idea how much you’ve probably messed up the local ecology!?” 
 
    The man snorted, seemingly amused. 
 
    “Trust me, that’s the least of our concerns right now. Also, it wasn’t the government, I’m sorry to say. Now let me try and figure out how we’re getting out of this thing, ok?” 
 
    “What do you mean, how we’re getting out?” Sandra demanded, “Open the hatch!” 
 
    “That hatch?” He asked dryly, pointing at the floor. 
 
    Sandra looked down, then up, and with slowly dawning horror she realized that everything around her was upside down. 
 
    She turned to the man she absolutely didn’t know, begging. “Please tell me that our only way out of this oversized hamster ball isn’t buried underwater in the mud of the Glades?” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “I’m going to die in a hamster ball,” Sandra moaned, slumping to the floor, “With some guy who’s name I don’t even know.” 
 
    “I’m Ben.” 
 
    “I wasn’t talking to you.” 
 
    Ben shook his head but went back to trying to read all the screens with them upside down. He frowned, reaching up to hit buttons a few times, then finally sighed loudly. 
 
    “Well,” He said slowly, “bad news is that I do not think we’re going to flip back over on our own.” 
 
    “We were supposed to?” Sandra asked. 
 
    Ben rolled his eyes. “They designed these things to self-right in case of water landings, so yeah we were supposed to. I’m guessing that we must have dug in pretty hard when we stuck the landing.” 
 
    “Is there any good news?” 
 
    Ben grimaced, waggling his hand in the air, “It’s a mix really. We have an option, but it’s not a good one.” 
 
    Sandra closed her eyes, “What is it?” 
 
    “Blow the hatch.” 
 
    “How is opening the hatch, under water, an option?” She demanded, exasperated. 
 
    “I didn’t say open the hatch, I said blow the hatch.” 
 
    Sandra had another sinking feeling, “And by blow, you mean…?” 
 
    “With high explosives,” He said, “The bolts holding it in place are wired with focused explosives, I think they’re called shaped charges here? Anyway, they’ll detonate outward, blowing the hatch off… well, usually what’s what would happen. In this case, I’m hoping they’ll blow us off the hatch.” 
 
    She just stared at him, “You’re joking.” 
 
    Ben didn’t say anything. 
 
    “You have to be joking!” 
 
    “Sorry,” He said, nodding to an upside - down bolster seat built into the side of the pod. “You might want to strap in.” 
 
    “That is upside - down and halfway up the wall, how the hell do you think I’m going to climb up… Hey! Put me down!” 
 
    Sandra’s protests went ignored as she was picked up bodily and flipped over. She was momentarily stunned by how easily he managed to do what he was doing, lifting her up to the seat and pushing her in. The padded bars on either side closed over her shoulders and locked her into place a moment later. 
 
    “This is such a bad idea. Shouldn’t we wait for rescue instead?” She asked plaintively as Ben hefted himself into another bolstered seat and let the bars roll into place around his arms. 
 
    “I doubt they’d get to us in time,” He said. “The blast wave will have taken the chopper down, and they’ll spend the next few hours just looking for survivors from that. By the time they get to us, well these things don’t have unlimited air and I’ve already been hanging out in this one for almost four days.” 
 
    “So, we’re almost out of air?” 
 
    “Not really,” Ben shrugged awkwardly upside down. “But there’s something else to worry about.” 
 
    “What else could there be?” 
 
    Ben shook his head, “We call them the scourge, and it’d take too long to explain. Just hold on and get ready to take a deep breath.” 
 
    Sandra shot him a wide eyed, shocked looking. 
 
    “Deep breath?? Why would I need to -” 
 
    Ben set off the explosive charges and the whole pod rocked violently, smoke backfilling into the pod as it jumped and rolled. Water rushed in through the now blown open hatch, splashing across the pair as the world seemed to twist and bounce around them. 
 
    Sandra sputtered and swore, her head spinning as she felt like she’d been struck by a hammer blow from the concussion alone. She felt the water filling up over her chest as a hand reached her and shoved her back as she felt the braces around her snap loose. 
 
    Ben pulled her clear into the water, up to the air bubble above their head. 
 
    “Deep breath now,” He ordered, taking one himself. 
 
    After she sucked it in, he dove, pulling her with him. Sandra was a good swimmer, with considerable experience in the water of the glades, and as it wrapped around her and the darkness gave way to murky light, she started to feel more herself. It wasn’t deep, thankfully, and they popped to the surface a few seconds later. 
 
    Treading water, Sandra looked around. She could see smoke rising in the distance, but more importantly in the immediate future, her aluminum skiff was just a short swim away. 
 
    “Come on,” She ordered, setting out toward it, “I’ll need help to get it upright.” 
 
    She felt more than heard the powerful strokes just behind her, but at least he was listening. She knew the trick of righting an upended skiff but couldn’t do it on her own. With help, and a lot of coaching on her part, they got the skiff flipped back over without sinking it entirely. 
 
    That left a lot of water to bail out, and a badly waterlogged engine to see to. She slogged through the boat, scowling at all the gear she’d lost, including the damned poacher’s pots. 
 
    At least my rifle is still here, She thought grimly, pulling the weapon from the rifle sheath that had been strapped to the gunnels, a little shocked that it hadn’t been blown clear by the force that flipped the little craft. 
 
    “Can you fix the engine?” Ben asked from where he was still floating alongside. 
 
    “Yeah, I think so,” She grumbled, re-sheathing the rifle and making her way to the rear. “It’ll take a while, but I can probably get it started.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll be back.” 
 
    “What? Where are you…?” Sandra threw up her hands as he’d already pushed off and was swimming back where they’d came. “Of all the crazy bastards to be stuck with, I get the one who wants to be the man from Atlantis. Great.” 
 
    Sandra sighed, unbuckling the tool case that was secured to the side of the skiff, grimacing as she looked at the mess the shockwave had made of the inside of it. But it was intact, which was all that counted, so she got to work on the engine. 
 
    *****  
 
    The pod had done its job, keeping him alive through reentry and all that, but it was in poor shape for having done that. Ben made his way to the survival kit that was belted into the inside, getting it loose and lugging it along as he also secured his sidearm. 
 
    The rest of it, well the locals were welcome to it. There wasn’t much in there too far above the tech level of the times, if his memory severed. Perhaps a couple decades improvement in computer tech once they spent fifteen years or so reverse engineering it. 
 
    The drive would be of interest, and the more power to them for it. Ben had no use for it anymore, it wasn’t capable of getting the pod back into orbit even if everything was intact and fully powered. 
 
    Besides, with the Scourge on world, well it might be good if the locals got a leg up in some level of technology. 
 
    With a last look cast around the battered pod, Ben dove back into the water, dragging his salvage behind him by straps clipped to his uniform suit. 
 
    It’s going to be a rough time, if I’m right about what happened. 
 
    *****  
 
    White House Situation Room, DC 
 
    “How bad is it?” 
 
    The Admiral looked up from the reports that had come straight to him, eyes locking with the President’s. They shared a grim expression. He knew the numbers, but the President didn’t really have to in order to understand how bad it really was. 
 
    “Bad,” He confirmed. “Casualty figures are a few hours out, and they’re going to be reporting low for days, probably, anyway. But whatever the hell that was slammed down near the north shore of the bay. The fireball fried entire blocks of the city. My people are likening it to old photos of Hiroshima. It, paradoxically, also threw up a tsunami that crossed the bay in seconds and hammered into the city there, and wiped several blocks right off the map, then went on to drown even more. Right now, all we know for sure, is that the Lake Champlain went down with all hands while in the bay.” 
 
    James Strand lowered his head in silence. 
 
    That was three hundred and thirty men and women to start off the casualty list. It was enough. More than enough. But he knew it was going to go so much higher. 
 
    “What do we have out of Florida?” He asked painfully a short moment later. 
 
    “Not much, the strike took out all the immediate response teams, and the rest are still working up,” The Admiral admitted tiredly. “The Philippine Sea is moving south, but they’re hours out of even the keys and no way they’re getting that far into the glades even if the Captain were crazy enough to try.” 
 
    “We do have Marine units working up from the panhandle,” A General spoke up, “They’ll be in the air in less than ten, but that puts them some time out just the same. F-35s are inbound, they’ll be over the crash site in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Well that’s something,” Strand said, “I want video as soon as we have it.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir, Mr. President.” 
 
    Strand knew that he had to start working on a speech, the American People… hell, the world, would want to know what the hell had happened. 
 
    If only we knew ourselves. 
 
    *****  
 
    Glades 
 
    Ben tossed the survival kit over the side of the skiff before heaving himself up and into the skiff himself. He splashed down into water that more than half filled the interior, spitting the unexpected wash out as he sat up. 
 
    “Make yourself useful,” Sandra called from where she was working inside the open engine of the skiff, “And start bailing. We’ll run aground all over the place if we try the normal routes with this much water aboard.” 
 
    Ben snorted, but dutifully looked around for something to do just that. There wasn’t much, but he finally grabbed some old canvas that was tied down in the front and used it to cup water up and over the side. 
 
    “How’s the engine?” He asked while he worked. 
 
    “Waterlogged,” Sandra answered without looking up. “I need to dry the tips and clear out the oil. It’s shit now. Hopefully, the gas tank didn’t get compromised, but it looks that it’s still good.” 
 
    “Will it start?” 
 
    “Ask me after I try it,” She snorted. “You’ll know when I know.” 
 
    Ben nodded, continuing to dump water using the canvas as a makeshift bailing rig. He looked to the south and could see black smoke filtering up in a thin thread. He expected that was the local soldiers who’d arrived to investigate his pod, and hoped they’d made it but wasn’t giving up much hope. 
 
    Had to come down hard, a blast wave like that one an old rotary airfoil rig? Damn. 
 
    To the North there was a thicker plume, though not as black. He knew that was the result of a pod at terminal acceleration. It had to be to hit that hard, and it fit with the scourge’s SOP. He didn’t need to wonder now who had followed him from the orbit of Jupiter. 
 
    Only the scourge would slam into the planet like that. Not like they give a damn about whatever poor bastards they’re riding with. 
 
    Lost in thought, Ben missed the sound of the engine being closed up, but not the sound of it stuttering over a few times before roaring to life. 
 
    He turned, eyes wide at the sheer sound as Sandra swung herself up into the seat ahead of the fan. 
 
    “Hold on!” She advised him, pushing the throttle forward. 
 
    The still slightly waterlogged skiff spun a bit in place as it got to moving, sloshing the water around and spilling more out in a moment than he’d managed in the past several minutes. He hung on as they turned south, steering for the thin line of smoke. 
 
    Ben almost objected, but a glance over his shoulder made him reconsider. 
 
    There probably wasn’t a weapon on the planet that could do shit to the scourge, aside from his sidearm… and, frankly, even it couldn’t do much. The Marine in him wanted to go North and try to pick off the scourge before they could spread out. 
 
    The rational side of his mind, normally silenced by the Marine, knew that was an idea that was already long past its ‘use by’ date. 
 
    The scourge was a plague, and like all plagues of note, they spread fast. 
 
    *****  
 
    Corporal Griss groaned and sputtered as he floundered in the water that was deeper than it seemed. At any given moment, his feet would feel like they’d found purchase, only to slog through the dense roots and rotting debris that made up the fake bottom below. 
 
    The Marine Super Stallion was a mess, but it seemed to have stopped sinking with the top of the engine compartment and what was left of the rotors clear of the water. 
 
    The shock had knocked him out, and by the time he’d come to, they were already sinking. 
 
    He and a couple others were awake, and they got the rest unstrapped and out the doors in a hurry as the big bird slowly rolled over in the water and started going down quicker. 
 
    He made his way around to the cockpit, grimacing as he saw the glass canopy blown inward. The mess inside was not to be spoken of, and he backpedaled away with a green tinge to his face. 
 
    “Hey, is Iron Man and…” 
 
    Griss held up a hand, shaking his head, “Just… don’t look.” 
 
    “Damn,” Sergeant Kirth swore, “You sure?” 
 
    “Nothing gets up from that, Sarge,” Griss said. “There’s nothing left to get up.” 
 
    “Damn,” The Sergeant said again. “Already, head check Marines!” 
 
    The fireteam called out one by one, and miraculously… or, more likely, through the results of Iron Man’s piloting, they were all intact and mobile, if nursing some nasty headaches among other injuries of varying severity. 
 
    “Did anyone keep their weapons?” Private First - Class Driscoll asked. 
 
    “We’re treading water, Private. How long can you do that with a rifle in your arms?” Kirth demanded, sounding irritated. 
 
    “I’m hoping long enough to shoot the gator heading this way, Sarge.” 
 
    “What? Fuck!” 
 
    Griss turned to see where they were pointing and quickly gulped down some nervous air. 
 
    “That’s a big gator,” He pointed out needlessly. 
 
    “No shit,” Kirth snapped, his hand appearing from under the water, a 1911 filling his fist. 
 
    “I thought you didn’t have your weapon?” 
 
    Sergeant Kirth snorted, “Private, two things. First, this isn’t a weapon, it’s a badge of office and a way of life. Second, if your sidearm isn’t in its holster, where the fuck is it?” 
 
    The Private flushed slightly, looking back at the chopper. “Umm…” 
 
    “Oh, you better hope that gator eats us, because your ass is mine if we get out of here.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Shots rang out, just barely audible about the roar of the fan, making Ben move to the front of the skiff and point up ahead. 
 
    “I see the chopper! Looks like survivors!” 
 
    “Tell them not to shoot us!” Sandra called over the noise, turning them in toward the smoke. 
 
    “Would be nice,” Ben mumbled under his breath, one hand on his sidearm as his eyes scanned the water and thick vegetation ahead. He was still trying to figure out what the hell he was going to do. 
 
    Every previous plan he’d had was out the airlock now that he knew the scourge had survived the destruction of the slip ships. An uncontacted Earth was pure fodder for the bastards, and the destruction they would wreak was simply sickening to think about. 
 
    The smoke grew closer at fairly - high speed, and he could hear more shots ringing out through the clear air between them. 
 
    “Hey,” Sandra called, “Grab the rifle and pick off a couple of the gators if they get too close to the men in the water!” 
 
    Ben shook himself but nodded. He could have gone for his own weapon, but for the moment decided that the antique would be more suitable. He pulled it from the leather sheath tied to the side of the boat, checking the breach automatically to ensure that a round was loaded, and dropped to a knee at the front of the skiff with the butt of the weapon seated firmly in his shoulder. 
 
    He could see men flailing in the water, a couple flashes that coincided with gunshots, but didn’t see anything that looked threatening too close to them. 
 
    “What are they shooting at!?” He called over his shoulder, “I don’t see anything!” 
 
    “Gators!” Sandra called again, “Look for a log in the water, but don’t shoot unless it’s close! A gator isn’t likely to attack a man in the water like this anyway, they’re ambush predators.” 
 
    That tells me damn near nothing, but he dutifully looked for any logs in the water that might be too close to the men who were flailing around the downed chopper as Sandra guided them in. 
 
    Sandra brought them in close before turning the skiff about in a flat spin, skimming to a stop a few dozen feet from the men in the water and hopped out of the pilot’s seat with practiced grace. 
 
    Ben was surprised to find the rifle lifted from his hands, his shock keeping him from objecting as he stared. She fit the buttstock to her shoulder while scanning the water, shifting aim, and fired off a single round as the men in the water started swimming toward them. 
 
    “You missed, lady!” Called the closest to the gator as it twisted away from the bullet that sliced through the water, swimming off after easier prey. 
 
    Sandra snorted, “I hit exactly what I was aiming at, jarhead! I wasn’t going let him eat you, but only cause it’d probably give the poor thing indigestion. Now get over here so we can keep moving!” 
 
    The Marines didn’t have to be told twice. 
 
    *****  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Lone Pine Lodge, South FL 
 
    Thick smoke was rolling in from the explosion when Cynthia Hull stumbled out of her cabin and looked over the scene. Everything in the immediate area seemed fine, but the smell of burning was everywhere in the air, stinging her eyes and nose, bringing her to tears as she looked around. 
 
    People were milling around, confused and worried. 
 
    “What happened,” She asked the closest person she could find, Old Phil Cally. 
 
    “Not sure, there,” He admitted, looking off in the distance. “Looks like some kind of explosion up North of here, but that don’t make no sense at all. Ain’t nothin there to blow, not that big anyway. Might be an still or some such, but that’s something else.” 
 
    Cynthia stared in the direction he was looking, and indeed that seemed to be the source of the smoke. There were plumes of it reaching to the sky, along with a massive cloud mushrooming out. She felt a chill run down her spine at that thought, but surely it couldn’t be nuclear… who would nuke the backwoods swamp of Florida? 
 
    “Hey, it’s already on Youtube!” 
 
    She didn’t know who shouted that, but automatically pulled her phone out, “What’s it called?” 
 
    “Look for Florida meteor strike!” The excited teenager said, not looking up from his phone. 
 
    “Meteor?” She blinked. “Really?” 
 
    “Well that would be one explanation, I expect.” Phil said, clucking his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “Never seen anything like it, though, not outside the movies.” 
 
    That was something she wasn’t going to disagree with him on. 
 
    She quickly found the video on the net, however, and put it on play while holding the phone out so Phil could get a look too. 
 
    “Well look at that,” He breathed out, watching the fiery plume of smoke as it traced across the sky on the video. 
 
    The camera had been some distance off, near the coast from the looks of the scenery in the foreground, but the line of fire across the sky was still clear as day in the video. 
 
    “Wow,” She whispered. “If that had been closer…” 
 
    “We’d never have even known what hit us,” Phil snorted. “Ain’t that something.” 
 
    “There’s more news,” She said, checking the portal for south Florida she used. “Looks like there was cluster of them, oh God…” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “One of them hit San Francisco,” She said in a sick voice, “They’re trying to get help in, but it doesn’t look good.” 
 
    Phil shook his head, but there wasn’t much to be said about that. 
 
    “Are we in any danger here from the fire?” She asked, looking around. 
 
    “I doubt it, miss,” He said, “It’s all wetland between us and that, take more than a fire to cross that much water-soaked turf. Need some serious accelerant to even think about it.” 
 
    “Well that’s good, I guess,” She said hesitantly. 
 
    Like nearly everyone else in the area, she and her family were at the Lodge on vacation. It was an adventure, see some gators, enjoy the sun, generally get to reconnect with nature and all that. Running from a massive forest fire wasn’t exactly the sort of adventure she had in mind. 
 
    Everyone was milling around, now, certainly getting their fill of excitement, which was just fine. It would be a great story to tell when they got home, after all. 
 
    *****  
 
    It had a name. 
 
    Once. 
 
    Long forgotten now. 
 
    It no longer cared about such things. They were irrelevant. All that mattered was the moment. The future, the past… they too had mattered once, but no longer. 
 
    It left the already decaying body that had died in the impact, an unpleasant experience… but a familiar one. 
 
    The area around it was wet, green… well, had been green. It could tell that much. Now it was black and burning. There was very little alive within a significant range. 
 
    That would not do. 
 
    It sought out the closest life, noting with pleasure that there was a great deal of life in all directions. An intensely dense populace of the living, all virgin life as well. 
 
    It could tell. 
 
    Lips, or a facsimile of such, drew back over dripping black teeth as it began to shamble forward through the burning flames, focus now on the closest being of interest. 
 
    It laughed softly, the call rolling through the flames and travelling unusually far. 
 
    The moment was all that mattered, and this moment was… 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    *****  
 
    Cynthia put a hand up over her nose and mouth, trying to block out the smoke that was beginning to thicken. She made her way down to the edge of the wetlands, eyes scanning the murky water for a moment before rising to examine the plume of smoke and fire in the distance. 
 
    That must have been a hell of an impact, she thought with a sense of wonder. 
 
    The explosion had been heard across the southern half of the state, if the reports on the news and social media feeds were to be believed. She was counting her blessings that it didn’t strike just a little farther north. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” 
 
    Cynthia turned, looking at the speaker. She didn’t know him. He was just one of the crowd that was milling about. 
 
    “hear what?” She asked, shaking her head. 
 
    “I don’t know,” The man admitted a moment later. “Just something…” 
 
    Cynthia just shrugged, “Didn’t notice anything, but I heard a lot of sounds. It’s like there’s…” 
 
    She was cut off as a figure detached from the woods, exploding out into the open, and bolted straight at them. She barely had time to jerk around in surprise before it blew right past her and kept going. 
 
    Cynthia twisted, eyes wide, “What the hell…?” 
 
    It was a deer. 
 
    Then more animals emerged from the trees, bolting at full speed across the manicured grounds of the lodge, racing right through the crowd of people like they weren’t even there. 
 
    She saw more deer, wild cats of some kind, what looked like dogs or wolves or something, she wasn’t sure. None of them paid any mind to the people, though, bolting north for the road. 
 
    “Animals are running from the fire,” The man beside her said. 
 
    “You think we should take the hint?” Cynthia asked, getting a little concerned. 
 
    “I doubt it’s going to get here,” He answered. “but if it does, we’ll have lots of warning. Plenty of time to pile into the cars and get clear anyway.” 
 
    “Yeah,” She nodded, “Right.” 
 
    The chill she’d felt upon seeing the animals bolting like that passed. There was nothing to be worried about, it was just a fire. There was lots of water around, and they had a way out in the worst case. 
 
    They’d be fine. 
 
    ***** 
 
    The area it traversed was verdant, filled with life to exploding. In all directions it could feel the pull, drawing it this way and that. The moment called, however, and it focused on the strongest of the sources around it. 
 
    Flashing quickly through the smoke made by its arrival, motion and light blurring around, it located its target through all the murkiness that surrounded it and paced it briefly. 
 
    Strong. Living. Afraid. Moving with purpose. 
 
    It hadn’t been detected. The target was simply moving away from the fire. 
 
    In the moment, it lunged and dragged down the target. 
 
    A bellowing howl filled the air, rising above the roar of the flames and the general commotion, but it was too late. 
 
    *****  
 
    “What in the hell was that?” Cynthia shivered as she heard the unreal sound, filtered through the swamp and forest. 
 
    “Black bear,” The man beside her said, “sounds hurt.” 
 
    “Poor thing,” She breathed out, shuddering again at the memory of the sound. “I’ve never heard anything like that before.” 
 
    “Not too many people do,” The man told her, “Probably got too close to the water in the rush to get away from the fire and a gator got ‘im.” 
 
    “Ugh. Horrible way to go.” 
 
    “Not too many good ways out there, really,” The man snorted, glancing over at her, “James, by the way.” 
 
    “What? Oh? Cynthia.” She said. 
 
    He nodded, “Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    “Right, same, I guess. Better circumstances would be nice, I guess?” She said awkwardly. 
 
    He laughed, “No doubt.” 
 
    She looked around, “How long do you suppose before firefighters get out here?” 
 
    “Well, normally I’d say quite a while,” He told her, “but a meteor impact? If that’s what it is, I imagine the whole place is about to become a zoo for everyone from first responders to the press.” 
 
    “Ugh, great,” She sighed, “That’ll make things a pain I imagine. We came out for a week of peace and quiet.” 
 
    “Family vacation?” 
 
    Cynthia nodded, “Seemed like a good idea.” 
 
    “Well, it’ll be a story to tell, I suppose,” James told her. 
 
    She was about to respond, but her attention was caught by motion from the trees. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    James turned to where she was pointing, eyes widening as he caught sight of it. 
 
    “I… don’t know,” He admitted. 
 
    It was a bulk of motion, neither of them could quite describe. Sections so black they seemed to absorb the light, and others almost iridescent. The reflected flames and sunlight popped and vanished moment by moment, as the bulk seemed to… shamble forward. It seemed so ungainly and big that both of them were caught with stunned shock by how fast it managed to get close to them. 
 
    Cynthia started backing up as James just stared, head tilting in either direction as he tried to understand what he was seeing. 
 
    “James…” She called, “Be careful!” 
 
    He didn’t respond, cautiously starting to step around the approaching beast. 
 
    “I think it’s a bear,” He called, his tone entirely uncertain. “Just stay clear… Black Bears usually aren’t aggressive. Let it pass.” 
 
    “What happened to it?” 
 
    “I don’t know, some contamination I guess…” 
 
    James had cleared back and to the side, giving the animal a lot of room. He waved her further back, “Give him room. Give him room.” 
 
    Cynthia nodded fervently, backing away even more as the… bear? Stopped and slowly seemed to look around. 
 
    “No one run,” A new voice said, “Just stay calm.” 
 
    *****  
 
    People! 
 
    Not mere life, but thinking, sentient, people! 
 
    This was one of those worlds. 
 
    It felt a joy rush up in it, subsuming everything else. Where there were sentients, the hunting was always great, the moments were sublime. Nothing quite smelled and tasted like sentience. 
 
    It took a moment, puppeting its new body around as it took in everything about it. There were three nearby, very near. There was fear on the waft of the air, like a spice that permeated everything. It overpowered the smoke and flame. 
 
    It focused on the greatest source, taking a moment to soak in the chemicals that filled the air. 
 
    Then it moved. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Cynthia glanced to one side, seeing the Lodge owner arriving with a rifle in his hand. Cynthia breathed a sigh of relief, though she hoped that the animal moved on without harm. 
 
    A little more relaxed now, she took a moment to examine the bear more closely, confused by what she was seeing. 
 
    She could see the bear, though it looked far bigger than she’d expected a black bear would be. Still, she couldn’t say she had much experience with animals up this close so that was probably just her. Whatever it was covered in, though, it didn’t look pleasant. 
 
    “Is that some sort of toxic waste?” She blurted, taking another step back as the thought occurred to her. 
 
    “Nothing out this way like that, far as I know,” The lodge owner, William, said, “but there’s always some jackass dumping in the glades to save a few bucks, so it could be.” 
 
    He had his rifle pointed generally at the bear but didn’t seem too intent on taking any shots as the beast wasn’t making any motion toward any of them. 
 
    The bear twitched, looking around itself as though it were uncertain, or maybe looking for something. 
 
    Cynthia didn’t know which, but she wished it would just leave. 
 
    She didn’t even have a chance to scream when it suddenly lunged. 
 
    Gunshots roared across the wetlands. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    President Strand looked like he was fighting an urge to be ill as he looked over the video feed that was being piped into the War Room from the fast response groups that had hit San Francisco just moments easier. 
 
    The city was on fire, and what wasn’t burning had been drowned. There wasn’t any estimate on casualties, mostly because no one had any time to be counting. Rescue operations were already in full swing, with local responders doing what they could while they wanted for help from the state and federal resources. 
 
    “I want everything we have, from FEMA to the National Guard, into the city before the sun comes over the mountains,” He said firmly. “Am I clear?” 
 
    “Yes Sir, we already have units moving while others wind up,” the FEMA director said from across the table. “The governor has declared a state of emergency, as of ten minutes ago, and the Guard has recalled everyone to active duty.” 
 
    Strand nodded, eyes slipping across to the map that showed the various hot spots across the world. 
 
    A tidal warning was showing up in Hawaii, but so far, no sign of casualties or damages so perhaps the ocean strike hadn’t been powerful enough to raise a wave of any significance. China, well that strike had undoubtedly killed hundreds, and would probably kill dozens or hundreds more from indirect issues relating to debris falling across Beijing. 
 
    That was bad, but it was better than it could have been. 
 
    Had the strike come down in the city there, as it had in San Francisco… well, the numbers would have been horrifyingly higher. 
 
    Part of him wished it had been Beijing rather than San Francisco. 
 
    Another part of him hated himself for that. 
 
    He didn’t have time for self-loathing, however, he had a job to do. 
 
    “What reports are coming out of Florida?” He asked finally. 
 
    Florida was still a black spot on the map almost. They had a response team alright on site, but the impact had cut them off… probably killed them, but they didn’t know that yet. 
 
    General Hardy shook his head slightly. 
 
    “We have men in the Glades now, heading for the impact site, but we still don’t have any contact with our advance team,” He said. “We’ve been pulling our best information from Social Media, actually. Every cell phone out there is putting the scene up for the world to see, which is a double-edged sword I don’t have to tell you…” 
 
    The men and women in the room snorted. All of them at some point or another had run afoul of the vagaries of social media even as most had used it to their benefit as well. The first response on social media was often the only response that mattered, few if any people bothered to follow up on the flavor of the day, whether it was right or wrong. 
 
    In this scenario, though, the boots on the ground were going to start with civilians wielding cell phones rather than soldiers lugging rifles. 
 
    They would use that as best they could. 
 
    The large screen flickered, showing a burning waste as seen through a shaking camera while people yelled in the background. 
 
    “Jesus,” A general mumbled. “That’s a lot of damage.” 
 
    “We were lucky here,” Strand said darkly. “No casualties reported yet, though that could be just because anyone in the region who survived just hasn’t gotten to help yet. It’s still going to be extremely low, between zero and low tens at most, probably closer to zero.” 
 
    That was the good news, of course. 
 
    The bad news was that they’d lost a Marine helo, likely with all hands, and they still didn’t have any idea what the hell those things were. 
 
    “We have people monitoring life streaming out of the hot zone,” The Secretary of Homeland Security spoke up. “There are dozens of feeds already, with more every minute practically. Most of them are useless, but we’ve been able to glean some valuable intelligence from the feeds nonetheless.” 
 
    “What sort of intelligence?” The General in charge of USSOCOM asked. 
 
    “Mostly we’ve been able to specifically identify areas affected with greater precision, as well as begin establishing the identities of people in the area who can be confirmed safe,” The Director of Homeland Security responded. “However there has been some small items of interest…” 
 
    He gestured and the imagery on the screen altered, showing fires in the distance and a cloud of dust reflecting the orange light forming in the sky. 
 
    “The damage is not consistent with what we registered during our approach scans,” He said with a scowl. “Either the mass of the entry vehicle, or its’ speed, were badly miscalculated. The impact was considerably higher than expected, which goes far to explain the shocking level of damage in San Francisco.” 
 
    “We were tracking speed until they got below our coverage,” An Air Force General said emphatically, “I’ll stake my career on those numbers.” 
 
    Strand frowned. “You might be doing just that, General.” 
 
    “It’s possible that the vehicle accelerated after dropping below our detection threshold,” The DHS Director said, cutting through the tension. “It’s also possible that the vehicle was more massive than it appeared. Without getting better information, there’s no way to tell.” 
 
    He was about to go on when the door burst open, a young woman pushing her way in through the security. 
 
    “Mr. President? You’re going to need to see this!” 
 
    *****  
 
    USS Bunker Hill, Pacific 
 
    Riggs looked out over the waters, eyes scanning for anything out of the ordinary as he tried to put the thoughts of what was happening to the East out of his mind. He, like the rest of the crew, wanted to be steaming toward San Francisco, not out into the middle of the Pacific, but orders were orders and there wasn’t much they could for the burning city anyway. 
 
    Instead they were hunting the missing object, the one that had supposedly gone down between the mainland and Hawaii, with enough force to have raised a tidal wave that never made an appearance. 
 
    “Taccom reports no contact,” Burke said, walking up to him. “We’ve got ships combing this region, but there’s nothing here. It must have gone down.” 
 
    “We can only hope,” Riggs said darkly. 
 
    He didn’t have any idea what the contacts were, no one in the chain seemed to have much better either, but he had good reason to hate them. Thousands of dead civilians, friends on the Champlain, and some distant family in the city all contributed to that. 
 
    “Until we get word otherwise,” He said after a moment, “We keep looking.” 
 
    “Aye Skipper.” 
 
    *****  
 
    CVN 81, USS Doris Miller 
 
    Admiral Morrow looked out over the deck. The controlled chaos of the well-run flight operations always calmed him no matter what he was dealing with. 
 
    And he needed calming at the moment. 
 
    He was coordinating multiple elements of PACCOM, including the Dory Task Group, a dozen Destroyers, several Fast Attack Subs, and various other groups. They were scouring the sea for any sign of the object that had impacted, and his orders seemed to indicate that there was a good chance that there was actually something out there to find. 
 
    That he was having a hard time believing, if he were being honest about things. 
 
    It must have hit like a freight train, Morrow thought once again. How the hell can anyone expect there to be anything left, let alone anything that we might find? It should all be at the bottom of the Pacific by this point. 
 
    Orders being orders, however, he said nothing beyond confirming receipt and sending them on to his Captains. 
 
    The brief he’d just received had put things in a bit better perspective, though only marginally so. 
 
    That the objects had been maneuvering meant that there was a possibility that they’d been intended for recovery… somehow. 
 
    He still wasn’t sure how that was possible, not given the speed at which they’d been clocked just before slamming into the ocean, but all scanners had lost the damn thing a few seconds before impact. Maybe it was possible for it to have slowed. 
 
    The initial hits from the Tsunami Warning system monitored by NOAA had made it clear that something had struck the ocean, and it had been moving fast. However, no sign of the tidal event had been seen by responders, and even NOAA’s system was no longer registering anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    What that meant, he honestly had no idea. 
 
    All Marrow knew was that it was going to be a long day. 
 
    *****  
 
    F-35 at FL50, Pacific 
 
    Commander Elise ‘Cans’ Cannel banked her fighter slightly to port, examining the sea below as she brought her plane around in a tight turn. The light of the sun was just starting to broach the horizon, making the surface sparkle below her as she sped overhead. 
 
    “Dory Command and Control, VFA-147 ARGONAUTS Actual,” She said calmly as she worked the stick. 
 
    “Go for Dory, Argonauts Actual.” 
 
    “Patrol loop completed, No contact.” 
 
    “Roger Argonauts, proceed to waypoint Epsilon and continue as ordered.” 
 
    “Roger that Control, Argonauts out.” 
 
    Elise leveled her fighter, eyes dipping to check the fuel status briefly before she adjusted her course. Then she opened up the team comm. 
 
    “You heard the man, Argos,” She said, “Alter course heading as designated, stay tight, stay right, and keep those eyes open.” 
 
    “You got it, Cans,” her wingman replied. 
 
    Elise rolled her eyes. 
 
    Her callsign wasn’t exactly PC, or entirely welcome when she’d had it hung on her, but that was life in the Navy sometimes. It helped that, obvious jokes aside, the origin wasn’t quite as… crude as it sounded. 
 
    “Are we sure that there’s anything out here to find?” 
 
    “Observe radio discipline, Bishop,” She snapped, before sighing. “And no, we’re not, but that’s not going to keep us from making sure. Clear?” 
 
    “Clear, Ma’am,” Argo Four, Bishop, responded automatically. 
 
    The squadron was running about Mach point Eight Five, five thousand feet off the deck, with their RADAR screaming for attention as they looked for anything out of order in the water below. It didn’t really help tensions that they weren’t exactly expected to spot anything, not at that speed, despite the low altitude. 
 
    What they were doing was playing bait just in case there was something out there that was armed an inclined to take pot shots. 
 
    Slower moving P3-C and P8-As would be following in their wake, along with surface movers as soon as everyone got into position. If there was anything out here that was hostile, well the idea was to hopefully flush them out before anyone else was turned into a sitting target. 
 
    Not exactly the best way to pass a morning, but it was a living. 
 
    She was pushed into the seat of the fighter as she finished bringing it around to the correct heading. With the sun now at her back as it peeped over the horizon, she rocked her fighter slowly from side to side, craning slightly to look out over the water. 
 
    Nothing. Starting to wonder if there ever was anything out here. Maybe the system was jumping at shadows, after what happened in San Fran… 
 
    She hoped that was it. 
 
    As she rocked the fighter another time, though, a glint of sunlight reflected back off something in the water. 
 
    Elise twisted in her seat, banking to port as she looked down. Whatever it was flashed by under her without her being able to identify it, however. 
 
    “Argos, I think I saw something. Coming around.” She said as she pulled the stick over. 
 
    Elise was comforted by the pressure of the plane pushing her back into the seat. 
 
    “Roger that, Cans,” her Wingman responded, “We’re with you.” 
 
    Almost as comforted as she was by that. 
 
    She looped around easily, dropping speed down to Mach point Six Five as she aimed back to cross over the same spot. 
 
    “Crossing the location of interest in three… two… Mark!” She called, rolling to starboard and looking down. “Anyone see anything?” 
 
    “Negative Cans,” Her wingman called, “Didn’t see a thing. Sorry.” 
 
    The others called back with similar statements, one after the other, and she swore softly under the breath and off the radio. 
 
    “Alright, I’m going to come back around for one more look,” She decided, “Then we’ll move on to the next waypoint.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    Probably nothing, she thought. Just some garbage in the water, chances were. The lord knew there was enough of that. They were nowhere near the Pacific Gyre, that was West of Hawaii by a fair bit, but there was still plenty of junk floating around down there. 
 
    Completing her turn, she again approached from the East, with the sun at her back, hoping to catch the glint again. 
 
    Further reducing her speed, Elise dropped below FL40 to thirty- five hundred feet and once more started rolling her aircraft from side to side so she could look out over the water through the side of the canopy. 
 
    They roared over the spot again, not finding anything. 
 
    “Alright,” Elise said, “Nothing there. Let’s move on, Argos… next up is waypoi-” 
 
    She was cut off by her fighter suddenly screaming at her as every system came to life, warning alarms going off from all sides. 
 
    Elise didn’t even look at the instruments as she slammed the throttle forward and pulled back into a climb. 
 
    “Lock on! Scatter Argos!” 
 
    *****  
 
    CVN 81, USS Doris Miller 
 
    Morrow spun on his heel as he heard an alarm go off, and spotted people rushing across the deck. Something had just happened, that much he didn’t need anyone to tell him. 
 
    He fast marched, but didn’t break stride to run, back to the war room. 
 
    “Report.” 
 
    “Yes Admiral,” His aide said instantly, “The Argonauts were running a low altitude recon flight over sector Epsilon, when Commander Cannel spotted something from the air. She couldn’t confirm the sighting, however, on a second pass. On her third circle, just as they were about to break and move on to the next sector, someone acquired active lock. The Commander ordered her squadron to take evasive action.” 
 
    Morrow nodded in thanks, “Put up the radio.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    They listened to the pilot’s earnest and urgent chatter, Morrow’s eyes flicking over to where the squadron plot was shown moving against the map on one of the large screens. They were moving fast and erratic, as they should in an active lock situation, but there didn’t appear to be anything else in the region with them. 
 
    “We don’t have any eyes on the source?” Morrow demanded. 
 
    “Not a thing,” his aide said, “We’re not even sure if it’s actually happening, or if there’s an instrument malfunction, but they’re not taking any chances.” 
 
    Morrow snorted, “I don’t blame them.” 
 
    His heart began to slow. Instrument malfunctions happened. Not often, but they did happen. If that was the case, they’d know shortly and move on. If not… well, that was what the squadrons on deck were winding up for. 
 
    *****  
 
    Argonaut Lead 
 
    Elise panted, pushing air with force through her lungs as she tightened all her muscles to resist the sudden application of gee forces as she twisted her fighter through a tight turn, thumb hovering over the flare and chaff release switch as alarms screamed all around her. 
 
    “Anyone see the source? Report in!” 
 
    “Negative contact!” 
 
    “I’ve got nothing!” 
 
    “No contact! Where the hell is that coming from!?” 
 
    That, Elise thought, was a damn good question. 
 
    “Maintain radio discipline,” She growled. 
 
    It just wasn’t a question that needed to be asked over the radio just then. 
 
    She checked her system again, taking a hand off the throttle momentarily to tap at the panel in annoyance. There didn’t seem to be any fault in her computer, but there wasn’t anything they could see that would be the source for the lock on warning either. 
 
    A glance at the altimeter showed that she was passing FL100 and climbing, the turbines of the F35 screaming in her ears right alongside the warning. 
 
    Still no sign. 
 
    “I think it’s a system err-” 
 
    Her wingman’s transmission was cut off abruptly, without warning. 
 
    “Argo Two, come in. Argo Two! Sandy! Sandy!” Elise twisted in her seat, looking out over her shoulder. 
 
    All she saw was a plume of smoke. 
 
    ***** 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Everglades 
 
    The Marines were dragged on board the skiff, waterlogged armor and kit taking up every bit of space available and some that technically wasn’t. They got everyone out of the marsh, though, as the skiff floated closer to the downed chopper. 
 
    “Anyone left in there?” Ben asked grimly, eyes on the fallen bird. 
 
    “No one living,” the Marine corps Sergeant grunted. 
 
    Ben nodded in understanding, “You have your radios? Anyone? I hate to leave Marines in the field, but we don’t have room for bodies on this heap.” 
 
    “It was all fried in the pulse, or the crash, or the water…” 
 
    “Mine too,” Sandra said from where she was climbing back into the pilot seat of the skiff. “I’m open to options, but frankly I doubt there’s much more we can do here.” 
 
    Ben was about to say something, only to stop and turn as he heard a series of popping sounds in the distance. 
 
    “Gun shots?” He asked, frowning, finding himself uncertain exactly where it came from. 
 
    The Marine Sergeant nodded, climbing to his feet and looking north, “I think it was from up that way. Hunters?” 
 
    Sandra snorted. “Poachers more likely, but no, there’s a vacation lodge up that way. No poachers or hunters for that matter, would be screwing around that close to the lodge. They’ll report the shots, get the rangers out here.” 
 
    “Scourge…” Ben whispered, lips curling up. 
 
    “Excuse me?” the Sergeant looked at him, really looking at him closely, and clearly taking in the fatigues he was wearing. “Who are you, and what the hell are you wearing? I’ve never seen fatigues like those.” 
 
    “Later,” Ben growled, crawling back over a couple protesting Marines to fetch his pack. He pulled a device out and unfolded it, sliding his thumbs along the smooth material as it came to life. “We have a problem. A big one.” 
 
    “Buddy,” one of the Marine corporals snorted, “We just lost two friends and rode a helo into the goddamn swamp. Big problem doesn’t even start to cover this day.” 
 
    “How does extinction level event sound to you, Corporal?” Ben asked sarcastically. “We need to go North.” 
 
    He glanced at the Marines, frowning. 
 
    “Where are your weapons?” 
 
    Enough of them pointed to the sunken chopper to give him an idea. 
 
    “Well… shit.” 
 
    The Sergeant was still staring at him, frowning. 
 
    “Are you the guy who was in that damn hamster ball that fell from the sky?” 
 
    *****  
 
    Kirth found himself glaring at the rather large man with Asian features who’d helped pull them out of the drink. Something… actually, lots of somethings, about him were off. 
 
    His fatigues were strange, a sheen on them that reminded him of something he couldn’t quite place but were clearly like no other fatigues he’d ever seen, even including the high-end stuff private contractors often got. His gear was way too damn high end for any military service on the planet and looked strange even in that context. 
 
    And, of course, he was throwing around words like ‘extinction level event’ far too easily for Kirth’s comfort. 
 
    His hand was twitching toward his 1911, though he was trying really hard not to jump to conclusions. 
 
    “Hamster ball?” The big guy asked, looking puzzled, like he genuinely had no idea what the hell that was referring to. 
 
    Kirth snapped his hand out, pointing back the way they’d come, “Don’t fuck with me. I don’t care what you call it, were you the guy in that damn thing that fell out of the sky?” 
 
    “Fell is a harsh term,” The big guy shrugged. “It was really more of a controlled landing.” 
 
    The skiff’s pilot shorted with laughter, causing them all to turn to look at her. 
 
    “I saw the water spout from impact from three miles away,” She laughed at him. “If that’s controlled, I don’t want to see uncontrolled.” 
 
    Kirsh returned his focus to the big guy who simply pointed to the fires. 
 
    “That,” He said simply, “That is uncontrolled. Now, if we’re done talking in circles, we have a big problem.” 
 
    Kirsh now had a hand on his 1911, eyes still narrowed as he tried to get the measure of the man he was facing. 
 
    “Look, buddy…” He started, only to be cut off. 
 
    “Corporal.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Corporal,” The big guy ground out through clenched teeth. “Corporal Benjamin Wachun, Allied Realms Marine Corps. And Sergeant, I don’t care if you are a Sergeant, if you pull that pistol, I’ll feed it to you.” 
 
    Kirth stiffened, drawing himself up as he felt his squad shift to get to their feet as well. If this prick thought he could pull that level of bullshit intimidation on him, he had another thing coming. 
 
    Wachun leaned in slightly, fists starting to ball up as Kirth carefully shifted his stance to put his right foot slightly forward. The tension between them neared the breaking point… 
 
    Then a single shot roared from just feet away, nearly causing both of them to jump right out of the damn boat. 
 
    “If you assholes start a goddamned dick measuring contest on my skiff and get us all dropped back in this swamp,” The woman standing at the pilot’s seat snarled as she levered another round into her rifle. “I swear to God, I’ll put a bullet in you and leave you all to the gators.” 
 
    Kirth slowly straightened from his involuntary crouch, noting that Wachun was practically mirroring him as they both looked at the armed and pissed off woman with some trepidation. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Wachun spoke first. “We can, uh… wait until we’re back on solid land to worry about this, right Sergeant?” 
 
    “Right you are, Corporal. Right you are.” 
 
    Kirth was a Marine, and that meant he was willing to do a lot of crazy stuff. Tangle with a pissed off civilian armed with a rifle while making an actually decent point about their current circumstances, well that wasn’t crazy. It was stupid. He could wait until they were on dry land. 
 
    They all slowly sat back down as she stood over them, until finally she nodded and slipped the rifle back into the sheath that was secured by the pilot’s seat. 
 
    “That’s better. Name’s Sandra, by the way,” She said, looking them over, “This is my skiff, and I’ve been working these waters for the last three years of my doctorate, so I’d appreciate it if you all would stop dropping shit in my glades!” 
 
    “Yes Ma’am,” Kirth said. “Sorry about that ma’am.” 
 
    “What he said,” Ben responded with a nod of his head toward the Marine Sergeant. 
 
    “Good,” She breathed out, sitting back down. “Now where the hell am I dropping you all off?” 
 
    The Marines shifted uneasily, looking at each other as they tried to figure out a safe answer to that one. 
 
    Ben finally sighed, clearing his throat, “North, please. That Lodge you mentioned sounds like a good place to start.” 
 
    “Fine,” Sandra grumbled, reaching for the throttle before she paused and glared at him suspiciously, “Wait a minute… start what exactly?” 
 
    “Please, just trust me, take us North.” 
 
    She sighed but nodded and started the engine again. In a few moments they were cruising North, away from the wreckage of the chopper that had sunk into the soft mud under the marshy water. 
 
    Kirth leaned closer to Ben for a moment. “Does she realize that she’s driving this thing toward gunfire?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ben admitted, “and I’m not going to be the one to remind her.” 
 
    “Amen to that,” another of the Marines mumbled in agreement. 
 
    *****  
 
    Ben braced himself in the front of the skiff, watching the passing wetlands flash by as they sped North, thinking about the situation he had found himself in. He knew that soon enough he’d have to deal with the officials in this region, which was going to be a pain in the ass at the very best. 
 
    Worst case, well he didn’t want to think about that too hard. 
 
    Before that, however, it seemed like the scourge had indeed made it to the surface of the planet. That was a big ass problem, and not just because he was currently sharing the world with them. 
 
    He felt more than watched as the Marine Sergeant shifted over beside him, the other’s eyes pointedly not looking at him as they both scanned the cypress trees and long grass as they moved on through the area. 
 
    “Name’s Kirth,” The Sergeant said. 
 
    “Sergeant,” Ben acknowledged the man with a nod. “Sorry, but those hash marks are all the name I need for you.” 
 
    Kirth snorted. “You sound like a Marine, I’ll give you that.” 
 
    “Been one for eighteen years.” 
 
    Kirth looked over at him sharply, eyes narrowing again, but said nothing to that. 
 
    Instead he just looked back out over the passing swamp. “Don’t suppose you’d care to tell me what this is all about?” 
 
    Ben snorted, the sound whipping away in the wind that was rushing past them both. 
 
    “Sergeant, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kirth nodded, “I’m getting that vibe. Unfortunately, it doesn’t change the fact that I need to know right now.” 
 
    Ben considered that, sighing softly. The Marine was probably right, but that didn’t mean he knew how to explain any of it. Pre-contact cultures didn’t generally have the context needed to understand half of the stuff that a school child in the Realms learned as a matter of fact. 
 
    He was saved from having to answer immediately by Sandra calling out from behind him. 
 
    “That’s the dock ahead for the Lodge! Hold on, I’m going to put this thing up on the ground!” 
 
    The men braced themselves as the skiff hit the wet grass at the edge of the marsh and pushed itself up on the bank a fair distance. Ben jumped clear as soon as the skiff slowed, hand dropping to his sidearm as he looked uneasily around. 
 
    The Marines followed suit, a little less obvious ill at ease than he was, but Ben ignored that. They had no idea what they were dealing with if he was right. 
 
    The engine of the skiff sputtered down as Sandra killed it, then dropped down from the seat. She paused to retrieve her rifle, now feeling like it was just going to be one of those days, then she walked over to the side and jumped off to the bank before looking around. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” She mumbled. “There’s lots of cars over there, you’d think the guests would be out rubbernecking at the fire?” 
 
    The fire was indeed burning quite merrily in the distance, belching out smoke aplenty. They could all smell it in the air as they walked up the bank and paused to look around. 
 
    “You hear that?” Sandra said softly. 
 
    “I don’t hear shit,” Private Driscoll muttered. 
 
    “Exactly. This is the Glades.” She said in a flat tone, “It’s never this quiet.” 
 
    “She’s right, get frosty,” Kirth ordered, drawing his 1911. “Might just be that the impact scared everything into keeping low but might not be either.” 
 
    The group all nodded in agreement and made their way over to where the lodge was visible through the trees. 
 
    *****  
 
    Five minutes later saw Sandra clutching at her stomach as she wretched up the last of her breakfast onto the law while the Marines spread out around her and took stock of the situation. 
 
    They’d found the body of what she thought was a Florida Black Bear, though she couldn’t be sure because of how mangled it was. It looked like it had been shot a bunch, but it was hard to tell for sure because the skin and fur was… split like the muscles somehow managed to ballon out and make the beast… pop. 
 
    The smell was putrid, like nothing she’d ever dealt with, and her body did not want her dealing with it then either. 
 
    “Oh Christ, Sarge, over here!” 
 
    She looked up to see Kirth head off closer to the Lodge and forced herself to her feet to follow. 
 
    Anything is better than staying close to that. 
 
    That was a thought she found herself quickly regretting when she spotted the first body that had the ragged remains of clothing flapping in the wind. 
 
    “Oh God…” She moaned, turning away, only to spot another before falling to her knees and heaving again. 
 
    “What the hell hit this place, Sarge?” Corporal Griss breathed, pale as death himself. “Never seen anything like this, and I did a tour in the sandbox.” 
 
    Kirth couldn’t blame him, he hadn’t been expecting the carnage they’d found himself. He nudged at the body with his boot, trying to work out what caused the wounds. Like the bear, it looked like something had gotten under the skin and just… caused it to split. 
 
    “What the hell…” He breathed, shaking slightly. 
 
    A flicker caught his eye and he knelt down, finding a still running phone in the bloodied hand. Kirth pulled it free and flipped it over. 
 
    “He was recording whatever it was,” He said loud enough to be heard. “Hey Driscoll, you know this shit. Come see if you can pull something off this. Tell me what the fuck hit this place, would you?” 
 
    “Wilco, Sarge,” The Private said as he made his way over and gingerly took the phone, grimacing at the blood that still stained the screen. 
 
    “Corporal, grab the shotgun over there,” Kirth ordered as he got up and continued to survey the area. 
 
    “You got it Sarge.” 
 
    Kirth let the Corporal deal with the fallen weapon, instead making his way over to the ‘Captain’. 
 
    “Alright, now is the time you need to tell me what the hell is going on,” He said in an undertone as he gestured around them. “Because this? This is not good.” 
 
    Ben didn’t say anything immediately, still carefully surveying the area. Finally, he sighed and nodded. 
 
    “That may be the understatement of the millennia, Sergeant.” 
 
    Kirth waited a few seconds, but quickly got impatient, “I’m waiting Corporal.” 
 
    Benjamin frowned, “We call them the scourge, or a host of other far less polite names. They don’t really have a name. Technically, they’re not even a species or anything like that.” 
 
    “Ok, all I just heard was crazy mixed with psycho,” Kirth growled, “Care to break it down for the non-lunatics in the area?” 
 
    Ben shot him a glare that would have frozen blood, if his blood hadn’t already been ice cold from what he had seen. Kirth just glared right back. 
 
    “There’s no easy answer to that,” The big man answered, “They aren’t any one thing, alright? This one here? I’ve seen this sort before. It’s a parasite. It’ll keep jumping hosts, using them up, until it’s stopped.” 
 
    “Well we’re going to be stopping whatever it is, I promise you that.” 
 
    “Won’t be that easy, we’ll have to deal with its offspring first.” 
 
    “Offspring!?” Kirth snapped. 
 
    “Hey Sarge…” 
 
    “Not now!” Kirth snapped at Driscoll, who was walking their way with the phone in his hand. He turned back to Ben, “This thing is breeding!?” 
 
    “Sarge!” 
 
    “What!?” 
 
    “The guy wasn’t recording,” Driscoll said, holding up the phone. “This thing is live streaming.” 
 
    Kirth blinked, staring at the phone, then back at Driscoll, then at the phone again. 
 
    “Wait… is livestreaming!?” Kirth suddenly blurted out, waving his hand as though to ward off an attack. “Don’t broadcast this you idiot!” 
 
    “Um… too late?” 
 
    ***** 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter 11 
 
    White House Situation Room 
 
    Strand groaned, face buried in his hands, as he looked at the frozen image of the Marine Sergeant gesticulating wildly at the man behind the camera. 
 
    “This is a goddamn nightmare.” 
 
    The Marine being livestreamed talking about parasites and breeding was bad enough, but far, far worse was the imagery that had been streamed before that happened. They’d watched it all, from beginning to end, and more than one person in the room had emptied their breakfast into the waste bins, which were quickly removed from the room. 
 
    He himself had managed to keep his food down, but it had been a closer call than he wanted to admit, and they’d been trying to figure out what the hell had happened, and how to contain it, ever since. 
 
    No one had bothered to shut the feed down. It seemed superfluous since by the time it occurred to anyone all the worst was over and the camera was just pointing at the curling smoke passing overhead in the sky. 
 
    Then the Marines showed up. 
 
    The video was, of course, all over the web already. It had gone viral before they even thought of shutting it down, and even just while it was streaming smoke in the sky there had been hundreds of thousands of concurrent viewers watching. 
 
    Now, the damn thing went viral again, and it was looking like he was going to have to put out an official statement. 
 
    That would be just dandy, if I had any idea what the fuck was going on. 
 
    “Someone put together a story,” He ordered softly, though no one in the room missed his words. “I don’t care what, any story. Just tell people something.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” His chief of staff, Arnold Kristcolm nodded. “I’ll see to it.” 
 
    “Don’t lie,” Strand ordered, more firmly. “Right now, just find something we can tell people that makes it look like we know what we’re doing.” 
 
    Lord knew, he wished that were the case. 
 
    “Yes sir, Mr. President.” 
 
    Strand looked over at the Marine Brigadier sitting two seats away from him. 
 
    “When your boys check in, please give them my regards and request that they be a little more careful in the future, would you please, General?” 
 
    His tone was light, but the Brigadier nodded firmly as the undertones made it clear just how unhappy the President was. 
 
    “I’ll see to it, Sir.” 
 
    Strand nodded, taking a deep breath, “And, in that vein, I believe I would like to propose that we make it mandatory that all personnel, regardless of service branch, learn proper handling of modern communications equipment and intelligence. Yes?” 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    He sighed deeply, again. 
 
    As frustrated as he was, he didn’t really blame the Marines that much. Certainly, it was dumb to not immediately shut off the camera once he realized it was streaming, but it wasn’t really something they trained for and the situation had to be alarming as hell on the ground. 
 
    “General,” He said after a moment, holding up his hand to get the Marine’s attention. “Ignore that. A sharp word or two is fine, but they’re the only asset on the ground at the moment, and I’d rather we didn’t jump down their throat over something they really didn’t have much control over.” 
 
    The Brigadier looked torn, but finally nodded. 
 
    “Yes, Mr. President.” 
 
    Strand shook his head and refocused, “Ok, new business. Does anyone recognize those fatigues?” 
 
    He pointed to the man standing beside the Marine Sergeant, wearing some sort of professional camo but a type that Strand was certainly not familiar with. 
 
    “No Sir,” The Brigadier said instantly. “Not standard issue for any nation that I’m aware of.” 
 
    A glance around the room showed that everyone held the same opinion. 
 
    “Well great. Ok, someone find out who makes that stuff and who they sell it to,” He ordered. “It looks high end, and the rest of his gear is also non-standard, so find it.” 
 
    With that order sending the lower ranking aides running to start their search, Strand turned to the others sitting around the table. 
 
    “Ok, I don’t know what that thing was, but we need to get ahead of this…” 
 
    “Mr. President!” 
 
    Strand closed his eyes, looking up at the ceiling. 
 
    “What now?” He didn’t quite moan. 
 
    “We just lost a fighter over the Pacific. Something shot them down.” 
 
    “Goddamn it.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Argo Lead, Pacific 
 
    Elise breathed through bared teeth as she corkscrewed her fighter around, pushing the positive gees as hard as she dared, eyes wide as she looked for any sign of whoever the hell had taken out her wingman. 
 
    She and Sandy had been flying together for three years. 
 
    No one was going to get to mark a hash down for Sandy, not if she had anything to say about it. 
 
    First, I have to find the bastard though. 
 
    “Nothing on instrumentation, Boss,” Bishop said, any hint of amusement gone from his tone. “There’s nothing out here.” 
 
    “Something here, find it. Eyeball mark one, everyone,” She ordered, “Whoever it is must have advanced stealth tech.” 
 
    “Maybe, boss, but maybe it’s a sub?” 
 
    That caught her up by surprise, but there was merit to it. 
 
    “Good thinking, Bishop,” Elise responded quickly. “Watching the water surface, look for any sign of missile launch.” 
 
    If someone was running an attack sub with surface to air capacity in the region, they’d just declared war on the United States Navy. That was an act that Elise was firmly intent on making certain they did not live to regret. 
 
    *****  
 
    CVN 81, USS Doris Miller 
 
    Morrow glared at the display, as though trying to intimidate it into showing him more than was currently available. 
 
    The Argo pilot had a point. 
 
    A submerged asset could deploy surface to air, and potentially shoot down a fighter. 
 
    The problem with that theory was twofold. First, they had gone full active on sonar some time earlier as the Task Group entered the area. There were fast attack subs on definitive search and destroy below the waves, and they’d reported nothing. 
 
    Second, and just as concerning, was that none of the assets the carrier group had brought to bear had detected any such missile launch. 
 
    Something very bad was going on, right in his face, and he had no clue what it could be. Morrow was seething inside, something he kept from being blatant only through decades of service experience. 
 
    Below that control, however, there was a very angry sailor who just wanted something to destroy. 
 
    “Admiral,” his Aide spoke up. 
 
    “Yes, what is it?” 
 
    “Washington is on the line for you, Sir.” 
 
    Morrow winced, but nodded. “I’ll take it in my office.” 
 
    “Yes Sir.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Argo Lead 
 
    Elise snapped her fighter level, swinging back over the operational area, punching a switch in frustration to kill the lock on alarms so she could think. The damn things weren’t doing any good since they were just screaming constantly, whether anything was actually happening or not. 
 
    “Anyone have anything?” She demanded. 
 
    “Negative, Lead. All Clear except for the screaming,” Bishop said, summing up the report from the rest. 
 
    “Argos, hold back, I’m going to see if I can’t draw out our mystery pal,” Elise growled. 
 
    “Lead, that’s not a good…” 
 
    “Stuff it, Bishop,” She growled, “This bastard smoked Sandy, one way or another, they pay. I’m going to drop in low, bomb the deck fast. Watch for any sign, when they show themselves, nuke the fuckers.” 
 
    There was a long pause before any of the team responded. 
 
    Finally, Bishop reluctantly acknowledged the orders. 
 
    Elise dropped the stick, pitching the nose down as she pushed the throttle full open and kicked in the afterburner. The Pratt and Whitney F-135 engine screamed as she leveled out below a thousand feet, breaking Mach and leaving a vapor cone behind her as she closed on the sector of ocean they’d been over when she spotted the unknown object in the water. 
 
    After the initial shaking passed, the flight smoothed out and even grew quieter as most of the sound of the engine was being left behind faster than it could even try to catch up. Only the vibrations transmitted through the fuselage itself reverberated around her, a comforting sound to the military pilot. 
 
    “Come on, you bastard… I’m right here. Take your shot. Take it!” 
 
    *****  
 
    Lt Commander Paul ‘Bishop’ Durin twitched as he watched the water behind Argo Lead’s fighter rooster tail up behind her, sucked into the air by the passage of the high speed craft and blown away by the sonic boom that followed her. 
 
    “You heard the boss people,” He said as he pushed his throttle forward to keep pace with Argo Lead, “Weapons hot and free. Anything pokes its nose out to take a shot at Cans, we blow it off. Got me?” 
 
    The rest of the squadron acknowledged the order as they spread out and followed Argo Lead from behind and about ten thousand feet higher altitude. 
 
    Bishop absently flexed his thumb over the buttons on his stick, eyes unblinking as he kept the nose tipped down enough to keep Argo Lead in his sights. 
 
    Goddamn it, Cans, this is crazy shit… 
 
    He almost didn’t notice the slight change in the ocean below, not consciously, until his fingers tightened around the stick and his fighter shook as the GAU-22/A spun up and started firing 25mm rounds into the water below. 
 
    His brain caught up to his instinct a split second later as he identified the object he spotted and began walking the rounds in on the target. 
 
    “Target engaged! Argo Lead, go evasive! Move your ass, Cans!” 
 
    *****  
 
    CVN 81, USS Doris Miller 
 
    Captain Stacy Kinney wanted to tear his hair out, but luckily or not he didn’t have a lot left to get a grip on. 
 
    What the hell is she thinking? 
 
    Ok, he knew damn well what Argonaut Lead was thinking. He probably would have thought the same himself thirty or so years ago, but he hoped to hell he wouldn’t have been crazy enough to follow through on it. 
 
    “The Tophatters are in the air, Sir,” his XO said from across the deck. “They’re forming up and will be en-route to the Argonauts shortly.” 
 
    “Tell them to burn sky,” Stacy ordered, “I don’t know what’s going on out there, but I don’t want any of our people left hanging out in the wind.” 
 
    “You got it, Skipper.” 
 
    Stacy shifted his attention to the task force communications systems, grabbing a hand mix and flipping switches to set the rig to VLF frequencies. 
 
    “Colorado, Dory, Dory Actual Speaking.” 
 
    It took a moment before the Virginia Class sub responded, but he was expecting that. VLF transmissions were spotty, and only worked at depths of less than twenty meters. 
 
    “Go for Colorado.” 
 
    “We have a likely submerged target in Sector Epsilon. Enemy Asset. Hostile. Has engaged air units.” He said curtly, “Find them, send them down. All the way.” 
 
    “Roger Dory. Colorado complying.” 
 
    “Dory Out.” 
 
    Stacy set the hand mic back in its cradle, there was something refreshing about speaking to a sub, as annoying as the bubbleheads could be by times. 
 
    Now, for the hardest part of his job. 
 
    The waiting. 
 
    *****  
 
    SSN-788 Colorado 
 
    Captain David Woods dropped the hand phone back in its cradle and nodded to his XO. 
 
    “Rig for dive,” He ordered. “I want to get us to One Zero Zero meters, and bring us to a heading for sector Epsilon. All ahead full, do not cavitate. Sound General Quarters.” 
 
    “Aye skipper! General Quarters! COB, rig for dive! Make heading Zero Niner Five, two degrees down bubble! All ahead full! Do not cavitate.” 
 
    “Aye, Aye. Rigging for dive!” 
 
    Woods left the crew to their duty as the boat readied itself for a fight. He was more concerned with trying to figure out what the hell they were dealing with. 
 
    The Colorado and her sister escorts had already cleared that sector. 
 
    That meant that either something slipped past their net afterwards, which was bad news, or it remained undetected despite them actively pinging the entire region as they secured the area against any threat to the Dory. That was worse news. 
 
    Either way, if there was a submerged threat out there, they would have to deal with it. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Argo Lead 
 
    Elise knew that procedures said get high and get fast, but that hadn’t worked so well for Sandy so she actually dropped altitude and pushed her throttle even harder, though there wasn’t any more left for it to give, as she heard Bishop’s warning. 
 
    Dropping below 500 feet, Elise rolled to port on pure instinct, putting the F-35 on its side just as something brilliant orange flashed against her retina. 
 
    What the hell was that? 
 
    At the altitude she was at, there was no way in hell she was going to risk looking over her shoulder to find out, though, and it seemed that staying low wasn’t as effective as she’d hoped. So, Elise snapped the aircraft level again, then stood it on its tail. 
 
    Ocean water below flash boiled as forty thousand pounds of thrust blew superheated air into the surface and the F35 clawed for the sky. 
 
    “They’re tracking you, Cans,” Bishop called, “Don’t make it easy on em!” 
 
    “What do you think I’m trying to do!?” She snarled, rolling the fighter to the left, then snapping straight again. “What the hell is it?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” Bishop responded. “Never seen anything like it. Now shut and keep dodging. Argos! Does anyone have a lock on the target?” 
 
    Elise could vaguely hear the others in the squadron responding in the negative, their voices growing more and more frustrated. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll do it by eye. Hold on, Cans, we’ve got this,” Bishop said, “Argo Four, starting my run.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Durin scowled as he craned his neck, trying to gage the range to the target that was visible through the white water crashing around it on the surface. It was spraying orange… something at Cans’ fighter, he didn’t know what the hell kind of weapon that was, and honestly didn’t much of a damn. 
 
    He re-ran the numbers through his head, trying to do ballistic calculations in the back of his mind while he was tracking his location and velocity. He reached out, hand off the throttle briefly, to shut off the alarms that were doing him no good at all, then made his bombs live. 
 
    “Argo Four,” He said as he leveled out at FL50, “Terminal run started. Weapons live, target in sight.” 
 
    Argonaut’s Three and Five dropped in about three hundred feet off each win. 
 
    “We’ve got you covered, Bish,” Argonaut Three, Jason ‘Hummer’ Gold said. “Go get em.” 
 
    “Roger that… Tracking clean… GBU-39s hot.” Bishop said, still doing math equations in his head as he talked. He barely flinched as the target started firing that orange shit in his direction. By the time the computer had the targeting solution up on his computer, he’d already had the math worked out such that he was leaning in the right direction. 
 
    “Stay on it, Bish, we got this,” Hummer said, easing ahead on one side as Argonaut Five matched him on the other. 
 
    “Argonaut Three… Guns. Guns. Guns.” 
 
    “Argonaut Five, Guns. Guns. Guns.” 
 
    The two fighters on either side opened up, sending 25mm rounds down range through their gun pods, plumes of water erupting into the air as the weapons struck around the target. Some might have hit as well, but Bishop was too busy to notice. 
 
    The intensity of fire moved away from him, tracking the two immediate threats, which gave Bishop the few extra seconds he needed. 
 
    “Argonaut Four, GBU Release!” 
 
    He thumbed the release tab and felt the fighter lurch upward as the thousand-pound bomb dropped away. He was climbing hard before the weapon dropped more than a few hundred feet, all three rolling and twisting as best they could manage as the fire tore up through the air they occupied. 
 
    Behind them a storm of fire exploded. 
 
    *****  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Glades 
 
    “Sir. Yes Sir. I understand… No, I don’t know…” 
 
    The Marines looked on with mixed amusement and trepidation as Sergeant Kirth grimaced as he spoke into the appropriated phone. After they’d shut down the streaming source, the Sergeant had used the phone to call in their survival, location, and the position of the downed chopper and pilots. 
 
    From what people could gather, there had been a Brigadier General apparently waiting on the call. 
 
    In Washington. 
 
    None of them were exactly envious of the Sarge’s position at that point, though they were more than willing to listen in for their own amusement while they were otherwise securing the area. 
 
    Ben, for his part, ignored it all. He was looking for signs in the dirt, broken branches, anything else that would point him in the right direction to finding the thing that caused all the carnage. 
 
    Sandra wasn’t paying attention either, though at first that had to do with her being more focused on getting her guts to stay where they belonged. Once she had turned back to a normal color and was breathing a bit easier, she made her way over to where Ben was scanning the dirt. 
 
    “What did this, really?” She asked. 
 
    “Scourge,” He said dully, “That’s what the troops call them, mostly, when we’re trying to be polite. The Brass have another name, several actually, but most of them are pretty incomprehensible.” 
 
    “Really? Like what?” 
 
    “You know much about Quantum Mechanics?” He asked, seemingly out of left field, leaving her blinking. 
 
    “A bit yeah,” She admitted, “I never told you what I was studying, did I?” 
 
    “I assumed it was something about the ecology of the everglades?” 
 
    “I’m minoring in climate science, so yeah, but that’s just to take advantage of all the time I spend out on the water here,” Sandra said, “I have a few dozen particle traps that use the water to slow high energy particles that reach the surface from space. So, I know a bit about quantum mechanics.” 
 
    “Huh, well that’s what they are,” He said. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “They are Quantum Mechanics,” Ben told her. 
 
    “What? How can anything be Quantum Mechanics?” 
 
    Ben paused, kneeling for a moment to touch something, rubbing his fingers together a bit before he wiped them off on his fatigue pants. 
 
    “Caused by, I suppose would be more accurate.” He said absently, looking to the thick forest with intense eyes. 
 
    “You’re still not making any sense. How can any species be caused by a scientific theory?” 
 
    Ben shook his head. “They’re not a species.” 
 
    She was about to ask more, growing frustrated by the seemingly contradictory responses she was getting, but Sandra was cut off by the equally frustrated Marine as Kirth rejoined them. 
 
    “Well, the President apparently saw the video this damn thing was streaming,” Kirth swore under his breath as he held the phone like it was toxic waste. 
 
    Ben winced. “Ouch.” 
 
    “Yeah, you can say that again. He’s real interested in what you were saying about breeding by the way,” Kirth glared. 
 
    Ben winced again, this time with a lot more feeling. 
 
    “Ouch.” He repeated himself. 
 
    That was pretty much the last thing he wanted to deal with. Ben wracked his mind, trying to bring up any memories of protocol for dealing with pre-contact cultures. 
 
    There wasn’t really a lot, that stuff was always left to higher ranks than a mere Marine Corporal, and most of what he recalled usually boiled down to ‘don’t’. There wasn’t any real regulation that said he couldn’t, though some had been bandied around from time to time. 
 
    He knew he wasn’t authorized to do… well, basically anything. His authority wasn’t high enough to make deals or anything official. On the side he could exchange intelligence and other backdoor types of things though. 
 
    “Yeah, so how about you tell me what you know,” Kirth growled, “So I don’t have a four - star crawling up my ass for answers I don’t have?” 
 
    Ben sighed, “As I was telling Sandra, we call them the Scourge, but that’s not an official term. Officially, it’s some ancient Mandarin and Latin combination that I couldn’t pronounce even if I could remember it. No one cares. They’re just the scourge.” 
 
    “What the hell are they? Some kind of bio-warfare? Previously undiscovered species? Aliens?” Kirth asked, exasperated, “Help me out here.” 
 
    “None of the above,” Ben shook his head. “They’re not a species… or, more, they’re many species. Look, you ever hear of Quantum Immortality?” 
 
    Kirth looked at him as though he’d grown a second head, but Sandra nodded. 
 
    “Sure,” She nodded, “It’s a thought experiment. Published in… I want to say the eighties maybe? It pertains to consciousness as it’s linked to quantum mechanics. I don’t know of anyone who thinks it’s real though.” 
 
    “It’s plenty real.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any logical sense,” Sandra complained. “Consciousness doesn’t work like that. Death isn’t a binary state.” 
 
    Kirth raised a hand. “Can someone help the Marine who needs a clue here?” 
 
    “The idea is that consciousness can only be somewhere that it can exist,” She said. “So if the circumstances change such that it can’t exist, it’ll jump to the closest location that it can exist in.” 
 
    Kirth crossed his eyes, groaning. 
 
    “I think I sprained my brain.” 
 
    “Simplest explanation,” Ben said. “No one dies. You just shift realities when this one doesn’t want you anymore. You ever start to go down the stairs and stop, feel like you almost fell?” 
 
    Kirth nodded, “Of course.” 
 
    “You did fall. You died. That happened in one reality… But consciousness is information, and information can’t be destroyed,” Ben said as he focused on the ground, walking a few steps away before kneeling again to examine something. “The many worlds interpretation is true, there’s… functionally infinite realities for us to jump to.” 
 
    Kirth looked at the big guy skeptically. “I’m going to go out on a limb here and assume that you think you’re from a different reality?” 
 
    “Different cluster, if you want to be specific.” Ben answered as he got back to his feet and looked again to the trees. 
 
    Kirth looked at Sandra, rolling his eyes, and circling his finger around his temple. 
 
    “They went into the trees here, heading East,” Ben said, nodding in the direction specified. “What’s that way?” 
 
    “Swamp. Lots and lots of swamp,” Sandra responded. 
 
    “We need to get moving, before this thing corrupts the entire local ecosphere.” Ben said firmly. He glanced back. “How far out is backup?” 
 
    “Hold your damn horses, space man,” Kirth growled. “We’re basically unarmed here, because I do not count our pistols, one shotgun, her rifle, and whatever the hell that is you’re carrying as proper gear. We’ll wait for backup, get re-equipped, and then go hunt down whatever the hell did this.” 
 
    “No time. It’s already spreading. This one is a feral,” Ben said. “We can clean this up, but we need to move now. If we don’t, you don’t want to know what they’ll do to the coastal cities when they come out of the swamp.” 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere,” Kirth growled, hand dropping to the pistol on his hip. 
 
    Ben glanced back. “Sergeant, I don’t like to repeat myself, but unless you feel a strong need for iron in your diet, don’t even think about drawing that antique.” 
 
    “Hey!” Sandra snapped, stepping between them, “Do I seriously need to hose you two idiots down? Look around you. We’re standing in a damned pile of bodies that look like they belong in a horror movie! If you two don’t get your priorities in order, I’m betting there will be a lot more before this is done.” 
 
    Kirth looked torn, teeth bared in a snarl before he threw his hands up. 
 
    “Fine!” He growled, “You’re right. Whatever the hell did this, it’s nothing I’ve ever seen. Maybe it will spread, maybe it won’t, but I don’t see any reason to take the chance.” 
 
    He turned around to the waiting squad, who were all looking like they were ready to jump in if things got hot. 
 
    “Griss, Driscoll,” He ordered, making the pair jump to. “Get into the lodge there, see if there any more guns and find all the ammo you can.” 
 
    “You got it Sarge,” Driscoll said as the duo hopped to and bolted for the lodge. 
 
    “The rest of you, body detail,” He said. “Find something to cover em up, but grab any phones, batteries, whatever looks useful. We’re without resupply for a while, and we’re going to need to coordinate with higher.” 
 
    The rest nodded and split up, heading for the lodge first to grab blankets he expected. 
 
    “We don’t move until we’ve at least got some basic communication gear,” He said firmly. “Once we have phones and batteries, and whatever we can find here in the way of weapons, then we’ll go on this bug hunt of yours.” 
 
    Sandra spared the Sergeant a raised eyebrow and half a smile, “Really? Bug hunt?” 
 
    “I watch movies.” 
 
    Ben didn’t like it. He knew that the feral was on the move. With an entire complex ecosystem for it to feed on and breed in, seconds could count, but there was something to be said about having communications with the locals. Especially since there was no question that they’d have more resources, by far, than they could scrounge. 
 
    “Fine,” He nodded. “But we need to be fast.” 
 
    Kirth nodded, “Understood.” 
 
    “What did you mean, when you called it a ‘feral’?” Sandra asked softly. 
 
    He glanced at her, his face a neutral mask. 
 
    “No one is really sure, but there are ideas,” He said. “Some people think that ferals are consciousnesses that never quite made it to fully human levels of sentience, but were still enough to start jumping before they could die…” 
 
    “And others?” 
 
    “Others think that they were human, once, but lost their sanity after too many years of not being able to die,” Ben said softly. “Or maybe they’re aliens. Honestly, the eggheads have lots of ideas, but if they have any really solid answers, they never told us.” 
 
    “So how do you know that they’re… what, Immortal?” She asked. 
 
    Ben shrugged, making his way to the edge of the trees as he continued to examine the trace he was following. 
 
    “Dimensional shifts are trackable,” He said, pushing some branches aside as he leaned down to look into the forest. “Remote viewing is a thing too, so once you have the frequency dialed in, and a good starting location… well, it’s easy enough to track them backwards.” 
 
    Sandra felt like crossing her eyes as she tried to follow that. 
 
    “You can look into other dimensions? Seriously?” 
 
    “Well, I can’t,” He said. “Don’t have the tech here, but yeah it’s not even very difficult from what I understand of it.” 
 
    He trailed off, taking a knee as he dropped a hand to his sidearm. Sandra didn’t know much about fighting, but she recognized the tension cranking up and took a few steps back while leveling her Winchester. 
 
    After a moment he relaxed. 
 
    “Just a racoon,” He said, getting back to his feet. “a normal one.” 
 
    “Don’t freak me out like that,” She growled. 
 
    “Trust me, this is the least of how bad things will get.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Driscoll paused as he walked through the main room of the lodge, eyes on a room across from him. 
 
    “Hang on, just saw something,” He told Griss. 
 
    “Whatever. Just hurry up,” Griss said from where he was pulling a rifle off a wall rack after smashing the lock with his k-bar. 
 
    The ammo for it and the shotgun were similarly locked up, but not by anything that he couldn’t break his way through. In a few moments he had a couple boxes of shotgun shells and the same for the 30-06 he’d retrieved. 
 
    “Check it out!” 
 
    Griss looked over, scoffed as he saw Driscoll appear with a hunting bow in hand and a bunch of arrows slung in a quiver. 
 
    “Do you even know how to use that thing?” Griss demanded. 
 
    “Of course, go bow hunting every year,” Driscoll assured him. “Way better than a rifle. Doesn’t leave me with ringing ears, at least.” 
 
    Griss rolled his eyes, “Fine. Just don’t put an arrow in my ass.” 
 
    “Not cool, man,” Driscol scowled. “It was just the one time!” 
 
    “Tell that to Gavin.” 
 
    “he was fine!” 
 
    “You’re still persona non grata at that range, as I recall.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    Griss grinned, “Come on, Sarge is waiting.” 
 
    *****  
 
    They were still massively under-armed by Kirth’s preference, but he figured it was about as good as they were going to get, until they got a resupply. 
 
    “Alright, fine, let’s go hunting,” He said once everyone was gathered. Eyes turned to where Ben was standing near the edge of the trees, “What are we looking for?” 
 
    “The feral won’t be tracked easily,” Ben said, “However its… offspring, those will be a different story. We’ll track them like you would a wounded animal, look for clear trace. It won’t be subtle.” 
 
    “Ok, let’s get moving,” Kirth said, pushing aside some branches. 
 
    The group followed, but Ben held up Sandra. 
 
    “You should stay here,” He said, “This will be dangerous.” 
 
    She glared at him, “Right, I’m going to sit here with the rotting corpses. Like hell.” 
 
    “Take one of the cars and get out of here,” He urged, “The keys are around somewhere.” 
 
    She shook her head, “I’ve grown up in these wetlands, and spent the last three years of my life practically living here. You’re going to need my help, and I’m not letting anything destroy the glades if I have a say in it.” 
 
    Ben sighed, “Fine. Stay close, and… just be careful.” 
 
    *****  
 
    They moved through the thick growth in single file, following the trail that meandered close to the edge of the swamp. Griss took point to start, while a couple Marines walked drag, leaving the rest in the center of the formation. 
 
    Griss held up his fist, taking a knee after only a few minutes. Kirth crouched low and moved up close to him. 
 
    “What is it?” The Sergeant asked softly. 
 
    Griss gestured ahead, leaning back slightly so Kirth could see what he was seeing. 
 
    Kirth leaned in, tilting his head to see between the leaves, his eyes widening slightly as he saw into a well-lit clearing. There was something there, chewing on a gator from what he could see. He just didn’t know what the hell he was looking at. 
 
    He pointed to Ben, waving the big man up. 
 
    “What the hell is that thing?” He asked as Ben settled in beside him. 
 
    Ben took a moment, peering close, then grimaced. 
 
    “You’d rather not know,” He said, “But it has to die.” 
 
    “Is it the thing we’re after?” 
 
    “No,” Ben shook his head, “Just an infected revenant.” 
 
    Kirth glared at him, hissing, “Neither of those last two words are things I want to hear right now.” 
 
    Ben rolled his eyes and drew his sidearm, thumb landing on the activator. The weapon hummed almost inaudibly as he brought it up to his chest and thrust out at the target. 
 
    “Firing,” He said softly, finger stroking the trigger. 
 
    The weapon didn’t buck in his hand. It didn’t make much sound for that matter, just a click that abruptly ended the hum. Air warped from the barrel through the trees and into the clearing. 
 
    Sound came from the target though, a popping crackle followed by a hissing that made the Marines’ hairs all stand on end. The target slumped over instantly, though, and then everything was quiet again. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” 
 
    “Standard issue sidearm,” Ben said, circling his hand to signal the others. “Establish a perimeter, I’m going to check that it’s down and see if I can’t find more tracks.” 
 
    Kirth glared after him. “We are going to talk about that thing…” 
 
    Ben just ignored him, leaving him to get his men dispatched to secure the area as he’d been told. 
 
    *****  
 
    With the Marines securing the clearing and Ben scouting around the perimeter as he looked for more signs, Sandra took a few hesitant steps closer to the two bodies within the area itself. 
 
    The gator was a moderately sized one, nothing out of the ordinary but still several times the mass of the… thing that attacked it. 
 
    She had some interest in the gator, she did minor in climate studies and the ecological impacts, but her curiosity drew her more to the attacker. She couldn’t quite resist, taking a few steps closer and then slowly moving around until she could see it properly. 
 
    Sandra’s scream filled the clearing and rolled on far beyond.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Situation Room, Washington 
 
    “Situation report from San Francisco, Sir,” An aide said, handing off a sheet to Strand as he nodded wearily in thanks. 
 
    The President flipped open the brief, reading the summary carefully before quickly skimming the rest of the thirty-page report. He frowned heavily, glancing up to see the others around the table doing much the same with their copies. 
 
    San Francisco had suffered heavy casualties, the city burning while, across the bay, Alameda had been all but washed away by the sudden flash wave that had apparently been taller than the buildings in its path. 
 
    The confirmed death toll was well into the hundreds, with tens of thousands more still unaccounted for as the entire area had lost cell coverage, power, and phone lines. 
 
    That meant that information was trickling out, though that stream was growing rapidly as more and more responders waded into the mess with satellite phones and radios. 
 
    “I want an armed strike team on call,” Strand ordered. “Just in case something turns up in San Francisco like what we have in Florida. I don’t know what did that, but we don’t need that in the middle of a heavily populated city, let alone one that’s already reeling.” 
 
    “I’ll have SEAL Teams moved into position around the city,” The SOCOM General said, “They’re on high alert in Coronado anyway, likely ready to chew the base down.” 
 
    Strand nodded, knowing that the General wasn’t kidding. 
 
    He hadn’t served himself, but he’d known more than a few men and women from all branches of the service. Without exception, the sort of personality that could make it as a SEAL was the sort who wanted to do the job. Being on alert after a disaster of this magnitude, with no target to go after? 
 
    That was torture for the sort of men who became SEALs. 
 
    “Well,” He said aloud. “I don’t know if they’ll get a target, but make sure they respond if anything remotely similar crops up.” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. President.” 
 
    He sighed, hesitating slightly, “And I suppose we should warn the Chinese. They probably have seen the video anyway but make it official.” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. President,” The Secretary of State sitting in nodded, reaching for a phone and sending off a quick text. A moment later he received a reply, “Our man in Beijing will pass along the word.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Strand sat back, looking over the piles of paper and computer tablets that now filled the table. They had tons of intelligence flowing in, almost too much in some ways, nowhere near enough in others. 
 
    “Does anyone have anything they can make of those videos?” He asked, looking around. 
 
    The men and women in the room were each connected to experts from all over the country, the world in some cases, and his question set them all to their phones and tablets as they sent off queries to see if anyone had anything. 
 
    Gerald Holt, the Secretary of the Interior, nodded across the table to where a man was standing uncomfortably, looking like he wished he was anywhere but there at the moment. 
 
    “Justin?” Holt asked, “Anything?” 
 
    Justin Olson, the Deputy Director of the US Fish and Wildlife Service, sighed stepping away from the wall. 
 
    “Unfortunately we don’t have a lot,” He said warily. “The initial attack was by a black bear, with high confidence, however there was clearly something covering it… we’re assuming some type of toxic waste at this time, there have been oil spills and the like in the region in the past that might explain the anomaly. Possibly that would explain why it was so aggressive, which is atypical for the species.” 
 
    “It went through thirty or more people like a thresher through wheat, Director,” Strand said coolly, “That’s not merely atypical for the species. I’ve hunted in the same woods as black bears. They don’t do that.” 
 
    “Yes Sir… I mean, No, Sir, I know.” Justin shook his head. “Frankly, we don’t know. The video isn’t detailed enough, and nothing we’ve ever seen would account for all the anomalies. I have several field personnel who are begging for a ride to the Glades right now, simply because whatever it is it’s clearly of scientific interest.” 
 
    “Get them on a plane,” Strand said. 
 
    He looked around the room, “We’re not cutting corners on this. It’s already blown up in our face, and I’m not playing the games with emergency response that my predecessor did. I don’t care if we have to recall every unit around the world that’s not actively engaged. Get this handled!” 
 
    He let out a deep breath, glaring around the room. No one seemed to object, which he took as agreement or as close as he would get. 
 
    “Sirs? Pardon?” 
 
    Everyone looked up to a young man who was practically shaking as he stood in the door. 
 
    “What is it, Ethan?” Strand winced as he asked that question of the young aide. He had a bad feeling about it. 
 
    “Sir, there’s another problem.” 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    Strand closed his eyes, “What is it?” 
 
    “The Carrier division in the Med has reported back, Mr. President.” 
 
    Oh shit. The Middle East. Strand had forgotten about that impact, having been focused on the ones that struck across the US. 
 
    “How bad is it?” He asked grimly. 
 
    “Mr. President, the Kennedy reports no contact. It didn’t show up, it didn’t hit. No one knows where that contact went.” 
 
    *****  
 
    The escape craft had buried itself into the mud nearly a third of the way up, but the landing had been survivable and far less spectacular than previous examples. Gas hissed as the hatch on top twisted, the seal within breaking, and the pressure equalizing. 
 
    The heavy hatch flipped open, banging against the roll of the capsule as it exposed the interior. 
 
    A hand appeared from within, getting a grip on the edge as the person within pulled themselves out. 
 
    Wearing smoke and flecked camo, the woman dropped a bag off the pod then followed herself, boots digging into the soft earth as her knees flexed easily to absorb the impact. 
 
    She turned her wrist over, gesturing to bring up a projected map, and sighed as she confirmed the information. 
 
    “Florida, really? I suppose it could be worse,” She said mildly. “Though honestly, I’m not entirely certain how. Antarctica, perhaps.” 
 
    A light showed on the projection and zooming in showed several points of interest. 
 
    One of them in particular, however, was what had her focus. 
 
    “Who are you, I wonder?” The woman asked of the air around her. “No one important, I expect. Otherwise you’d have an identification tag I recognized.” 
 
    She sighed and picked up her duffel, slinging it over her shoulder. 
 
    “No matter. We’ll see this neatly resolved in short order.” 
 
    She started walking through the wet ground around her, ignoring everything in all direction except where she was heading. 
 
    Behind her the pod began smoking abruptly, before a lance of flame erupted from the hatch and soon was belching thick plumes of black smoke to the skies. 
 
    *****  
 
    USS Philippine Sea, At Sea off the Coast of Florida 
 
    “Skipper, I think we had something there, but we lost it really quick.” 
 
    “Show me the logs,” Barrowitz ordered, walking over. 
 
    “Yes Sir,” Greenfield said, tapping in a series of commands. 
 
    Ted leaned over the Ensign’s shoulder, examining the plot as it played back the log from a few minutes earlier. 
 
    He immediately spotted what Greenfield had, but could see why the Ensign had been unsure about it. 
 
    It might be noise in the spectrum, he thought, uncertain himself. But I’m not going to chance it. 
 
    He took a stylus from the holder by the screen and sketched out a trajectory based on the uncertain reading, then drew a rough ‘X’ on the map. 
 
    “Order a fly over of these coordinates,” He said, “If there’s anything there, have them report back to us.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    The Philippine Sea was steaming down the coast, uncertain as to what they were really going to be able to do, what with all the action apparently happening in the interior, but that was the nature of the job on some days he supposed. 
 
    Barrowitz stepped back to the Captain’s station and grabbed a pair of powerful binoculars before he walked out to the starboard and began examining the coast. 
 
    Florida along the Eastern Seaboard was basically a single megalopolis that stretched from Florida City, south of Miami, all the way up past Canaveral. They’d gotten extremely lucky that the impact had been inland. Out in the Glades there wasn’t much damage that could be done. Hell, in the long term the fires caused by it might even be beneficial. 
 
    Had the object struck along the coast, well he didn’t want to think about the death toll. Even hitting in the water, at the velocity the Philippine Sea had registered just before they lost contact, well the tsunami that resulted would possibly have killed as many as a direct impact. 
 
    “Skipper, crews report that we’ve shifted half our boxes over to long range cruise missiles,” Commander Yu reported. 
 
    “Thank you, Stephanie.” 
 
    He wanted to keep the anti-ballistic weapons on hand, but it was equally clear that they might soon require the ability to reach out and touch someone who was already on the ground. 
 
    What the hell is going on? 
 
    *****  
 
    NASA Control, Houston Texas 
 
    Gary Mitchell was not a happy camper. 
 
    “We need better numbers, people,” He snarled, looking over the herd of cats he was currently in charge of. “So, stop arguing with each other and give me the best you’ve got! I don’t care if you all agree on it, I need it anyway.” 
 
    Several of the gathered men and women, PHDs all, looked at him with expressions that would better fit a teenage rebellion than the faces of some of the smartest people in the country. 
 
    Mitchell ignored them. 
 
    Those expressions had lost all power over him a long time earlier, and not because he had kids of his own. No, his children were rather dismayed to discover that what worked for their peers had little chance against someone who’d long since been inoculated against it by working with geniuses. 
 
    “We’ve run the numbers several times, there is NO question,” A woman said, adjusting her glasses. “The objects did not originate within cis-lunar space.” 
 
    “And I still hold that is ludicrous!” A man shouted from across the table. 
 
    “Ethan!” Mitchell snarled, “Decorum, if you please! For my ears, if for no other reason.” 
 
    The slightly pudgy man, Ethan, slumped and mumbled an unconvincing apology. 
 
    “Thank you,” Mitchell said, “So do you have anything to refute the numbers?” 
 
    Ethan looked uncomfortable, but finally shook his head reluctantly. 
 
    “But that’s still ludicrous,” He rallied a moment later, thankfully keeping his voice down. “Next thing we know, we’ll be discussing whether they’re extraterrestrial or not.” 
 
    “And why ever shouldn’t we?” the original speaker asked archly. 
 
    Mitchell stepped in before that argument could kick off again. 
 
    “Now, Linda,” He said, “Let’s not open that can of worms until, and unless, we must. For now, we know that the objects are powered, and they originated from beyond cis-lunar space, at least in the short term. Any disagreements?” 
 
    No one spoke, most shaking their heads however reluctantly. 
 
    “Excellent,” Mitchell smiled genuinely. Despite their often- childish displays, he knew every person in the room and respected their intellects greatly. 
 
    Sometimes it just took a little nudging to keep them to the facts instead of flying off with speculation as they began to engage in the obsessive pastime that was theory building. 
 
    “We are limited in what we can influence now that the objects are within the atmosphere or on the ground,” He went on. “However we can backtrack their path and attempt to ascertain precisely where they came from. Linda, the Hubble and the Webb are at your disposal, carte blanche. Everyone else has been bumped. Find the point of origin.” 
 
    Eyes gleaming, the woman nodded eagerly. “Thank you, Gary.” 
 
    “Not a problem, build your team… but I want Ethan on it.” 
 
    Both of them stared at him, their horror amusing him. 
 
    He ignored that too. The pair of them would keep each other honest, and hopefully limit speculation and unsupported hypothesis. 
 
    Theory building was a great thing to indulge in, he knew, but most people… even most PHDs… didn’t seem to understand the difference between a theory in construction and a Theory with the capital T. 
 
    The first was just ideas, the second was as close to Truth as you got in science. 
 
    “Alright,” He said. “Get to it!” 
 
    *****  
 
    USSTRATCOM, AFB OFFUT, Nevada 
 
    “Keep the coffee coming.” 
 
    “Yes Sir!” 
 
    Admiral Zachary Quinn was having the bad day to end all bad days. But at least it felt like he was accomplishing something, even if it was just trying to keep all the chaos happening under his umbrella aimed in more or less the same direction. 
 
    Every one of the objects, aside from possible the last one, were now down and accounted for. 
 
    San Francisco was the worst hit by any measure, but estimates from the Beijing strike were saying that was likely to be bad as well despite the impact happening north of the city. 
 
    Fires, smoke, debris, and other incidental damages would be serious there, despite the lower population levels in the strike zone. Additionally, lower was a relative term given the region. 
 
    It was possible China would never admit to the exact numbers, but it was clear already that it would be bad. 
 
    Just not as bad as San Fran. 
 
    “Sir, reports from the Philippine Sea,” A Sergeant said. “They thought they had another contact, but it was faint and they lost it quickly. Captain Borrowitz tracked the ballistic trajectory and highlighted a search area, they’ve requested a fly over.” 
 
    “Make it happen,” Quinn said. “Highest priority after getting more people into the initial impact site.” 
 
    “Yes Sir.” 
 
    “Now what’s going on with the Navy squadrons?” Quinn asked intently. 
 
    That was the big story at the moment, one that no one had any real idea what to make of beyond the obvious. 
 
    Someone was shooting at American fighters in water that was, if not American Territorial waters, at the very least under effective American control and protection. There was no way in hell that was going to stand. 
 
    “No positive identification on the bandit target yet, Sir,” The sergeant was apologetic. “Very little decent imagery, if any for that matter. It appears to be a submerged contact. The Dory has detached a Virginia Class fast attack sub to investigate and engage if possible.” 
 
    “Good. We’ll leave it to them for the moment,” He said. “But make sure we have bombers wound up in case they need any extra kick.” 
 
    The Sergeant snorted, drawing a raised brow glance from Quinn. He shrugged, “Sorry Sir, but it seems to me that if a Carrier group doesn’t have enough kick, we might be in pretty deep trouble.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Quinn nodded. “Yeah, I agree with that.” 
 
    He looked back over the maps showing all the current hot spots. 
 
    “Make sure those bombers are ready, Sergeant.” 
 
    The Sergeant paused a heartbeat, then grimaced. 
 
    “Yes Sir.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Chapter 14  
 
    Glades, Florida 
 
    The scream brought Kirth running, waving his Marines back to their positions. 
 
    “Maintain the perimeter,” the Sergeant ordered, 1911 in his fist as he slowed to a walk, eyes on the Civilian accompanying them. “What is it?” 
 
    Silently she pointed, and he turned to look at the thing that had been eating the gator and took an involuntary step back himself. 
 
    “What the… fuck?” He whispered, eyes lighting up with anger. “Hey! You bastard!” 
 
    There was no immediate response, so Kirth strode out of the clearing and quickly found Ben, grabbing the big guy by the shoulder and turning him around. 
 
    He found a pistol in his face, but merely responded by pushing the muzzle of his 1911 into the big guy’s belly as they looked at each other. 
 
    “Don’t do that again,” Ben growled, lifting the weapon. 
 
    “Forget that, what the fuck is that back in the clearing?” 
 
    Ben barely glanced in that direction. “An infected revenant.” 
 
    “It has a face! A person’s face!” 
 
    Ben sighed, “Yeah, I figured as much. It could have been from animal prey, but with all the bodies back at the lodge, it was good odds.” 
 
    Kirth stared. “You knew. That was a person.” 
 
    “It was a dead person.” 
 
    “Bullshit it was! I saw it move. It took down a freaking gator, that’s not something the dead do!” 
 
    Ben growled, grabbed the Marine Sergeant by the shoulder, and dragged him back toward the clearing. Kirth quickly shook him off, but pushed past him and headed in that direction anyway. 
 
    In the clearing, Kirth just stopped and pointed. “You murdered someone!” 
 
    Ben made a frustrated noise, walked over to the body, and grabbed it by the area around the face, pulling it up. The neck below was revealed, with a mangled slash cut so deep as to reveal bone among the torn and severed ligament and muscle. 
 
    “My weapon didn’t do that,” he said. “Does that look survivable to you?” 
 
    Kirth stared. He’d seen enough death in his life to recognize it. Not only was the wound not survivable, it was clearly more than a few minutes old. 
 
    “What. The. Fuck…” He breathed out slowly. 
 
    “We call it an infection, but it’s not that exactly,” Ben said dully. “Thankfully, it isn’t contagious in the classic way either, so we’re all fine. What it is, is just the first of many horrors I would rather not drop on every living person on this planet, ok? So, let’s call this in, and move on. I found tracks.” 
 
    Kirth nodded slowly, eyes not leaving the person… no, the thing, on the ground. 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    *****  
 
    It paused, freezing in place and taking a long moment to examine the surroundings. Something was wrong, but it couldn’t tell what. 
 
    The region it had landed in was verdant, lush even, with an intense array of local life of all types. Unfortunately, the majority were not of use to it. Insects were too small, plant life didn’t fit, and even much of the rest were little more than food. 
 
    However, there were still plenty remaining that had real value. 
 
    Prey and materials to grow its capabilities. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    That was what was wrong. 
 
    It turned its head, looking back the way it had come. 
 
    One of it had been killed. 
 
    That was not acceptable. 
 
    There was only one predator in this area now, there could only be one. 
 
    It would tolerate no others. 
 
    Gathering its other selves, it turned back the way it had come and began to move. 
 
    ***** 
 
    The squad had moved on from the clearing. They were still tracking along the edge of the swap. It was slow going, however, as the trail wasn’t particularly easy to follow, and they had to be particularly careful as some of the local fauna seemed to be riled up. 
 
    “Got another gator along the edge. Watch out in case it’s looking for a meal.” 
 
    Griss nodded, eyes moving along to where Driscoll was pointing. He spotted the animal, almost missing it entirely as it barely even looked like there was a log in the water there, let alone a particularly large gator. 
 
    Driscoll had an arrow notched, and his arm was tensed slightly. He was ready to draw, but would prefer not to put a shot into the gator for various reasons, including the fact that it wasn’t an active target, he didn’t have time to skin it for boots, and he didn’t have that many arrows to start with. 
 
    When the gator seemed content to leave them pass, he relaxed his arm a bit and shifted to looking for other threats. 
 
    They were another fifty feet or so along when he next called a halt. 
 
    “What is it?” Griss asked from behind him. 
 
    Driscoll frowned, but didn’t answer immediately. He looked around ahead of them, eyes seeking something that he couldn’t find. 
 
    Finally, he just shook his head. “I don’t know. Something changed, but I can’t put my finger on it. Eyes wide, pass it down.” 
 
    Griss just nodded. 
 
    He didn’t know what, or even if, the Private had seen anything but he wasn’t one to take chances. He passed the message down the line. 
 
    *****  
 
    There were intruders in the field. 
 
    It couldn’t see them yet, but their presence was clear as day in the patterns of the other beasts around them. Something not part of the natural order was moving, and it was moving in this direction. 
 
    They thought they were hunters, then. 
 
    It felt a brief surge of pleasure, along with an aggressive beat of its heart. 
 
    The challenge was made… 
 
    And accepted. 
 
    If they wanted to be hunters, then let the hunt begin. 
 
    They would see who was the hunter… and who was the prey. 
 
    *****  
 
    Ben paused briefly, eyes narrowing as he looked around. 
 
    “It’s too quiet.” 
 
    “What?” one of the Marines frowned, looking around himself. 
 
    Others overheard, and the line came to a stop. 
 
    “He’s right,” Sandra said, turning around slowly with her rifle butt planted in her shoulder, muzzled aimed at the ground while she looked for a target. “The birds just stopped again.” 
 
    “We’re getting close,” Kirth said slowly. 
 
    “Or it is,” Ben responded darkly. “Cover your arcs, don’t blink.” 
 
    The men looked from him to Kirth, but the Sergeant just nodded, and they jumped to order. 
 
    Kirth quietly moved over beside Ben. “What are we expecting here?” 
 
    “Depends,” The big man responded with a grunt, “If it hasn’t noticed us, then probably just one of its drones, offspring, whatever you want to call them.” 
 
    “And if it has?” 
 
    “More. Much more.” 
 
    *****  
 
    It circled the line, now able to see the source of the disturbance directly. 
 
    Local sentients, high cuisine indeed. Delicacies even. 
 
    It noted the weapons, but only briefly. None of them would be any serious threat. At the very most they might force a shift to a new host, but nothing more than that. 
 
    It had been too long, far, far too long since it last truly enjoyed a hunt. 
 
    Unfortunately, this looked not to be one of those times. Pity. 
 
    Still, it would be an amusing distraction. 
 
    Not all hunts were for food, many were simply for the thrill of the kill. Times when you got both… those were to be savored. 
 
    It growled in eager anticipation. 
 
    *****  
 
    The Marines looked around uneasily. Whatever it was that was silencing the animals, they could feel it as well by that point. Something that told them they should be running. 
 
    They were Marines, though, and that feeling wasn’t quite as unfamiliar to them as it was to most. They stiffened their backs and held the perimeter, eyes searching the shadows of the light that filtered through the trees to reach their eyes, but each of them shifted nervously even so. 
 
    “Stay strong,” Ben said over the silence. “Subsonic growl, low harmonics, triggers survival instincts. Makes you want to run.” 
 
    “We’re Marines. We ain’t running,” Sarge growled right back. 
 
    “You’ll run if I say run, or you’ll die screaming,” Ben responded in kind. “But we’re not there yet. Eyes open, Marines.” 
 
    He shifted his grip on his sidearm, eyes scanning the shadows of the woods beyond the clearing they were within. 
 
    The silence had become oppressive, unnatural, the only motion the slight wave of the branches as the warm wind swept softly through them. Ben’s eyes darted from side to side, looking for a target. 
 
    One of the Marines shifted, taking a step forward, catching their attention. 
 
    “You see something, Del?” Kirth demanded. 
 
    “I don’t know, Sarge,” The private said, “Thought I saw…” 
 
    Ben jumped forward and yanked the young Marine back, clean off his feet, just as a blur of motion slashed through the space the kid had been in. The source of the motion slammed into a tree just a foot or two past them, eliciting an ear shattering crack that sent splinters flying out into the woods as the trunk splintered and the tree fell in two. 
 
    Kirth’s 1911 roared as he strode forward, stepping over Ben and the young Marine, firing into the woods as he did. 
 
    “Check fire! Check fire!” Ben yelled from the ground. “It’s already gone!” 
 
    “What the fuck was that!?” Driscoll demanded, arrow nocked in the compound bow, arm drawn all the way back as he swung to cover the area as best as he could. 
 
    “You ok, kid?” Ben asked the Marine he was holding. 
 
    The young man nodded, eyes wide, “I… I…” 
 
    “Get it together, Jackson,” Kirth snapped. 
 
    “I’m good, Sergeant,” Jackson got out. 
 
    “Then get to your feet, secure your arc, we’re in hostile territory.” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant!” 
 
    Ben pulled the kid up, then let him get back into position as Sergeant Kirth stepped up beside him. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” 
 
    “Another one.” Ben answered. 
 
    “That wasn’t anything like the thing back there,” Kirth growled, nodding over his shoulder to the body. 
 
    “Never said they’d be alike,” Ben said. “They’ll depend on the host… I’d say that one, that was a… monkey?” 
 
    He looked confused. “I didn’t know there were any monkeys in Florida?” 
 
    Kirth snorted. “Been stationed here for a few years. A bunch of rhesus monkeys, and other breeds, were let loose in the wild after hurricanes swept through, wrecking zoos and such. Careful, big chunk of them have herpes.” 
 
    Ben looked over at the Sergeant slowly, “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Glad I’m up to date on my vaccinations,” Ben said with a roll of his eyes. “Anyway, different hosts respond differently.” 
 
    “What the hell are these things hosts for?” Kirth demanded. “Some kind of virus?” 
 
    “Close enough, I guess, but not really,” Ben said, not taking his eyes off the woods. “It spreads, similar to that, but unlike a virus it isn’t composed of organic molecules… or, well, any molecules.” 
 
    “That’s not possible,” Sandra cut in, eyes wildly skirting the clearing as she tried to listen while looking around at every moving thing. “Everything is made of molecules.” 
 
    “No, some things are made of smaller components.” 
 
    “So… atoms?” Kirth frowned. 
 
    “Quanta.” 
 
    Sandra shook. “That’s impossible.” 
 
    “I’m afraid it isn’t,” Ben said. “I don’t know the details, I just know the sort of description they give grunts and grade school kids. Quanta Virii, not the official name, just common use, transmits differently than a normal virus. It isn’t airborne, it’s not in the blood…” 
 
    “How the hell does it transmit then?” Kirth demanded. “I’ve taken all the NBC courses, there has to be a transmission vector.” 
 
    “We don’t know,” Ben confessed. “But when it does infect a host, it’s game over. Hundred percent fatality rate, followed by… reanimation.” 
 
    The Marines within earshot all turned slowly to look at him. 
 
    “Say that again.” 
 
    Ben looked over to the Marine who spoke, Driscoll he believed. 
 
    “Yes, I said reanimated,” Ben sighed. 
 
    “We’re fighting zombies… Monkey zombies. Are you shitting me?” 
 
    “Shut it, Driscoll.” 
 
    “No, Sarge,” Driscoll said, agitated. “You don’t just drop shit like zombie monkeys on us and not get a reaction!” 
 
    “They’re not zombies,” Ben said, rolling his eyes. “Meat puppets is a closer description.” 
 
    “Is that supposed to be better!?” 
 
    “It’s not better or worse, it’s just different,” Ben growled. 
 
    “Enough,” Kirth growled. “Driscoll, you cover your sector. You, you and I need to talk.” 
 
    Ben sighed, nodding to the Sergeant. 
 
    Kirth drew him away from the rest slightly, eyes sweeping to make sure the Marines were covering their sectors as he did. 
 
    “I don’t know how you think this is done,” He growled. “But you are going to stop dropping this sci-fi bullshit on my team. Whatever the fuck is going on here is bad enough as it is, I don’t need them freaking out anymore than they already are.” 
 
    “They need to freak out, Sergeant,” Ben replied, voice low. “So do you. This is bad. You have no idea how bad.” 
 
    “And I don’t care,” Kirth snapped. “You’re not in my chain of command, hell you’re not even an officer by your own statement. You don’t get to make decisions here. If you’ve got useful intel, you bring it to me. Anything else, you keep to yourself.” 
 
    Ben glared, frustrated, but finally acquiesced with a curt nod. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    Kirth spared him another short glare before turning away, leaving Ben to his own devices. 
 
    “Well… that was… tense?” Sandra said softly. 
 
    “The military doesn’t handle breaks in the chain of command very well,” Ben said softly. “I’m not in theirs, they’re not in mine, but we have to work together. One of us has to give.” 
 
    “And you chose to be the one?” 
 
    Ben shrugged simply. “I’m not going to win a pissing match with a Marine Sergeant in front of his squad. Might as well try and saddle a typhoon and take it for a ride.” 
 
    Sandra didn’t respond to that, and Ben figured that the conversation was over. He refocused on the forest, and the swamp beyond. It was still too quiet, but he couldn’t find anything else wrong. 
 
    As was his experience, it was one thing to know that the scourge was out there, but it was often something entirely else to actually find the bastards. 
 
    Ben checked the state of his sidearm on reflex, eyes scanning the shadows of the thick trees and underbrush. 
 
    Where are you? 
 
    ***** 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    SSN-788 Colorado 
 
    The Colorado was moving at full speed, a hundred meters below the surface, as they zeroed in on the combat zone. 
 
    The chatter from above was filtering in over the VLF systems, and it was clear that the air heads were having a bad day up in the skies. Woods figured that there were going to be a few more planes in the sea before the day was out, something that he might joke about under normal circumstances. But this was one time that old yarn was not funny. 
 
    “What do we have?” He asked, leaning over the instrumentation, eyes scanning the displays. 
 
    “A lot of noise, that’s what, skipper,” The Sonar officer responded sourly. “And most of it makes no damn sense. Never heard anything like it in my life.” 
 
    Woods looked over. “What do you mean, Lieutenant?” 
 
    “There’s some sounds that could be weapons fire, maybe? I could maybe hear it that way at least,” Lieutenant Haren said uncertainty. “But it’s not quite right. There’s a sizzling sound, like water boiling off maybe? It pulses, loud, that’s the only thing I can say that’s good about this, whatever it is… it’s loud as… fudge, sir.” 
 
    Woods glanced sidelong at the younger man, not bothering to hide his amusement at the shift in language. 
 
    “Understood. Can you get a firing solution?” 
 
    “Already calculated, skipper. It’s not hiding.” 
 
    Woods straightened up, “Alright, send the numbers to Weps.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, skipper.” 
 
    The Captain walked back to the primary displays for the photonic masts, all of which were currently blank. They were too deep for those to be active, but he didn’t think that was going to last for much longer. 
 
    “Firing solution set, Captain.” 
 
    “Thank you, Weps,” He confirmed. “Lock and load. Let’s show our friend out there some madcap antics, shall we?” 
 
    “Oh yes, Sir,” Lieutenant Wynn said from his station. “Tubes one through four, locked and loaded Sir.” 
 
    “Range to target?” Woods asked. 
 
    “Eighteen, say again One Eight, klicks.” 
 
    “Flood the tubes.” 
 
    “Tubes flooded, Aye.” 
 
    “Open the tubes.” 
 
    “Tubes open, Aye.” 
 
    “Launch torpedoes, prepare to change course.” 
 
    “Torpedoes away.” 
 
    *****  
 
    The Mark 48 ADCAP Torpedo was capable of slightly better than a hundred kilometers an hour, though the official numbers merely listed it as ‘better than fifty kph’. Launching from the tubes of the Colorado, the four ADCAPs screamed through the waters of the Pacific, rapidly reaching their top speed as they steered in on their target from eighteen kilometers away. 
 
    With eighteen kilometers to cross, however, that left ten minutes before the torpedoes would be on target. 
 
    That was a long time in open combat. 
 
    *****  
 
    Argo Lead 
 
    Elise Cannel circled the F-35 around in a tight turn, eyes scanning for any sign of the enemy in the waters below. 
 
    Bishop’s run had dropped enough ordnance on the section of the pacific to take out a couple divisions of troops, tanks included, but water was not something they’d often had to shoot through. 
 
    “All looks clear, Cans,” Bishop said after a moment. 
 
    “Negative, Bish,” Elise responded. “The task group is still showing noise in the water. They’re down there.” 
 
    “Roger that. What do we do?” 
 
    Bishop sounded at a loss, and she couldn’t exactly blame him. 
 
    “Admiral has dispatched the Colorado to light a fire under the bastard,” She answered. “So we put a CAP on the region and make sure to put on in him if he shows himself again. Copy that?” 
 
    “I copy.” 
 
    “Good. The Tophatters will be coming into our airspace shortly, so I want everyone to keep an eye on your fuel. We may have to hand this off to them, but until then, everyone, keep your eyes on the prize.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Doris Miller 
 
    Kinney glowered over the action happening on the deck of the Dory, his thoughts a long way from the Island of the big aircraft carrier as he considered the situation as it was unfolding across the planet. 
 
    They were looped into the intel feed for the whole mess, and the only thing that Kinney was sure of was that nothing made any damn sense. So far, they’d dealt with rocks from the sky, that weren’t rocks… submarines that shot down aircraft… the probable loss of San Francisco, and frankly the morning was barely even started. 
 
    The only way things can get this fucked up is if we’re missing one hell of a key piece of intel, He concluded. 
 
    Kinney just hoped to the high heavens that someone, somewhere, found that damn piece before too much more time passed, otherwise he had a bad feeling about being able to fix this. 
 
    Whatever this was. 
 
    “Captain.” 
 
    “What is it, XO?” 
 
    “Tophatters report on station, no sign of the enemy from the air.” 
 
    Kinney nodded, “How are the Argonauts doing for fuel?” 
 
    “Still combat ready, but they’re watching their tanks.” 
 
    “Good. Make sure we’re ready to clear them back on the deck when they’re BINGO.” 
 
    The Dory’s XO nodded firmly. “Decks have already been prioritized.” 
 
    Well, Kinney thought with some satisfaction, At least something is going right today. 
 
    *****  
 
    Admiral Morrow stood silently as he watched over the flurry of activities on the flight deck. 
 
    The crew of the Dory were in a rightfully furious mood. He could feel it, even from the admiralty deck, and knew that he would be the same if he were still on the flight deck himself. 
 
    There was blood in the water, proverbially speaking, and every member of the military were circling like sharks… seeking prey. 
 
    The only problem was, the prey wasn’t all that easy to find for the most part. 
 
    He was one of the few on board who had a decent overview of the situation, worldwide. Morrow had been briefed on the available intelligence out of California, Florida, and China. Reams of information, almost none of it useful in the slightest degree. 
 
    “Admiral, we’re tracking the bandit target, it’s moving.” 
 
    Morrow looked over, frowning, “Moving where?” 
 
    Alarms began to sound across the ship, and he had a sinking sensation in his guts even before his assistant could respond. 
 
    “Here, Sir. It’s moving here.” 
 
    Morrow suppressed a curse, unwilling to lose his cool in front of his staff, but he certainly went through enough of them in the privacy of his own mind. 
 
    The task force was already in motion, the deck shifting under his feet as the Dory keeled hard over to starboard. The Captain was taking evasive action, moving to put as much distance between the carrier and the threat as possible while the Destroyer screen moved to put themselves into harm’s way. 
 
    *****  
 
    Captain Kinney looked over the data coming in from multiple sources, unhappy with what he was seeing. 
 
    Not that there was anything to be happy about, of course. They had an unknown bandit that had already engaged their fighters, now heading on an intercept course with the Dory itself. 
 
    “Bandit has increased speed. They’re moving at fifty knots now Sir!” 
 
    Fifty knots, and still submerged. Jesus. 
 
    “Sixty! Still accelerating!” 
 
    “Jesus, how fast is it?” 
 
    “Seventy-five knots! Explosions in the water! I think the Colorado’s torpedoes just struck!” 
 
    Kinney ignored the announcements, filing the information for later, he had more important things to worry about. 
 
    “I want every ASW asset we have, in the air, now!” He ordered. “Get everything off the deck, I want every bird in the sky, I want every destroyer to put their Helos up, get it all moving!” 
 
    He didn’t wait for acknowledgement, instead focusing on the next task as the deck shifted under his feet. The Dory was moving up to flank speed, however as fast as they could get the carrier up to… and the Dory was no slowpoke, they were still going to be moving a lot slower than the inbound bandit. 
 
    “Twenty knots and accelerating, Captain!” 
 
    “Flight operations suspended temporarily! We’re holding for another three minutes! Say again, flight operations suspended for three additional minutes. All crews standby to resume flight operations!” 
 
    Kinney ignored the announcements, knowing that operations would resume as soon as the deck was level again. 
 
    He heard the turbines and rotors beat as a pair of Seahawks off the John Finn DDG-113 roared by overhead, heading for the combat zone at full speed. 
 
    “Do we have any contact after the explosion?” Kinney demanded. “Does anyone have contact!?” 
 
    “Colorado is still closing, no new contact reported!” 
 
    Maybe the Colorado got it, He thought, a grim look on his face, but I doubt we’re that lucky. 
 
    *****  
 
    SSN-788 Colorado 
 
    Captain Woods braced himself as the boat tilted, coming around to intercept the last known location of the contact while coming up to a shallower depth. 
 
    “Report,” He snapped out. 
 
    “We’ve got nothing yet, skipper,” The Sonarman responded instantly. “Still have echoes from the detonations bouncing off the air-water interface and the upper thermocline. It’s taking time to settle, Sir.” 
 
    “Keep on it.” 
 
    They needed to know what happened to that contact, especially now that he had made a direct motion toward the task group. It was no longer some random hostile contact - it was a direct threat to The Boat. 
 
    He turned back to the weapons control station. “Are we ready to fire?” 
 
    “Locked and loaded, Skipper,” The lieutenant responded instantly. “If they’re still out there, we’re ready to hammer them again.” 
 
    Woods breathed out softly, eyes roving around the inside of the Colorado’s control room as he just listened for a moment. 
 
    The bustle of the crew was there, of course, but he could also hear the distinct background of the sea beyond the pressure hull. Normally it was a comforting sound, something he found soothing. 
 
    Today, however, it was an ominous source of threat. 
 
    *****  
 
    Argo Lead 
 
    The sea below was calm, the churning that had been left over from the water spout generated by the torpedoes detonating had settled, leaving only the heaving waves and scattered whitecaps below the squadron as they wheeled through the skies in search of their prey. 
 
    “Argo Four, Lead.” 
 
    “Go for Four.” 
 
    Elise looked out over the sea, “Drop to FL15, come around to course four one niner.” 
 
    “FL15, Four One Niner, Aye.” 
 
    The F35 slipped down a few thousand feet, getting closer to the deck as Elise watched for any sign of the enemy. There was nothing, however, and that was worrying her more than anything else. 
 
    “Any sign of flotsam, Four?” 
 
    “Negative, Lead. Ocean is clear as best I can tell.” 
 
    That seemed like bad news to Elise, but what else was to be expected from this entire day? 
 
    “Argo Lead, Seascout One Nine.” 
 
    Elise paused, glancing at her RADAR to get an idea of the location of the new speaker. 
 
    “Go for Argo, Seascout” 
 
    “Dory has dispatched all available ASW assets, provide a secure sky, we’ll locate this son of a bitch.” 
 
    “Roger that Seascout. You’ve got your CAP, good hunting.” Elise responded, before she switched over to the squadron channel. “Alright Argonauts, the Boat sent out their Anti-Submarine units, let’s give them some cover.” 
 
    *****  
 
    USS Rafael Peralta DDG-115 
 
    “Speak to me, people!” 
 
    Brody Kirk, Captain of the Peralta, was stalking the bridge of the Burke Class destroyer as the alarms blazed in the background. No one had much of an idea as to what exactly was going on, so at the moment he would take what he could get in terms of intel. 
 
    “No contact since the detonations of the Colorado’s torpedoes, Captain. They might have got him…” 
 
    “Might have isn’t enough,” Brody responded. “Until we confirm that bandit is down we assume the worst.” 
 
    “Aye Sir.” 
 
    Brody made his way over to the SONAR station, eyes flicking over the shoulder of the lieutenant on duty, reading off the instrumentation himself. There was nothing in the water but echoes of the explosions, at least as far as they could see. 
 
    That might be a good sign, but it was also a problem. 
 
    There should be something there, even if the torpedoes had taken out the contact there should be signs of debris in the water somewhere. 
 
    He didn’t like it. 
 
    Brody walked across the bridge, walking up to the front as he reached for a pair of field glasses. 
 
    “Anything on the surface?” He asked softly. 
 
    “Negative, Sir,” His XO, Sean McKenzie said with a simple shake of his head. “All quiet out there.” 
 
    “I really don’t like this.” 
 
    Sean snorted softly, “What’s to like?” 
 
    Brody didn’t respond, but he couldn’t deny the truth in that. There was damn little about the current situation to like. The night started with what happened to San Francisco, and it seemed intent on going downhill from there. 
 
    “Captain, we’ve got something in the water!” 
 
    Brody turned, glancing over to the SONAR operator. 
 
    “Something?” He demanded sharply, “Give me more than that!” 
 
    “Not sure what more I’ve got, it’s just… there’s an echo or…” The young man shook his head, “I don’t know, Captain. Never heard anything quite like it. It’s almost like something is cavitating, but the pitch is all wrong.” 
 
    The pitch… 
 
    Brody frowned, turning back to the sea briefly, before glancing back, “Vector to the unknown contact?” 
 
    “I don’t know if it’s a contact, Sir, but somewhere off the port bow. It’s fuzzy,” The SONAR operator said apologetically. 
 
    Brody didn’t listen to the apology. He just lifted the glasses to his eyes and looked out ahead and to the left. His mind was still running over that description as he searched the seas. 
 
    Something clicked. 
 
    “The pitch…” 
 
    “Sir?” Sean looked over. 
 
    “The pitch,” He blinked. “It’s not cavitating… It’s super…” 
 
    He jerked up right, “Hard to starboard! Flank speed! Signal collision!” 
 
    “Hard to starboard, Aye!” 
 
    The bell rang as the Destroyer’s engines whirred to full military power, causing the ship to surge through the pacific chop. 
 
    “Skipper, what’s…!?” 
 
    Sean’s question was cut off as a sound unlike any of them had ever heard became audible over the alarms and ruckus on board. He looked around, confused until a call went out. 
 
    “Shadow in the water! Collision! Collision! Collision!” 
 
    Brody had a particularly vile epithet on the tip of his tongue, but he saved his breath as he dove across the bridge and grabbed the weapon’s officer. 
 
    “Torpedoes! Fire them! Fire them all!” 
 
    *****  
 
    Doris Miller 
 
    A fireball erupted in the morning light, smoke following soon after as the shout went up from the crew on the deck of the Dory. 
 
    “Captain, it was the Peralta… they’re gone, no response.” 
 
    Kinney grimaced. “Put search and rescue in the air. Continue on course.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, Captain.” 
 
    The Dory was running, as much as it grated on all of them. She was a carrier. Her power was best utilized from as far away as possible. They didn’t want to take on anyone in close if they could help it. 
 
    Kinney looked out over the nearly bare deck of the Carrier. He didn’t think he could remember a time it was quite that bare, at least not when she was as empty below decks as above. 
 
    “Get me the Admiral,” He said. 
 
    “Aye Captain.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Morrow nodded absently as he listened to the man on the phone. 
 
    “Yes, Captain. I concur. Make for Pearl, if the task group can’t handle this, we need to get it in range of some heavier firepower. I’ll make the call.” 
 
    The admiral hung up the old phone handset, then turned to his computer and opened up a channel to the Joint Chiefs. 
 
    What in the hell are we dealing with? 
 
    ***** 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Florida 
 
    It circled. 
 
    The prey were clustered nearby, and so it was testing the boundaries of their power. They appeared insufficient. 
 
    How did such as these kill one of it? 
 
    Caution. 
 
    No. Fortune. The universe was such that even that which was weak could succeed on occasion. That was the truth. 
 
    Anger. 
 
    The usurpers would be taken and converted. The weak might be able to succeed on occasion, but they were insufficient to the task in the true test of time. 
 
    It moved. 
 
    *****  
 
    Ben was edging around the shadows of the trees when the blur of motion caused him to flinch. The black form erupted from the trees and he heard the aborted scream, the motion gone before he could even finish his turn to observe the direction. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    Kirth was swearing, knuckles white as he clenched his 1911, the barrel sweeping the tree line as he sought a target. 
 
    “It got Jace!” 
 
    Ben blinked, doing a quick headcount. They were indeed down one of the Marine privates. He hadn’t even heard the kid’s name spoken up to this point, but he could remember the fresh-faced Marine he’d pulled out of the water. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    “Sergeant,” He said. “Highly suggest tightening the formation, bring in the perimeter.” 
 
    Kirth spared him a glance, but to the NCO’s credit he didn’t hesitate to nod and pull his squad in. They circled up, covering all corners as best they could. Ben unconsciously pushed Sandra into the middle of the group without a thought. 
 
    “What the fuck was that?” 
 
    He wasn’t entirely sure anyone could answer that, he certainly couldn’t without a lot more intelligence on the local opposition they were dealing with, but for the moment it was a moot point. He focused beyond the clearing, looking for the assault that he knew was coming. 
 
    “Here they come,” He found himself saying as he pushed his sidearm forward. 
 
    The shadows were visible in the woods, approaching fast from unpredictable paths. 
 
    The weapons roared with authority, a phased plasma burst lancing out at just a few points under the speed of light in the air medium. The target didn’t have a chance to yelp, bodily fluids going super critical almost instantly as the burst contacted, a red mist splattering the trees closest to it. 
 
    Ben knew it was futile. They were in a bad way, there was no other way to describe things while being remotely honest. They were screwed. 
 
    Should have just gotten the hell out of here when I had the chance. 
 
    The problem was that he hadn’t exactly been trained that way, and it was a hard thing to go against the culture he’d been brought up in. 
 
    “Tighten up,” Kirth ordered sharply, “Cover your arcs!” 
 
    The makeshift weapons they’d brought with them from the lodge, along with the Marines’ sidearms and Gwen’s lever action rifle, roared into operation as more of the enemy made themselves known between the trees. 
 
    Ben recognized instantly that they were coming in fast, almost with dogged determination to achieve their objective. That was indicative of one of two types of scourge. 
 
    The first was the lesser intelligence type, almost animalistic by comparison to human level intellect. They tended to get territorial and aggressive when challenged. 
 
    In that case, Ben figured they might be in half decent shape. Not in good shape by any means, but certainly better than if it were the second option. 
 
    Smarter, more devious examples of the scourge were likely to offer up sacrifices to the enemy’s guns if it bought them an opening around the back. 
 
    They had the swamp behind them, which didn’t entirely rule out an assault from that direction, but it made it more difficult to be sure. 
 
    “Sarge,” Ben called, “Advise we watch for flankers.” 
 
    Kirth looked over briefly, but just nodded, “You heard him boys! Eyes peeled just in case these fucks try something funny.” 
 
    “Ain’t nothing funny about these things, Sarge!” 
 
    Ben didn’t check to see who’d said that, he didn’t have time and couldn’t be bothered to dredge up any inclination to disagree anyway. 
 
    The scourge was no joke. 
 
    A shadow flitted through the trees and he quickly fired off another shot but was pretty sure all he hit was the local flora. 
 
    “Eight o’clock!” 
 
    Ben resisted the urge to turn, keeping his arc covered and hoping that the locals could handle the threat. Gun fire peppered from near him, but he was more distracted by an odd impact sound that he didn’t recognize. 
 
    “Got the bastard!” 
 
    “Nice shot, Robin. Do it again,” Kirth congratulated the speaker, causing Ben to risk a quick glance as he heard a screaming sound that send shivers down his spine. 
 
    One of the infected, it looked like a pig or hog, or it used to be at least, was squealing and twisting on the ground with an arrow through it. 
 
    Damn, Ben thought, surprised. The bow had pinned the thing to the ground with enough force to keep even an infected in place. 
 
    That was… surprising, but he wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. He spared a brief second to put a shot into it, killing the beasty just to be sure, then refocused forward. 
 
    “Shit!” Korth swore, “There’s more of them!” 
 
    That, Ben decided a second later, was an understatement. 
 
    “Someone’s been busy,” He growled under his breath. 
 
    *****  
 
    They killed another! 
 
    The prey would pay for that, the being determined with animalistic fervor. Its others belonged only to itself. 
 
    With a thought self sent the others into motion, converging on the targets. They were grouped together, with stingers but only one true threat. 
 
    Self slowed the motion of one of its others as it passed the clearing, giving the prey a good few seconds to spot it and react. It was necessary, drawing out the threat with careful planning. 
 
    The burst of death came flashing out, frying the connection to the other with finality. Self noted the source with satisfaction. 
 
    Now, it would die. 
 
    *****  
 
    Ben shifted after firing off the burst, dropping to one knee as he checked his charge state and steadied for another shot. It felt like something had changed, but he wasn’t certain quite what. 
 
    The sound. 
 
    Yes. That was it. 
 
    The environmental sounds had begun again, the sound of animals in the forest. He’d missed it originally because of the gunshots and yelling, but he could hear it clearly now that he was paying attention. 
 
    “Watch out,” He called. “They’re converging on us!” 
 
    The Marines were a good squad, he noted. They knew the job, and were moving into position to cover one another effectively, but they were outnumbered and, while not outgunned exactly, facing what he would certainly call superior enemy forces. 
 
    Well, larger enemy forces at least. 
 
    They might not be Realms’ Marines, but they were still Marines. 
 
    That automatically put them on a different level. 
 
    Too bad it won’t be enough this time, Ben thought as he fired off another pair of shots, taking down a shadowed figure that was darting tree to tree in his range. 
 
    The forest was crawling, far more than he’d expected the thing would have had a chance to coopt in the time it had. He felt his emotions bleed away, the nerves and fear that had been a low order part of his reactions fading almost to nothing as the world retreated and it just became him and his sidearm, almost as though he were at the range. 
 
    I’ve never shot this well at the range, though, Ben thought with distant amusement. 
 
    The magnetically contained plasma pulses the pistol flung out would burn through the quantum distortion of the affected, flash boiling their bodily fluids in fractions of a second. 
 
    The resulting spray of dark red gore was anything but pleasant to look at, but was certainly preferable to what they’d do to him in turn, so Ben kept firing at the enemy closed in. 
 
    Vaguely, in the back of his mind, he could hear the Marines firing in turn, Kirth shouting orders, and the steady report of Sandra’s old lever action punctuated by the sound of the action working in between. 
 
    All of these sounds registered as friendly and were almost entirely edited out of his brain as he sunk more and more into the zone. It was an odd feeling, one he was only vaguely familiar with. 
 
    The Realm’s Marines had done studies into the phenomenon, how the human brain could filter the senses. Recognizing and simply ignoring known non-threats when in the right mind-set, while focusing on everything else to an augmented level. 
 
    He could hear the snapping of a twig, a hundred yards out, even over all the shooting. Ben twisted in that direction, firing automatically, the plasma bolt popping the head of one of the rushing creatures with precision violence. 
 
    The world was just narrowing down to only the threats and his sidearm. 
 
    Which was what caused all the more shock when he heard an unknown voice call out. 
 
    “Corporal! Resupply inbound, Heads up!” 
 
    Ben didn’t even think about it as his finger slipped off the trigger of his weapon, the muzzle already starting to sink as he turned toward the motion in the corner of his eye. 
 
    The bag was already in mid-flight as he holstered his weapon, eyes locked on the ballistic trajectory even as his peripheral vision recognized the uniform just beyond it. 
 
    He caught the bag easily, dropping to one knee as he unzipped the Marine issue duffel with practiced motion. 
 
    A Corps Pulse rifle screamed into action as he drew out a matching Carbine from the bag, cleared the action and slapped the system closed even as the weapon was moving to his shoulder. 
 
    “Clear the zone, Corporal! Scorch the earth!” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am, Colonel!” 
 
    His weapon screamed in a pair with the Colonel’s as he opened fire. 
 
    *****  
 
    It flinched back, the horror of suddenly losing dozens of itself was like a physical pain. The sudden shift in the battle was unexpected, as was the addition of more, and more lethal, firepower of the sort it had marked as a threat. 
 
    The entity examined the situation, gathering its forces with intent. After a few moments it decided that the situation was containable and thus marshalled the entirety of its force. 
 
    It would wipe this threw out here and now. 
 
    *****  
 
    Colonel Jan Manow kept her rifle to her shoulder as she walked into the fight, unsurprised that the Corporal she’d been tracking had managed to get himself into a mess this deep. 
 
    I swear to the heavens, my beloved Corps goes out of its way to recruit the biggest trouble magnets in the omniverse. 
 
    The idea made sense, in a twisted sort of way. Why bother sending your Marines out to find trouble when you could just recruit people who brought the trouble to them? 
 
    Much more efficient. 
 
    Jan rolled her eyes between shots, noting with some irritation that the threat was certainly one of the Scourge entities that had survived the destruction of the Eagle and the infected ship. 
 
    That presented an issue. 
 
    Infected could, depending on the classification, tear through an unprotected environment like a pre-contact Earth in a matter of weeks at the outside. The one here wasn’t a particularly high threat, but it could devastate the region, requiring the disposition of strategic weapons if not taken care of quickly. 
 
    There were still multiple other, yet unaccounted for, threats remaining however and those could easily be higher threat. 
 
    She kept up a volume of fire as the enemy began to amass again, a beeping sound from her wrist causing some concern. 
 
    She glanced at the indicator there. 
 
    “Corporal!” Jan called out. 
 
    “Yes, Colonel?” 
 
    “We have more company coming. Time to fall back to a defensible location.” 
 
    The Corporal looked around, nodding to one of the locals that were with him. 
 
    “Sergeant,” He said. “The Colonel wishes a defensible position.” 
 
    Jan looked to the man in question, eyes picking out the rank insignia and burning it to her mind. She wasn’t familiar with pre-contact Earth insignia, but she would remember that mark belonged to a Sergeant. 
 
    The Sergeant looked up, eyes wide, “Colonel? What Col… uh…” 
 
    “Corporal, here,” Jan said, handing off her more powerful rifle and accepting the Carbine in turn. She kept the muzzle down as the Corporal went back to fighting, eyes now focused on the Sergeant. “It’s time to fall back, Sergeant. Make it happen.” 
 
    “Uh… Yes… Ma’am?” He hesitated, but only slightly before she saw training take over. “Driscoll!” 
 
    “Sergeant?” 
 
    “Pass the word, we’re falling back.” 
 
    “You’ve got it, Sergeant!” 
 
    Jan nodded curtly before eying the roiling forests beyond their position with a gimlet eye. 
 
    “I hope you’re ready for a fight, Sergeant,” She said. “We have our work cut out for us.” 
 
    “Semper Fi, Ma’am.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Situation Room, Washington 
 
    “Uh, Sirs?” 
 
    The assembled men and women turned to look at the young officer who was interrupting their observation of what was going on in the Pacific. 
 
    “Well, what is it?” Strand demanded, somewhat irritably. 
 
    Normally he tried to be more cordial with the men and women who worked around him, but he’d just watched a Destroyer go down with all hands as best he could tell. He wasn’t in the mood. 
 
    “We have a video feed from Florida you might want to see,” The nervous young man said. “It’s from a drone on station over the incident area.” 
 
    Strand closed his eyes. He just knew he wasn’t going to like this. He just knew it. 
 
    “Put it up.” 
 
    They sat in silence as the imagery showed the team of Marines in the swamp, obviously being surrounded by what appeared to be unusually mobile and quick moving animals. 
 
    “That isn’t normal response,” the Secretary of Defense said quietly. “I’ve been in the field most of my life, and never seen anything like that happen.” 
 
    Murmurs of agreement rippled through the room, but Strand was barely paying any attention as he focused on the screen. He hoped they weren’t about to watch a squad of Marines get taken apart the way they’d just watched the Peralta go down. 
 
    They all flinched when the Marine was taken. 
 
    On the screen it happened so fast that Strand had it stopped and played back. They could see the man’s heat rapidly cool as he was swept off into the trees, and knew he’d been killed almost instantly. Likely just by the force of the impact it would have taken to move a man that fast in the first place. 
 
    Then came the converging assault, the moment Strand had been dreading, and the surprising outcome. 
 
    “I want those weapons for my men.” 
 
    Strand looked sideways at his Secretary of Defense, unsurprised by the statement. Whatever the newcomer had, it was making for one hell of a shift in the power balance in the area. 
 
    The video continued, but with no more immediate action, they shifted to debating what had just happened. 
 
    “I want to talk to them,” Strand said, shutting everyone up. 
 
    “Sir?” The Secretary of Defense asked, surprised. “We can arrange a proper debrief…” 
 
    “No, get them some proper comm gear and put them on the line to me, ASAP,” Strand ordered. “They know something. First that one from earlier, and now whoever it is with the field artillery. They’re not ours, but they belong to someone, and they’re in the know. I want to talk to them.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “In the meantime,” Strand growled. “We have the situation in the Pacific to worry about.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Doris Miller 
 
    Admiral Morrow’s office was swamped. 
 
    The Peralta had gone down, hard, but they’d got out a warning that set the rest of the task group on a knife’s edge. 
 
    Supercavitating. 
 
    It was a term right out of the cold war, something normally only applied to experimental torpedoes. By surrounding the hull of a vehicle with a layer of cavitation bubbles, the friction of the ocean could be reduced, and thus speed increased incredibly for the same level of power. 
 
    If the enemy was capable of that, then all of the standard proximity protocols were right in the trash. He was on the horn across the entire task group, issuing full action orders, basically taking all but the very last strategic restrictions off the Task Group’s Captains. 
 
    He wasn’t letting them deploy nukes willy nilly, but anything short of that was officially off the table and on the racks ready to deploy. 
 
    Every ASW asset in the group was in the air, or the water, hunting the bandit with prejudice. 
 
    Sitting in the center of the task force, the Dory was a sitting duck set out as bait for the enemy, not a role any Aircraft Carrier should ever be set in, but those were the die that had been cast. 
 
    Morrow listened to the radio chatter in silence, his aides all quiet at his side. 
 
    Go get him boys. 
 
    *****  
 
    SH-60 Seahawk, Blackjack Three 
 
    “Deploying buoys.” 
 
    The heavy helicopter hovered low, moving slow over the heaving surface of the ocean below as a string of sonobuoys splashed into a pattern below them. 
 
    “ASW Operations underway, all systems showing clear checks,” Commander Jasper Lowell said as he worked the pedals to keep the chopper steady, the nose dipped just enough to keep them moving along as the deployment speed. “We’ve got nothing here. Bandit has gone cold.” 
 
    “Roger that, Blackjack Three. Continue operations.” 
 
    “Roger, Dory, Blackjack Three continuing operations.” 
 
    Jasper closed the signal and looked over to his co-pilot, “How is the search and rescue looking?” 
 
    Jessie March glanced back, a grim look on her face before she just shook her head slightly. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    The Peralta had gone down shockingly fast, vanishing from their screens and right in the middle of a transmission that the entire task group had been listening to. For the first time, he’d regretted being part of the SAW warfare group because he wanted to take his 60 out there and fish someone… anyone… out of the drink. 
 
    They had their orders and their duty, however. 
 
    If they couldn’t save the crew of the Peralta, they’d damn well avenge them. 
 
    He looked over his shoulder to the crew, “How are we doing?” 
 
    “This constellation is almost deployed. Ready to move to point Delta in the next few seconds!” 
 
    “Alright,” Jasper replied, “Keep an eye on the system and on the water, anyone sees anything, and I mean anything!... call it out! This fucker is fast and sneaky, and that’s a bad combination.” 
 
    He got a thumbs up from everyone on board as the last of the buoys in the constellation left the SH-60. Pumping the pedal, he tipped the nose down more and pushed the throttle all the way forward, sending the Seahawk hurtling through the skies toward the next drop point. 
 
    *****  
 
    Argo Lead 
 
    Elise bombed the deck low over the wreckage of the Samuel Peralta, eyes wide as she looked for whatever she could that might be left of the Destroyer. 
 
    There wasn’t much. 
 
    “No Joy, Dory, No joy.” She said grimly. 
 
    “Roger No Joy, Argo Lead. Records show you light on fuel, come on back to the barn.” 
 
    Elise glanced at her fuel, running a few calculations in her head. “Hold one, Dory.” 
 
    She flipped the channel over, getting on the line with the squadron. 
 
    “Fuel check,” She ordered simply. “Anyone in trouble?” 
 
    The numbers came back by rote, everyone light but no one in real trouble. Elise considered the numbers, then weighed them against her desire to stay out and find the bastard who’d just done all this damage. 
 
    Ultimately, she couldn’t justify it, however and switched back. 
 
    “Dory, Argo Lead.” 
 
    “Go for Dory.” 
 
    “Get us a spot on the deck, we’re coming home for bullets and gas,” Elise said in clipped tones. “Request crews stand ready to re-arm Argonauts for ASW.” 
 
    “Roger, Argo Lead. Request forwarded. Come on home.” 
 
    She sighed, “Roger Dory.” 
 
    With a push on the stick, Elise put the nose of the fighter up and climbed for the sky as she called in her squadron. It was time to get back in the barn. 
 
    She just hoped they let her and hers out again, because the Argonauts had some hunting to do yet. 
 
    *****  
 
    SSN-788 Colorado 
 
    “Supercavitating. Huh.” 
 
    Woods was almost tasting the concept as he rolled it around his head. It made a lot of sense now that the idea was spoken aloud, making the sounds they’d been tracking fall into a story that made sense. 
 
    The issue was, he didn’t quite know what to do with it. 
 
    Tracking a supercavitating target was easy enough. They’d done all that work back in the 80s, when the Soviets put super cavitating torpedoes into the game. You could hear and track the damn things for dozens of miles, if not hundreds, but they moved so freaking fast it was all but impossible to outmaneuver them. 
 
    “Alright, you heard the man!” He called, eyes sweeping the cramped confines of the submarine’s command deck. “Rig for flank maneuvering, if they’re moving that fast, there’s no way we’ll tag them without bringing everything we’ve got to the table.” 
 
    He could see his crew tense. They knew as well as he did that by cavitating themselves they would lose their best defense. Any hint of stealth was out the window once they cranked their props that hard. 
 
    Woods didn’t care. 
 
    “We’re still between this bastard and the Dory,” He told his crew firmly. “They ain’t getting into us for a Carrier, not on our watch. Everyone get that?” 
 
    That stiffened some spines. 
 
    The Colorado was there to make sure the Doris Miller could fulfill its mission, and that meant putting themselves smack between any threat to the Boat, end of argument. 
 
    “Good. Weps, get me another intercept course, and make our fish hot and ready,” He ordered. “Con, get us to launch depth, ASAP.” 
 
    “Aye, aye,” The weapons control officer responded automatically. 
 
    “Aye Skipper. Ahead all flank?” 
 
    “All Flank,” Woods confirmed. 
 
    “Ahead, all flank, half degree up bubble.” 
 
    Woods got a grip on the console in front of him as he felt the deck shift under his feet. The vibration could be felt more than heard, and the acceleration pressed softly against him as they started moving. 
 
    “I want firing solutions,” He said a moment later, looking over to the SONAR operator. “Feed them to Weps, give me everything. Fish and birds.” 
 
    “Aye skipper. You’ve got it.” 
 
    The Colorado whirred through the pacific waters as she went to war. 
 
    *****  
 
    Blackjack Three 
 
    “Approaching point delta,” Jessie said from behind him as Jasper did a final check before ordering deployment of the next constellation. 
 
    “Roger that,” He said, flipping a couple switches, then looking back over his shoulder, “Alright guys, get them in the…” 
 
    “Hey! Check that out!” 
 
    Jasper frowned at being cut off, but he twisted enough to see the man pointing, then turned back to look out the glass of the cockpit. His eyes widened in surprise as he saw what was being pointed out, and his annoyance was forgotten. 
 
    “Dory, Blackjack Three.” 
 
    “Go for Dory, Three.” 
 
    “I’ve got a sighting…” He rattled off the location and heading, eyes never leaving the odd turbulence in the water off to their port side. It was like something was bubbling under the water, deep but not enough to be hidden. 
 
    He’d never quite seen anything like it. Normally it was much harder to spot submerged targets as they were normally dark shadows against a darker sea. This was practically the opposite. 
 
    “Cancel the drop,” He called absently, pumping the pedals to bring the nose around as he hit the throttle. “Blackjack Three in pursuit. Holding position… three… four hundred meters behind the target.” 
 
    “Roger Three. We’re diverting more ASW assets to your position. The Colorado is moving to intercept already.” 
 
    Already? They must have them on SONAR, Jasper thought with some surprise. He hadn’t heard that the fleet was tracking it somehow, but he supposed that if anyone would be one step ahead it would be one of the Virginia Class fast attack boats. 
 
    “Roger. We’re arming our assets. Will deploy on command, Dory.” 
 
    “Hold off,” The communication from the Dory said immediately, “We want to hit the target from every side at once, but it’s more important that we do not lose it. Stay with it, Three.” 
 
    “On it. As long as it stays at its current depth, the only way I’m losing it is if I run this bird dry.” 
 
    “We’ll arrange a hand off before that happens, Three,” The Dory’s communication officer responded dryly. “Stay tight.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    The communication channel closed, and Jasper just glanced over his shoulder, “New mission, we’re tracking now. Bird dog the target, lead the hunters in. Hit it with everything we’ve got. Hold tight, this ride could get interesting!” 
 
    *****  
 
    The Doris Miller Task Group twisted in the ocean, throwing spray into the air behind each tin can as the whoops of alarms could be heard from ship to ship. 
 
    Missile boxes were locked into place, Cruisers already pouring enough radar energy into the region to cook anything that happened to be flying in exactly the wrong place. 
 
    The Dory herself was drawing back even as flight operations continued apace, the Argonauts hammering down on the deck while the Tophatters took over their operations. 
 
    For the next few hours, a completely empty patch of the Pacific was the focus of more firepower than had ever been seen in the region since WW2. 
 
    ***** 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Florida Swamp 
 
    Kirth was trying to get a measure of the woman who’d come out of nowhere, wearing similar kit to the unknown from earlier. She acted like an officer, which didn’t mean shit of course. He was a US Marine, he didn’t take orders from anyone not in his chain, and she sure as fuck wasn’t in his chain. 
 
    Still, at the moment he wasn’t opposed to suggestions that didn’t sound like they came from the fevered mind of the village idiot. 
 
    So, when she asked for a fall back to a defensible position, he weighed that and decided that it didn’t sound too stupid. 
 
    It wasn’t like they had orders, anyway, so fuck it. 
 
    He ordered his men to get ready to fall back. 
 
    “Sergeant,” The supposed Colonel called him over, eyes scanning the men with a skeptical look. “Your men seem… under equipped.” 
 
    Kirth grimaced, left hand absently patting the 1911 in his right. 
 
    “Our gear is at the bottom of the swamp, with the chopper we were in,” He admitted. “Resupply is en-route, along with reinforcements.” 
 
    “Ah,” She nodded, eyes falling on his sidearm. “I knew a man who carried a 1911 once. He made it count when necessary, however even he didn’t use one against the scourge by choice. Take this.” 
 
    She was handing out a pistol that looked a lot like the 1911 in generalities. Kirth accepted it with some hesitance, the cool fit and weight not quite right in his palm but close. 
 
    “Pulsed Plasma Sidearm,” She said casually, bringing her carbine up to her shoulder and putting a couple shots into the woods at a target only she could see. “Functionally identical to a slug thrower, but with a more effective kick. It’s sighted in to fifty meters, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Yes Ma’am,” Kirth said, slightly hesitantly. 
 
    She wasn’t a US Marine, but she certainly talked like she knew her way around the neighborhood. 
 
    “Corporal!” the Colonel snapped out, “Stop playing around and end those things, it’s time to go!” 
 
    “Yes, Colonel, sorry about that. Just getting carried away,” Ben said over his shoulder, the chunky rifle not leaving his shoulder as he rose to his feet and began to fall back, still firing. 
 
    “Now,” the Colonel turned to Kirth again, “I believe we need a fallback point. You said that reinforcements were inbound?” 
 
    “Yes… Ma’am?” 
 
    She smiled thinly. “I am aware that we’re in different services, Sergeant. Be easy, I’m not giving orders. Merely… suggestions. May I make a suggestion, Sergeant?” 
 
    Kirth licked at the inside of his mouth, the dryness suddenly taking up his consciousness as he mulled over that question. Slowly he nodded, “Yes… I would be open to a… suggestion.” 
 
    “Excellent, Sergeant,” The Colonel said with a cheerful grin. “Call me Jan, and here is what I propose, assuming I’ve made some accurate guesses about what the situation is. Please, correct me if I am in the wrong.” 
 
    *****  
 
    The General Atomics MQ-1 Predator orbited the thick scrub and tall forested sections of the swamp, dutifully sending back images of the fighting below as men and monsters flitted in and out of sight. 
 
    The drone quietly loitered over the region, directing its cameras to track the movement below, using FLIR as well as advanced optics to follow the commotion with precision. 
 
    Directed from a quarter of the country away, the drone dropped lower as it came back around in its orbit, focusing on the small group of men in a fighting retreat. The directions were noted, transmissions sent and received, and decisions were made. 
 
    *****  
 
    “Griss, cover the flank, we’re going to pull back to the lodge,” Kirth ordered, holding position himself to fire a pair of shots into a shadow that was moving in the wrong direction given the light. 
 
    A yelp of pain and sudden lack of motion confirmed his suspicion, so he fired another three rounds into the motionless target before slapping Griss on the shoulder and falling back to the next position. 
 
    Conducting a fighting retreat was tricky enough when you had sufficient weapons and ammo to properly handle yourselves. When one of your men was using a bow and arrow, the rest mostly had M9s at best, and some of your heavier artillery was a civilian with a lever action rifle, well it was an experience he wouldn’t soon be forgetting. 
 
    He glanced over to check the three people they had with them that he didn’t, couldn’t, quite trust. The Colonel and Ben were working together like he’d expect from any soldiers, let alone the type who’d dare call themselves Marines of any sort. 
 
    The redhead, she was holding her own surprisingly enough. 
 
    Her 30-06 was annoyingly the most powerful gun they had, aside from the space guns the other two carried, and she was clearly well used to handling it. Luckily, the caliber was easy enough to find, and they’d found boxes in the lodge on their first pass through. 
 
    The action between each shot was fast and smooth, and he could tell that she was reloading every chance she got the chance rather than waiting for the weapon to fire dry. 
 
    Someone taught that girl how to shoot in the real world, not just the range. Whoever it was, we owe him or her a beer. 
 
    Even so, he was well aware that the only thing that was keeping the whole situation was turning into a rout that was most emphatically not in their favor was the fact that the enemy didn’t have any significant ranged capability. 
 
    He was half sure that some of the infected monkeys had taken to throwing literal shit at them, but other than that they’d mostly been able to keep the enemy at bay enough for them to be out of range. 
 
    The problem was, there was a lot of them it seemed, and Kirth had a mental tally on the team’s ammo. 
 
    The words ‘flat fucking out’ sounded just about right. 
 
    “Lodge in sight, Sarge!” Driscoll called. 
 
    “Stay close, don’t lose anyone,” Kirth ordered sharply. “We’ve got a lot of open ground to cross, do this by the numbers!” 
 
    *****  
 
    The targets were escaping. 
 
    It was maddening. They kept slipping from its grasp as it moved in on their location. They would respond with a withering hail of fire that drove back the weaker of its members, forcing a retreat while it kept its core from the largest threat. 
 
    That was soon to come to an end, however, as it had gotten the measure of the enemy now. Certain members were a threat, it was true, but not sufficiently to truly pose a danger. 
 
    It would eliminate those two first, the rest would then fall as chaff to the reaping. 
 
    There. 
 
    They were in the open. 
 
    It was time to end this little game. 
 
    *****  
 
    Jan Manow dropped to one knee as she swept the field with the carbine in her grip. The enemy was a Type Three Meth as best should tell. 
 
    Quantum infection, limited intelligence, likely riding right on the edge of total mental breakdown. 
 
    A lot of the Scourge were like that. Immortality wasn’t easy on most minds, they almost all cracked eventually. Few, if any, seemed to come back from the edge as best anyone could tell. 
 
    The abyss swallowed everything, eventually. 
 
    “Corporal,” She called. “Cover the tree line.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am!” 
 
    She glanced over to where the Sergeant was, noting that the local Marines had cleared the area and were taking up covering positions. 
 
    “Call it in, Sergeant.” 
 
    “You’re too close!” 
 
    “I said call it in!” 
 
    The local Sergeant hesitated a moment before he put a cell phone to his head, talking quickly into the handset in hushed tones. 
 
    “Hold the line Corporal!” 
 
    *****  
 
    Ben barely grunted his reply to the order, more focused on the target rich environment they were currently dealing with. Because the sound of the local Marines’ firearms had died out, he assumed they were out of ammo because that was about the only thing he could imagine would stop them from firing at this point. 
 
    The tree line crawled. 
 
    The change brought on by the infestation of the alien signature had twisted the local fauna and, he could see, some of the local humans as well. Completely inhuman now, barely recognizable for what they had been. 
 
    Poor bastards. 
 
    The pulse of the weapon against his shoulder was a comfort, even as the tree line swarmed and then vanished under the sudden influx of the infected. He thumbed the weapon over to short bursts, not pausing in his firing as he held ground against the approaching wave of infected. 
 
    Damn thing has to have been grabbing every animal it could, and there’s a lot of animals in the forests here. 
 
    Distantly, almost filtered out by Ben’s mind, the staccato report of a now familiar rifle penetrated his senses. He blinked, unbelieving, and glanced to one side as he realized the weapon he’d heard was an ancient lever action rifle. 
 
    “Are you out of your mind!?” He demanded, not pausing in his firing as Sandra worked the action of the rifle and fired again. 
 
    “You think it’ll be safer in the cabin? Really?” 
 
    He snorted. 
 
    Girl has a point, He supposed. The lodge behind them wouldn’t hold for a minute against a wave of infected this size. 
 
    “How much more ammo do you have for that antique?” He asked, surprised that she still had rounds given that the Marines had emptied their weapons sometime earlier. 
 
    “Few more and that’s it,” She answered. “I only had a box in the skiff, and that barely filled my pockets before we started this.” 
 
    She paused, looking around, “I’m a little surprised that the Marines ran for it though.” 
 
    “Hm? Oh them?” Ben said idly while shooting, “They didn’t.” 
 
    “What? What do you mean?” 
 
    “Corporal!” The Colonel yelled. “Danger Close!” 
 
    Ben let his weapon drop as he twisted and lunged at a surprised Sandra, tackling her to the ground as the world exploded in their faces. 
 
    ***** 
 
    USMC Super Cobra, Captain Francis ‘Firebrand’ Wilcox 
 
    “Pour it on, Gunrunners,” Wilcox ordered as he felt the shudder of the twenty-millimeter cannon roaring. They had strike info from the Marines on the ground, calling it in over a cell phone of all things, with the fire data being redirected to the Gunrunners through the switchboard at MCAS New River. 
 
    It wasn’t the strangest fire mission he’d ever received, but it was up there. 
 
    Can’t believe we’re being ordered to drop close air support on American Soil. I’m not even sure this is legal. 
 
    That was something he would worry about after the Marines on the ground were out of danger. 
 
    He flipped the safety off the Zuni rockets, triple checking the coordinates before he opened fire along with the rest of the Gunrunners. 
 
    The skies over the Glades lit up with fire and smoke as all hell rained down from above in the form of dozens of five-inch folding fin rockets. The Mk 32 ATAP warheads lit up the world. 
 
    *****  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    San Francisco 
 
    “Jesus Christ, what a fucking mess.” 
 
    The city was in ruins, smoke obscuring much of it even as the wind off the bay worked to blow much of it away. The morning light had brought a pallor across the bay city, leaving it looking somehow more horrific than it had in the night. 
 
    Lieutenant Grady had seen worse in his career with the Navy, more so once he pinned his BUD, but not in the USA. 
 
    Never in the USA. 
 
    They’d inserted via the bay, negotiating the wreckage of the Golden Gate in the small craft with some difficulty. The iconic bridge hadn’t been wiped out so much as twisted and deformed, leaving it a hazard to anything larger than a small boat. 
 
    The city was still burning but looked more intact that a direct hit would seem to indicate based on what they knew. The rock that came down had to have struck elsewhere, but still close enough to do the job. 
 
    He’d led his team to the dock where the Jerimiah Obrien was tied up, the old WW2 Museum ship still in shockingly good shape considering what had come down on the region, and they’d gone ashore there. 
 
    Part of the mission had been to locate the Lake Champlain, but early on that became a moot point. 
 
    The bow of the Aegis Cruiser was visible in the bay, canted over and sticking up out of the water. The ship had been torn open and flooded, it had only taken a brief examination to tell that no survivors would be found. 
 
    Chief Mizowski stepped up beside him as Grady examined the city before him. 
 
    “This is some ugly shit, Ell Tee,” The Chief said conversationally, almost like they were talking about a bit of bad weather coming their way. 
 
    Grady knew that was just the Chief’s way of dealing, the way most of them had for dealing with this sort of horror. Treat it like you saw this kind of thing every day, like it had nothing on some of the shit you’d seen. Sometimes, you could even fool yourself into believing it. 
 
    For a while. 
 
    “Looks like the impact was on the other side of the bay bridge,” Grady said conversationally. “The blast front blew everything down from the that direction, even where the wave didn’t hit.” 
 
    “Looks like, Sir,” the Chief nodded. “Oakland, Alameda, Berkley… they don’t look so good from here either.” 
 
    “Someone else’s job,” Grady replied. “Let’s move toward South Beach, tell the others to keep their eyes out. I don’t know if we’ll see any survivors, but if we do, I want evac for them ASAP.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “If anyone sees anything,” Grady said. “And I mean anything out of the ordinary, you tell them to sing out. Higher says this might not have been the accident it looks like, remember that.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    Grady sighed, letting his carbine rest against his plate carrier as he started walking forward into the still burning city. 
 
    He didn’t know what the hell they were in the city for, but it beat doing nothing. 
 
    *****  
 
    Situation Room, Washington 
 
    “Teams have begun to penetrate the cities around the strike zone at San Francisco, Mr. President.” 
 
    Strand looked up from the reports filtering in from the Pacific, confused for a moment before his expression cleared. “Very good. Are they finding anything?” 
 
    “Nothing but destruction for the moment,” The Navy Admiral said with a sour expression. “We have SEAL team units ashore in Oakland, Alameda, San Francisco, Albany, Richmond… you get the idea. The devastation is… extreme.” 
 
    “What about the Guard and FEMA?” 
 
    “Already moving in, but it’s slower going for them as they have to find ways through the rubble. The Teams are smaller, more mobile. They’re not carrying tons of supplies,” The Admiral answered. 
 
    Strand nodded, “Let me know if they find anything.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    He had too many brands in the fire, Strand knew it. There was nothing he could do about it, but he was all too aware that he was being stretched far too thin. 
 
    The situation in Florida was, arguably, the least important at the moment. Relatively few people were at risk and the forces on site seemed to be capable of dealing with it in a reasonable fashion. 
 
    However, it was also the situation that was providing him with the best intelligence on the overall situation… assuming that they could believe a word out of the mouths of the two subjects there. 
 
    Part of him wanted nothing more than to drag them in and put them in a hotseat for a while, until they had everything out of them. That, however, felt like it would be counterproductive given that the pair seemed intent on helping. 
 
    The situation in the Pacific was a nightmare in its own way, but at least the intelligence provided by the so-called Realms Marine Colonel might offer a solution there. It wasn’t a solution he liked, but no one promised him he’d get only solutions he’d liked when he took the job. 
 
    San Francisco. 
 
    That was something he was, to his shame, trying to do anything other than think about. 
 
    There just wasn’t anything he could do about it, and he knew it, but it felt like a personal failing that he wasn’t already on his way across the country to the city. Instead he was locked in a room, trying to make decisions that might have some semblance of an impact on the developing situation… even though every previous experience seemed to flatly contradict the possibility. 
 
    Aliens, from space or another dimension, does it really matter which? Strand felt like he was lost in some damn cheap movie of the week, only there were three different plots… a disaster film, an alien invader vs the navy movie, and a creature feature. 
 
    It figures, He supposed. Whoever is writing the script we’re living through can’t decide on a theme. Confusing hack writer. 
 
    He snorted, smiling despite himself. 
 
    “Are you ok, Mr. President?” 
 
    “Yes, Dan,” Strand assured his Secretary of Defense. “Just tired and starting to feel a little at odds. Show me data from the Dory again please.” 
 
    *****  
 
    San Francisco 
 
    “This must be what it felt like to walk through Hiroshima.” 
 
    “Belay that shit, sailor,” The Chief snarled. “I don’t want to hear it, and neither does anyone else.” 
 
    No matter how true it might be, Grady thought as he ignored the exchange. The Chief had it in hand, and he really didn’t want to get into that conversation anyway. 
 
    They were having to go around entire streets, and picking their way through the rubble was slow going. They should have been able to follow Columbus all the way to the Financial District, but instead the team was pulling one detour after another, often being forced to backtrack for blocks in order to move ahead just a few hundred more yards. 
 
    The damage was an honestly bizarre mix of flood and fire damage, the exact likes of which he’d never really seen before. The water had washed away long before his team landed, of course, it was San Francisco after all, there were few places for water to settle before it simply swept back out into the bay, drawing whatever it could along with it. 
 
    People will be dredging the bay here for decades, pulling up god knows what I’ll bet. 
 
    Some buildings had, somehow, managed to stay intact… at least to sight. He wasn’t sure he’d be willing to step anywhere within their collapsing range, let alone go inside any of them at the moment, but it did make for a bizarre and disjointed juxtaposition against the devastation around them when they passed by a largely intact building amid the rest. 
 
    It was clear, though, that there were survivors. 
 
    People were already responding, even though Grady was well aware that the Guard were still largely trapped well outside the cities as they struggled to clear roads through the damage for their trucks. Civilians were already shifting debris, looking for survivors… and bodies. 
 
    The team paused as they spotted a small group of survivors tearing at a pile of wreckage. 
 
    “Ell Tee?” The Chief asked. 
 
    Grady considered a moment, then nodded. 
 
    They had time. 
 
    “Alright, boys,” The Chief said, “Let’s give em a hand.” 
 
    Grady watched the team climbed up onto the debris and started helping the shellshocked survivors dig into the crap they were struggling with, calling in the location and number of survivors as he did. 
 
    The area was a warzone, of course, so he doubted the Guard could, or would, land one of their birds anywhere nearby. The potential for a FOD strike felt rather extreme to him, but that wasn’t his field in any case. 
 
    If nothing else, they’ll be able to drop supply packs and radios. 
 
    Digging out the section the survivors were checking took a few minutes, time he used to keep watch and get a better lay of the land with the help of a Global Hawk flying overhead. It wouldn’t let him plot a perfect course through the mess, some things weren’t as evident from above as they were at ground level, but it helped. 
 
    The Chief made his way back, face covered in ash and not looking too happy. Grady didn’t ask about what they’d dug out, he didn’t need to. 
 
    Survivors weren’t going to be common in this mess. 
 
    “Job done, for the moment Sir.” 
 
    “Good,” Grady nodded. “I’ve called in for a supply drop. The Guard will bring food, medical gear, and a responder team to help these folks get organized. We’re moving on. Get the men back.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    Grady waited for the team to get back together, then laid out the map he’d marked up for them all to see. 
 
    “Grant is blocked by collapsed buildings, but if we drop a block and cut over to Keary, it looks like we might be able to get back onto Columbus past the blockage here,” He said, tracing out the map. “There’s fires in the area, but they’re mostly just smoldering, so we should be ok until we make it to the Financial District.” 
 
    He tapped the circle he’d drawn around that section. “Damage there looks… extensive. We’re going to have to get creative from there.” 
 
    Petty Officer Gerard chuckled. “We can do creative, Ell Tee.” 
 
    Grady smiled thinly, “We can at that. So far, I’m not seeing any sign of the potential threat we were sent to scout out, and given the situation here, I’m hopeful that holds. I know we all wouldn’t mind some action, but I’m thinking a gun fight isn’t what’s best for the survivors. If all we do is spot for the Guard helicopter response, I’m personally going to count that as a win.” 
 
    Everyone nodded emphatically. 
 
    “Alright, that said, keep your eyes open. We don’t usually get deployed to places where there’s no trouble, right?” 
 
    “Too damned right.” Seaman Jillian responded as he looked around. “Though I’m not sure we could tell trouble from the background here, Sir.” 
 
    “In this mess, I’ll be frank, if we see looters or anything like that, leave them be,” Grady said. “We don’t have time for that petty bullshit, and frankly there’s nothing much left to loot anyway. Anyone causing problems for survivors or the Guard response teams, we put them down. Easy if possible, but we put them down.” 
 
    The team nodded again, and Grady took a moment to let that sink in before he went on. 
 
    “We’re not cops, so forget the laws. Like I said, looters? I don’t give a shit. Jay walking, not my problem. We’re here to scout, officially speaking. Anything more than that, we’ll decide on the fly. Ok? Ok. Let’s move.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Paten Ellis sat heavily on the overturned chunk of cement, he thought it was part of the Embarcadero Center but honestly, he was just guessing as far as that went. One part of his mind was gibbering, having gone mad from the trauma, but he felt oddly disassociated from it as he sat there and looked out over the bay. 
 
    Normally, he was sure he couldn’t have seen the Ferry center from where he was sitting, but the wave had swept the waterfront cleaner than it had been in a lot of years. 
 
    What surprised him most was just how many people had somehow survived it. 
 
    There were dozens around him, though… he supposed there should be hundreds, if not thousands, so perhaps not as many people survived it as he was thinking. 
 
    It was all stuff in the background of his head, though, and he just sat there, staring, and ignoring it all, even the few who approached him to ask if he was alright. 
 
    He didn’t even notice the screaming at first, so focused on his thoughts… or lack thereof… was he. 
 
    He was startled back into the real world when a wet slapping sound came from right near him and he turned dully to find himself staring at a shredded body that had been thrown to the ground not twenty feet from where he was. 
 
    Paten stared for long seconds, processing what he was seeing through a dulled mind. He wasn’t sure how long exactly it took to register, but when it did, he finally jumped up and swore in shock. 
 
    “Well, aren’t you a slow one?” 
 
    Paten turned slowly, a chill running down his back as he heard the voice speaking from right behind him. 
 
    Paten Ellis started to scream, but the sound never even reached his throat. 
 
    ***** 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    Everglades 
 
    Major Kieran Burke leaned out the open door of the UH-1Y Venom helo, commonly called a Yankee, as the smoke curled up from the ground below, twisting in the downwash of the chopper’s rotors. He spotted his Marines first. They had marked the landing area with field expedient markers and were waiting for the resupply in accordance with their orders. 
 
    He was not happy to have lost three choppers already in this mess, four pilots, and apparently a couple Marines as well. It was, however, good to see that the rest had pulled through and got back in contact and in the saddle, despite some rather extreme circumstances. 
 
    The chopper was settling in, about fifty feet off the ground, smoke from the Supercobras’ display of close air support now beat back by the rotor wash. He spotted the other three then, standing in a separate group from the Marines. 
 
    The civilian was immediately obvious, of course. He had a brief on her, right down to her grades and course load from the University direct. Good grades, interesting choice in courses, but nothing that really made her stand out. 
 
    Not as much as that lever action 30-06 does at the moment at least, He thought with some amused admiration of the old weapon. 
 
    Obsolete? Certainly. However, that didn’t mean the weapon was ineffective. In fact, against a lot of targets, he’d rather have that in his mitts than an M-4, without question. The standard issue carbine was a good weapon. He had no complaints there, as long as you understood what it was designed to do. But if you had to put a target down in two shots or less, the 5.56 NATO round could come up a little short sometimes. 
 
    That wasn’t the case with a good 30-06. 
 
    Still, she was of little import other than the fact that he’d have to ensure that she was properly debriefed before getting packed off back to Miami. 
 
    The other two, they were something else entirely. 
 
    The President had wanted a Brigadier on this flight because of their presence, even though the initial assignment had been given to a Captain. 
 
    Burke was a compromise, since there hadn’t been any Brigadiers immediately available deemed suitable for the job. 
 
    He’d been in the air when the presence of the second woman had been revealed, and the cursing from the brass had scorched the airwaves when her ‘rank’ had been revealed. 
 
    They didn’t know for sure if she was an actual Colonel, but either way it would have been preferred to outrank her on the ground in addition to outnumbering the pair. As it was, however, he was the man on the ground… or he would be in a few more seconds… and that meant it was in his lap. 
 
    Never let it be said that the Marines offer easy assignments. I wonder what the story really is? 
 
    He didn’t know if he bought the whole aliens story, though the brief was enough that he wasn’t going to cross it out even if his orders weren’t to keep an open mind on the subject. What it left him with, however, was a lot of questions and the hope that he was about to get some answers. 
 
    Burke dropped a boot onto the Yankee’s skid, swinging out of the interior as they dropped to within a few feet, and just casually stepped out as the bird reached a few inches off the ground. He ducked his head, put a hand on his helmet to keep it in place, and strolled off the skid and onto the soft ground of the Glades swamp. 
 
    “Major!” 
 
    “Sergeant,” He nodded to Kirth. “Heard things were a little hairy.” 
 
    “Yes Sir, we lost some friends.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear that, I’ve got teams heading out to the crash site now. They’ll get everyone found,” Burke said, gesturing over his shoulder. “Kit for your team is in the chopper. Gear up.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir, will do.” Kirth said, turning to the men. “You heard the Major. Go get your kit. On me in ten.” 
 
    The men chorused their acknowledgement, heading instantly for the chopper. Burke left them to it as he started walking across the field, Kirth falling in pace with him automatically. 
 
    “Talk to me, Sergeant,” He said. “Thoughts on these people?” 
 
    “Military, no question. Claim to be Marines,” Kirth said. 
 
    “You think they are?” 
 
    Kirth gestured idly. “They ain’t chair force, so I suppose we could do worse than claim them, Sir.” 
 
    Burke masked his amusement at that response, knowing it was probably the best approval the Sergeant would ever offer. 
 
    “Understood. Any advice?” 
 
    “The corporal is a straight shooter. Don’t know the Colonel well enough,” Kirth said. “She’s competent in a fight.” 
 
    “Very good, Sergeant. Go get properly kitted up yourself, I’ll see you shortly.” 
 
    “Sir!” 
 
    Kirth turned and left, leaving Burke to examine the trio just ahead of him a little closer. He focused on the tall woman in tactical gear, eyes roving the rank insignia he could pick out. None of it was anything he was familiar with, which was interesting. 
 
    Her kit was top tier, definitely not third world junk, which should mean that he’d know her insignia if it were in usage among any of the nations remaining. She was also tall, perhaps six feet or so, not entirely unusual but he supposed it was a good thing that he didn’t have height envy. 
 
    Not much envy, at least, he thought with amusement. 
 
    Then there were the weapons. 
 
    His gaze swept the rifle and carbine in each of their grips, noting the design oddities. There was no bolt, no moving action he could see at all. Without even an ejection port, he was reasonably certain that the weapons weren’t production gear. Still could be experimental kit, of course, but he wasn’t aware of any companies that had good caseless munitions at the moment and that was the only way he could think they’d run without ejection ports. 
 
    Major Burke came to a stop a dozen or so feet from the trio, their gaze sweeping him just as he’d examined them. 
 
    “Colonel… is it?” He asked softly. 
 
    The woman in tactical gear nodded, turning to fully face him. 
 
    “Colonel Manow,” She answered eyes dropping to his collar before flicking back to his face. 
 
    The man leaned in, whispering something that Burke didn’t catch, but it didn’t take much for him to figure out what it was when her expression cleared. 
 
    “Major, then?” She asked. 
 
    “Burke,” He nodded. “Major Kieran Burke, US Marines Corps.” 
 
    “Colonel Jan Manow, Realms Marines Corps.” 
 
    Burke nodded slowly. “So I’ve heard. Brass has some questions about that.” 
 
    “No doubt,” The Colonel said. “However, we have an issue to deal with first.” 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    She looked to the burning tree line, eyes glittering with the reflection of the flames. 
 
    “We need to ensure that it’s dead,” She said. “Now while we have a chance.” 
 
    Burke wasn’t surprised by that statement, if he were honest about it. Orders from above were clear on that part, whatever the fuck had torn through the local civilians was to be ended as a priority. Anything else could wait, unless he decided it couldn’t, but if he did that, he’d better have a damn good reason. 
 
    “Fair enough. I’ve got a half platoon unloading to sweep the area, and the Gunrunners are standing by to provide close air support. You know the target, I presume?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Then instruct me,” Burke said simply. 
 
    The Colonel smiled thinly. “If you wish, Major. First lesson, we should get a view from the skies. Corporal?” 
 
    “Yes, Colonel?” The Asian man asked. 
 
    “Pull a scanner from the bag,” She ordered. “We’re going bug hunting.” 
 
    “Yes Ma’am.” 
 
    Burke shifted as she walked up passed him, gesturing toward the Viper where it was settled on the ground behind him. 
 
    “Shall we, Major?” 
 
    *****  
 
    Jan Manow suppressed the urge to smile as she walked beside the local Marine Major, heading toward the old airfoil aircraft. The man was clearly uncomfortable with her presence, which she didn’t blame him for in all fairness, but he was holding up decently well. 
 
    The aircraft they were walking toward, well that was a different matter. 
 
    She’d read about airfoil craft like she was seeing, but had never had a particular death wish to actually ride in one, even assuming she’d been able to find one that was actually functioning back in the Realms. There were some mockups, but they all had proper repulsion lift systems, the foils being just for show. 
 
    I suppose it will be an experience, she thought as she suppressed any sign of nerves just as firmly as she had her smile. 
 
    “Perhaps you could explain the nature of the enemy while we’re preparing for lift off…” 
 
    She glanced aside at him, looking down slightly at the man. The Major was not a tall man, a little more than a hundred and fifty centimeters compared to her own one eighty plus.  
 
    “I doubt you fully have the frame of reference required to understand it, but I will do my best,” She said after a few seconds thought. 
 
    “That would be appreciated,” Burke affirmed, “Though I have to admit to wondering about the context I would be missing?” 
 
    They reached the chopper, Burke stepping aside to gesture her in so Jan carefully climbed into the craft with some trepidation as she snuck a glance at the airfoil rotating overhead. She’d ridden drop ships, slammed into the battlefield at forty gees, and thought nothing of any of it… but Jan couldn’t quite keep a small frisson of fear from travelling along her spine. 
 
    She focused on the question to keep that fear from reaching her face. 
 
    “This is an uncontacted Earth Dimension,” She said tersely. “You have no idea how big the universe truly is. Suffice to say, parallel worlds… as well as alternate ones… exist, and that brings great wonders, and great horrors.” 
 
    Burke made a soft sound, not really indicating his thoughts on the matter at all. 
 
    “What’s the difference?” He asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Between parallel worlds and alternate worlds? What’s the difference?” 
 
    “Ah,” She said, tilting her head slightly as she shifted to allow Corporal Wachun to climb into the aircraft, fiddling with the scanner she had told him to break out, before she looked back to the Major. “Parallel worlds run in close formation, generally with minor differences that may or may not expand over time. Alternate worlds may have once been parallel but changed well beyond recognition by the time they were cataloged. Imagine the difference between a world where World War…” 
 
    She paused, blinking as she wondered which one would have more impact to the locals. 
 
    The Corporal seemed to catch her hesitation and looked up, “Two, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Thank you, Corporal,” She nodded. “Imagine the difference between a world where World War Two was won by the Axis forces, or perhaps solidly by Russia, and a world where the Dinosaurs continued to evolve along the lines they initially followed. The first would be a parallel world, the second is an Alternate… albeit a fairly close alternate. There are others where Earth never developed life, for example, but Venus did… or Mars had an advanced civilization while Earth was still learning to paint caves. And those examples largely ignore the more extreme ones that can come into play once you expand your view into the rest of the galaxy.” 
 
    “That’s… impressive sounding,” Burke said as the rest of the Marines climbed in. 
 
    Jan smiled slightly. “You don’t believe me.” 
 
    “Not my place, either way,” He told her. “But I did ask, and you answered. So, what can you tell me about our target?” 
 
    He leaned forward, tapping the pilot on the shoulder and nodding. The sound of the rotors picked up, washing away her voice as she started to answer. Jan found a pair of headphones being pushed into her hand and put them on as the others were. 
 
    She adjusted the mic slightly before answering his question. 
 
    “The abominations, the scourge as most call them, are the result of a quantum effect known as Quantum Immortality,” She said. “The true explanation would require deeply delving into some rather esoteric fields of study. Suffice to say, they are ancient beings. Powerful, and quite insane.” 
 
    Burke looked to one side, “Are they all the same?” 
 
    “Hardly. We have recorded eighty-three different classifications so far, and more generally get added every year,” Jan said. “The one we are currently hunting is a low-class infection vector abomination. That is to our good fortune.” 
 
    “What about others?” Burke asked, his voice tense as they took off, turning out over the swamp. 
 
    Jan glanced sharply. “You are asking something specific. Stop dancing around the subject. You do not have time to fail at being subtle.” 
 
    “The Navy is dealing with an unknown contact in the Pacific,” Burke said after hesitating briefly. “It took out a destroyer, couple fighters, maybe more by now. They hit it with torpedoes, bombs, nothings having much effect. We need to know what it’ll take to end this thing.” 
 
    Jan nodded thoughtfully, “Do you have scans?” 
 
    “Scans?” 
 
    “Photos,” Corporal Wachun said without looking up from the scanner he was using. 
 
    “Yes, those,” Jan said simply. 
 
    Burke reached out a hand and one of the other Marines dropped a tablet into it. He flipped it on, entered a password, then checked it briefly before passing it over. Jan accepted the computer with some interest, eyes falling on the imagery on the screen. 
 
    “Combat dropship,” She said with some surprise. “You say it has attacked your ships?” 
 
    “You could say that, yes.” 
 
    “Under abomination control then,” She sighed. “Your weapons, they utilize proximity fuses, I am guessing? Torpedoes explode close to the target, using the water itself to transfer the energy?” 
 
    “I… believe so, but I can check to be sure.” 
 
    “That will not work,” She said. “In the water a dropship utilizes a method of enveloping the ship in a bubble of air that surrounds a smaller bubble of near vacuum. This protects it against any transference of energy via hydrodynamic shock. You will need to strike it directly, with significant force, or with sufficient power to completely obliterate the bubble.” 
 
    Burke fell back in his seat, “I’ll pass that along. Thank you.” 
 
    “Do not thank me, you still need to find a solution. A combat dropship is hardly a soft target, I am very much afraid.” 
 
    He nodded briefly, but focused instead on turning his communication system over to a private channel. 
 
    “I assume you got that?” Burke asked softly. 
 
    “Yes, Major. It’s being passed along to the Secretary of Defense. Good work.” 
 
    “Thank you, General.” 
 
    “I have something,” Benjamin Wachun said sharply, bringing him back to the moment. “The target is running.” 
 
    “Good,” Jan said with a smile that graced her lips without reaching her eyes. “These things deserve to feel fear on occasion.” 
 
    She leaned over, looking at the scanner before shifting closer to the door so she could look out at the trees passing along below them. 
 
    “Corporal, my rifle please.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    USS Doris Miller 
 
    Captain Kinney gritted his teeth as he examined the information that was being funneled into the Dory’s tactical command network from every ship in the group. 
 
    The enemy was a fast mover, unlike anything he’d ever seen in the water. Its super cavitating trick was something he’d heard about, but never on the level they were seeing now. 
 
    “We’re tracking the enemy, we think,” His second in command relayed. “It’s moving in excess of seventy-five knots, erratic course changes. We’re getting echoes off the thermocline. It’s making it hard to be certain exactly where it is.” 
 
    Kinney nodded grimly. He could see most of that himself. 
 
    The enemy wasn’t using any technology he had ever heard of. Not even the old Soviet supercavitation projects quite matched up, though the effect was similar. It was too big for one, and far too fast for its mass. 
 
    The Dory was pulling back, trying to get out of range even as her Task Group were getting into position to cover the retreat. 
 
    He hated that they were running, but a carrier didn’t engage in close combat. It was a force projection asset, not a fighting one. 
 
    “The Argonauts are on the deck, we’re running fuel and ammo to them now,” His XO went on. “The Tophatters are tracking and trying to engage from above, but it’s not looking good.” 
 
    “I know,” Kinney said. “Get the Argos back in the air ASAP. I don’t want anything caught on deck… if…” 
 
    If the Dory goes down. 
 
    He didn’t say the words, but he didn’t have to. His XO nodded stiffly. 
 
    “Aye sir.” 
 
    Kinney was about to turn away when the old-fashioned handset that rested by his station buzzed insistently. He looked at it for a moment before he picked it up and put it his face. 
 
    “Yes, Admiral?” 
 
    Kinney’s eyes widened. 
 
    “I understand. We have authorization? Very good, Sir.” 
 
    Kinney dropped the handset into its cradle, “XO!” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “New orders for the Argos.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Situation Room, Washington DC 
 
    “Are you sure about those orders, Mr. President?” 
 
    Strand looked over at his Secretary of Defense, eyes slightly haunted by the order he’d just given, but he didn’t hesitate to nod. 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Secretary, I believe I am.” 
 
    “Understood, Sir.” The old General said wearily. “For what it’s worth… I concur.” 
 
    Strand nodded, looking at the information streaming by on the board. “Is there any backup we can send them?” 
 
    “In the middle of the Pacific?” The Secretary asked, scoffing. “Not much. The Canadians have a Destroyer group en-route, Pearl has scrambled everything currently in port, but there isn’t much. I think we have a couple Aussie destroyers and a Brit tin can showing the flag in the area, and the JDF have offered a squadron of their Aegis Cruisers, but the closest is still hours out. There’s nothing there, Sir, no reason for anyone to have any forces in the region.” 
 
    Strand nodded tiredly. 
 
    He knew all that. 
 
    Anywhere else in the world, practically, they could have called on a lot more reinforcements. Not just from Allies, but from their own forces. The Middle East was crawling with backup, for example, as was the area around the South China Sea. Unfortunately, and fortunately, the fighting was happening almost dead square in the middle of nowhere. 
 
    That had its advantages to be sure, as any collateral damage would be limited for the immediate battle if nothing else. However, it also meant that there just wasn’t anything more they could throw into that fight. 
 
    “Air force units?” He asked. 
 
    “We wound down our long-range bomber squadrons a long time ago, Sir. We don’t have a lot that can get there, deliver sufficient ordnance, and then get back. It would be a suicide mission for the flyboys.” 
 
    The Secretary didn’t offer that there were, in no question, more than enough pilots who’d volunteer even so, but Strand was unwilling to ask that of anyone at this point. Not even to save a Carrier. 
 
    “We can dispatch bombers from airbases in California, have them deliver on target, then land in Pearl… but we don’t have a lot ready to go.” 
 
    “Get them in the air, same orders stand,” Strand said firmly. 
 
    “Yes Sir. I’ll see to it.” 
 
    With that done, Strand reluctantly turned to the monitors that were showing the happenings in Florida. 
 
    So many damn irons in this fire, everything burning all at once. 
 
    Dimly, Strand wondered if the Pentagon had gamed anything quite like this. He knew that there was a plan for an all-out alien invasion, a worldwide pandemic, and even the zombie apocalypse… those plans were just waiting for his word to be green lit. They even had one for meteor strikes that threatened the nation, that had actually been presented to him very early in this event. 
 
    However, none of the plans he was aware of quite covered the reality they were dealing with. 
 
    It’s all rather… irritating, Strand thought with the slightest bit of hysterical humor edging into his mind. 
 
    He locked down on it, hard. He couldn’t succumb to that, not now. 
 
    Later, when no one is counting on me, He thought, almost a promise to himself. 
 
    *****  
 
    SSN-788 USS Colorado 
 
    David Woods braced himself against the bulkhead as the nuclear sub shuddered and shifted in the water. 
 
    “Target just passed us, they adjusted course thirty-seven degrees north west of their previous heading,” The Lieutenant at the SONAR station advised. 
 
    “Change course to pursue,” Woods ordered. “Load and fire as we bear.” 
 
    “Aye Skipper.” 
 
    The Colorado had no chance of catching the target. Woods was well aware of that, but he was hoping that they could get a shooting solution that would intercept the erratic target’s course. With a little luck, maybe a 60 knot ADCAP would be able to take a chip off their block if the target turned back in toward the Dory. 
 
    What is their objective? 
 
    Woods couldn’t figure it out, the target was all over the place, like it didn’t have an objective and was just reacting to the first things it saw. 
 
    “Fish are loaded.” 
 
    “Send them on their way.” 
 
    “Torpedoes in the water!” 
 
    *****  
 
    Doris Miller 
 
    On the flight deck, Elise took a breath of the open air. Jet fuel lingered on the breeze as she made her way quickly across the deck for the pilot’s ready room. There wasn’t much time before they would be back in the air, just enough to grab a light snack, use the rest room, and get any new updates the task group had on the target, assuming there were any. 
 
    A few minutes later she was walking out of the restroom, drying her face and slicking back her wet hair as she tried to wash as much of the stink off as she could before she had to strap the fighter back on. 
 
    “Commander Cannel?” 
 
    “That’s me,” She said, not looking up. “What is it?” 
 
    “We need your signature on the ordnance log.” 
 
    Elise looked up, tired. “And you chased me in here for it? I could have done that when I was back on deck.” 
 
    “No Ma’am. We need it now, before we can load your plane.” 
 
    “Before you can…” Elise paused, tossing the wash towel aside as she stepped forward and accepted the clipboard. 
 
    She scanned the documents quickly, eyes widening before she skipped to the bottom and found the signatures present. 
 
    “Is this real?” 
 
    “Yes Ma’am.” 
 
    Elise barely listened. She was checking the countersignatures and the authorization codes. 
 
    Damn. It checks. 
 
    She hesitated briefly before she grabbed the stylus and added her own name to the trio of digital signatures already there. 
 
    “Here, get me loaded up.” 
 
    “Yes Ma’am.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Morrow looked out over the deck where the Argonauts were being refueled and re-armed. The activity was a buzz, controlled chaos in its purest form. Men and women in brightly colored gear swarmed the fighters where they were parked. Fuel trucks, lifts with ordnance, even repair teams were all working in concert. 
 
    It was a scene that he always took comfort from, the way men and women could work together in a dance more dangerous than almost anything else on the planet, with no missteps, no mistakes. 
 
    The deck crew of a carrier was a force that matched anything on the planet and outmatched pretty much everything. 
 
    What they were up against this time, however… 
 
    Morrow had a bad feeling. 
 
    *****  
 
    SSN-788 USS Colorado 
 
    “Impact! Explosions in the water, Skipper. We got him!” 
 
    “Good work. Do it again,” Woods ordered, making his way over to the SONAR station. He leaned over the Lieutenant’s shoulder, eyes on the screens that showed the response they were getting through the Colorado’s sensor arrays. “Did it do anything?” 
 
    The Lieutenant hesitated briefly, but then shook his head slightly. 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    Woods hadn’t really expected anything different, if he were being honest about it. They were pretty certain they’d hammered the bastard head on earlier, but as best anyone could tell it hadn’t done much. 
 
    How tough is this bastard? 
 
    That was the big question. 
 
    Right after ‘what was this bastard’? 
 
    ***** 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter 21 
 
    Everglades 
 
    The Yankee Venom flew low over the big cypress trees, sweeping through the glades at high speed as the occupants looked down at the rapidly passing foliage. 
 
    “There’s another one,” Ben said, nodding off to one side. 
 
    “Got him,” Jan said, putting her rifle up to her shoulder and tracking through the optics. 
 
    The imaging device mounted on the weapon peered right through the trees with ease, and she could easily see the target as it bolted. Tracking it for a moment, Jan led the target slightly before firing a short burst that sent it sprawling. 
 
    “Target down.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Burke confirmed, opening a channel. “Send in the ground team, coordinates to follow.” 
 
    He rattled off the numbers for the location, then tapped the pilot of the chopper on the shoulder as a signal to move on with the search. 
 
    “We need to find the source,” Jan growled. “It survived the air strike, or we wouldn’t be seeing these infected. This biome is too rich to leave it to its own devices for long.” 
 
    “I understand, and my orders agree,” Burke said. “We’ll track it down.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure he really did understand, but his orders did in fact agree so he wasn’t going to be worrying too much about it for the moment. Whatever they were dealing with was beyond his pay grade, but he didn’t need to understand jack to understand that his orders made sense, were legal to the best of his understanding, and were straight from the top. 
 
    The Yankee was moving again, with Corporal Wachun hanging out the other side with the scanner in hand as he swept the swamp below. 
 
    Now that was a piece of tech he wanted more information about. 
 
    The guns were neat, but frankly he didn’t see what they really offered over a good battle rifle, even against the current targets. Sure, an assault rifle with its smaller caliber didn’t seem to be ideal, but then again they rarely were in terms of take down power, but a 7.62 NATO Battle rifle would do the job in spades based on what he’d seen of Sandra’s lever action. 
 
    The scanner, though, was a real game changer. It was easily penetrating the cover below, picking out game, soldiers, and the enemy with ease. It would be nice if their target coordinate system was compatible with the one the Marines used, but Burke figured that was both unsurprising and something that could be figured out. 
 
    He had yet to see much about their tech base other than the scanner and the guns, though, so he was keeping his eyes open and hoping for an opening to learn more as his secondary mission priorities required. 
 
    “Got another one,” Ben said. “Coordinates to your rifle, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Got it,” Jan said. “Major, ask the pilot to adjust our course, three degrees west if you please.” 
 
    Burke nodded and relayed the request. 
 
    First, they had work to do. 
 
    *****  
 
    Sandra was experiencing mixed emotions as she rode in the back of the transport, heading for the highway. In all honesty, she was relieved to be the hell out of that mess, and the Marines were promising that they’d return her boat in good repair when they were done with it, so that was a double win. 
 
    Still, she had to admit she was feeling a little left out. 
 
    Not that I want to be back in that mess, she hurried to think, but it feels like I should be or something? 
 
    Like she was leaving something unfinished, she supposed. 
 
    Oh well, she sighed. Not my problem anymore. 
 
    Her lever action was resting beside her, full loaded again with some ammo borrowed from the Marines. She was going to have to look into getting pistol courses, she decided. Some proper training and certification and she’d pick up a carry rig. 
 
    After the day she’d just had, she honestly didn’t think she’d feel comfortable without a weapon anytime soon, and even in Florida it would be frowned on if she tried to carry her rifle to class. 
 
    Sandra glanced out the window as they drove, noting the road marker as they passed it. 
 
    They were hours out of Miami. 
 
    Wish they’d been able to spare a chopper. 
 
    She tried to relax, a tremor running through her arm suddenly. She clenched her hand into a fist and held it close but couldn’t stop the sudden shaking. 
 
    The Marine beside her, a woman in full gear, looked over and reached a hand out to touch her shoulder. 
 
    “Try to relax.” She said. “Rough, day, right?” 
 
    “Y… yeah, you could say that.” 
 
    “You’ve been running on adrenaline and fear for a while,” The woman said seriously, “You’re crashing. It’s normal. Don’t worry about it, just try to relax as best you can.” 
 
    Sandra nodded as the Marine leaned forward, speaking to the driver. 
 
    “Turn up the heat back here,” She said. 
 
    “Yes Ma’am.” 
 
    Sandra was about to say she wasn’t cold, but the warm blast of air hit her, and it almost immediately felt so damn good that she just closed her eyes and luxuriated in it. 
 
    “Let me know when it’s too hot.” 
 
    Sandra just barely managed to nod as she felt the shaking get worse. 
 
    What a fucked up day. 
 
    *****  
 
    It felt another of itself die, infuriated at the sudden cessation of data from that source. 
 
    The enemy had managed a rout, much to its shock and displeasure. 
 
    The sudden application of such violence had all but wiped out its forces, leaving it badly-injured and vulnerable. 
 
    Vulnerable did not mean helpless, however. It had been in bad positions before, and it had survived. 
 
    It always survived. 
 
    Immortal. 
 
    Words were hard, but it understood that one. It had been called that many times over, by many enemies, all of them were ones it had survived and triumphed over. 
 
    This time would be no different. 
 
    A final move would end this, as all events did, in its favor. 
 
    *****  
 
    Burke looked over the trees, not seeing anything of any interest as they flew along. 
 
    “I believe we may have cleared the region,” Ben said, looking up from the rig he was using. “There are no more contacts on the scanner.” 
 
    Jan shook her head, her face set, “We haven’t found the source yet. It’s still out here somewhere.” 
 
    “We’ll do the sweep again,” Burke said. “We’ll find it.” 
 
    The others nodded. There wasn’t much else they could do. An infection vector couldn’t be left to its own in a place with a biome this rich. Left alone long enough, it would even control the local insects. 
 
    That is a nightmare I do not need to see again, Jan thought grimly. 
 
    The Yankee came around on Burke’s order, the pilot starting another search pattern sweep. 
 
    The enemy was out there somewhere. 
 
    *****  
 
    In the air. 
 
    The rhythmic beat it could feel was the source. It was coming from above. 
 
    That was not unusual, but it realized that it had been fooled into thinking it was safe from such things here due to the initial lack of resistance of this sort. 
 
    New information assimilated. New tactics were to be utilized. 
 
    The last of its parts were assembled, coming out of hiding and prepared for the action. 
 
    *****  
 
    The Yankee banked as it came around, sweeping through the search grid. The ground below was teeming with life, all of it showing up on the scanner as Ben braced himself against the door of the chopper and focused on the readings from the hand-held device. 
 
    “Still clear,” He announced. “Not seeing any sign of the corruption.” 
 
    “Not good,” Jan mumbled, frustrated. “I know we didn’t get them all. I know it.” 
 
    Burke nodded contemplatively. “So they’re hiding. Can they spoof your gear?” 
 
    “Directly? Not likely,” Ben answered. “But they could find places to hide. Enough interference will make it tough to tell the difference between local fauna and the infected.” 
 
    “So, look for interference. Large groups of animals, maybe?” Burke suggested. 
 
    “Maybe.” Ben hummed, flicking through the record of what he’d just scanned. He knew that there had to be something in what he’d examined that would explain it. 
 
    The device held records of every scan it made, going back quite a time, making it easy for him to start looking, applying filters to what he’d scanned to make it run quicker. It only took a few moments to turn up something interesting. 
 
    “There’s something under the surface back that way,” Ben said, with a jerk of his head. “Looks like a natural formation, but it’s definitely interfering with the scan.” 
 
    “Bring us around,” Burke said to the pilot. 
 
    “You got it, Sir.” 
 
    The Yankee swept into a bank, coming around by the numbers and heading along the directed course. Flanking them, two members of the Gunrunners Supercobra squadron kept easy pace. 
 
    *****  
 
    They were coming. 
 
    Fools they were, but that was all to its advantage. 
 
    It could track the sources by the rhythm of the beating in the air, there were three of them in close proximity. They were low, not far above the trees, and moving slowly by any applicable measure. 
 
    Easy targets. 
 
    It waited for the right moment, for the three to pass into just the right position. 
 
    Then… it struck. 
 
    *****  
 
    Ben was half leaned out the open side of the chopper, honestly enjoying the experience. He’d only read about the early helicopters used by pre-contact Earth militaries. Such things weren’t in use by the Realms for a large number of reasons. There was a visceral feeling to the shaking of the powerful machine around him and, if he were to be entirely truthful, a bit of a fearful edge as well. 
 
    That position was probably why he spotted the motion, even ahead of the scanner, though the device started wailing an alarm even as he started to shout his warning. 
 
    Below them, the trees split apart in a sudden explosion of force, something lashing up from within the big plants.  
 
    One of the Super Cobras was hit first, a plume of smoke erupting from the chopper as it started to go off course. The pilot fought the suddenly crippled bird, barely managing to keep from slamming into his wingman behind the Yankee. 
 
    Ben was reaching for the carbine resting between his legs when the Yankee jolted hard and began to spin. 
 
    “It got the tail rotor! Hang on!” 
 
    The pilot’s yell was the only warning they had before the entire world began to spin. 
 
    Ben suddenly wasn’t so enthusiastic about flying around in an old helicopter. 
 
    The fearful part, though, that was still there. 
 
    In spades. 
 
    *****  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    USS Doris Miller CVN-81 
 
    The yellow vested plane director waved Argonaut Lead into position, the aircraft’s turbine whining as it rolled along with the man’s orders at the direction of Elise Cannel’s light touch on the stick and throttle. 
 
    She nodded to the director as the fighter was locked into the catapult, got a nod back before he handed her off to the yellow jacketed ‘Shooter’, the Catapult officer. The fighter wound down slightly as she eased off the throttle, letting the turbine idle for a moment while the deck was checked and cleared. 
 
    Elise proceeded to wipe her avionics, running all the control surfaces through their entire range of motion to ensure everything was responding properly. A green jacketed hookup man approached, then vanished from her sight under the fighter, to make sure that the catapult was properly seated on the fighter’s gear. 
 
    “Argo Lead, you are cleared for launch.” 
 
    “Roger. Argo Lead, ready for launch.” 
 
    The shooter gave her the signal, and she pushed the throttle up. The F-35 seemed to brace, then lean into the deck almost, and she could feel the power of the turbine straining against the hold of the catapult launcher. 
 
    The shooter waved to her, then dropped to one knee and pointed straight on just as the catapult whined. The powerful electromagnetic launcher slammed Elise back into her seat as she pushed the throttle to full power. 
 
    Everything screamed around her as she accelerated along the deck. Then her stomach dropped out from under her as the deck was left behind and the plane began to fall before the thrust caught up and she felt the wings bite into the thick sea air. 
 
    Argo Lead climbed away from the Dory, Elise checking the avionics carefully to confirm everything was working as it should. 
 
    “Flight Control, Argo lead. I’m in the clear, climbing to FL-20.” She said finally. “Request heading to last known target location.” 
 
    “Roger Argo Lead,” The Dory’s flight control came back. “Hold for new headings. We’re locking down the target location now.” 
 
    “Roger Control. Holding.” 
 
    Elise turned in her seat, looking behind her to where the rest of the Argonauts were already forming up. She noted that they’d left Sandy’s spot in the formation open, and Elise found that she had to swallow a couple times to clear the lump that formed in her throat. 
 
    Argonauts, all present and accounted for. 
 
    *****  
 
    SSN-788 Colorado 
 
    David Woods leaned into the motion of the Colorado as it accelerated toward the target they were tracking. They had been tracking the contact as best they could, never losing it… the super cavitation effect made that almost impossible, the contact could be heard from several hundred miles off at least… but often finding that the contacts precise location was difficult to pin down due to echoes bouncing off the air-water interface on the surface and the thermoclines in the deep. 
 
    They were able to plot its course reasonably consistently, however, with some admitted variations. When the contact turned back in toward the Dory, that gave the Colorado its chance. 
 
    The contact was closing the range now, rather than accelerating away. The Colorado was slower, but that didn’t matter if the enemy was coming to them. 
 
    “Torpedoes loaded, Skipper. Tubes flooded. Outer doors open.” 
 
    “Hold,” Woods ordered, eyes on the VLF communication he’d received a short time earlier. “Let them get closer.” 
 
    “Aye, Aye, skipper.” 
 
    The boat sliced through the water, not making any attempt at hiding their own position as they were moving at flank speed. Nearly thirty knots was nothing compared to what the enemy was capable of, but it was five knots faster than the official maximum for the Virginia class submarine and, technically, Woods was breaking regs by pushing his boat this hard. 
 
    If he lived, they could have his commission. 
 
    The contact was still closing on an oblique angle, heading toward the line of battle the Dory’s task group had mounted to cover the Carrier’s retreat from the direct fray. The Colorado was making their approach on an inverse of that angle, somewhat steeper to make up for the difference in speed. 
 
    It would be close, Woods knew. 
 
    He could see the line of battle breaking up, the tin cans and cruisers fanning out as they had undoubtedly received similar orders to what he had. 
 
    Come on you bastard. The crew of the Peralta needs company, and one way or another, I’m going to see they get it. 
 
    *****  
 
    Argonauts 
 
    Elise adjusted course slightly as the target location was updated across her HUD or Heads up Display. They didn’t have quite as precise a target solution on the bandit as she’d like, all things considered, but it would have to do. 
 
    The Argonauts were approaching from FL20, or twenty thousand feet, pushing Mach 1.3 and still accelerating. 
 
    “Argos, get ready,” She said over the radio. “This one ain’t no drill. Cover teams, move into position.” 
 
    The squad responded quickly in the affirmative, no one even thinking about joking around this time out. Two thirds of the squadron moved up ahead, taking the vanguard position as the squadron made the last couple adjustments and began their terminal approach. 
 
    “Boss,” Argonaut two very quickly was on the line. “We have a problem.” 
 
    *****  
 
    USS Port Royal 
 
    The warning alarms were blaring across the ship as the Aegis Cruiser leaned over in the water, turning hard to port as they moved to clear the area as quickly as they could. 
 
    On the bridge, however, Captain Adam Reynaud really didn’t notice any of the extraneous noise or commotion. He had other things to worry about. 
 
    “We need to get them out of the water,” He growled. “Put every ASW asset we have on that target, and do it yesterday!” 
 
    His crew was moving to make his orders happen, but the damnable thing about the situation was that nothing they seemed to do was having much effect. As though from a distance, through the deck and armor of the ship he could hear the ASROC system firing off, sending Mark 54 ADCAP torpedoes on their way even as the Port Royal’s Seahawks took off again with a full load of ASW ordnance. 
 
    All across the task group the picture was the same, it was an all hands on deck evolution, and every man and woman in the group were throwing everything they had at the situation. 
 
    Having already lost one of their own, with all hands as best they could tell, no one was in a particularly merciful mood at the moment. 
 
    “Bring us about, back to starboard!” He ordered. “I want to cross their bow as they enter our gun range.” 
 
    “Aye, aye skipper, coming about!” 
 
    The big cruiser groaned as it leveled out in the water, then leaned in the other direction, her guns already turning to bear as they tracked the estimated location of the enemy contact, eager to be loosed just as soon as they had something to actually hit. 
 
    Covers flipped open from the vertical launch systems as the Port Royal tracked onto the contact, smoke and roaring flame erupting from them as they flushed the system and put RUM-139C missiles into the air. 
 
    The Port Royal, like the rest of the Doris Miller Task Group, had definitively gone to war. 
 
    ***** 
 
    SSN-788 Colorado 
 
    “Skipper! New adjustment to the contact track! They’re leaning in on a course for the Dory!” 
 
    Woods scowled, leaning into the motion of the Colorado as they were buffeted by the wave action on the surface. They were running shallow, at flank speed, with the optics up so he could watch for anything the enemy might show above the water even as the SONAR crew tracked below. 
 
    That put them in the range were some of the heaving seas were noticeable, buffeting the crew around. 
 
    “Steady course,” He ordered. “SONAR, are we still tracking to intercept?” 
 
    “Aye skipper!” 
 
    “Keep putting fish in the water, Weps,” Woods ordered. “Don’t let them relax.” 
 
    “Tubes flooding for the next salvo now, Skipper.” 
 
    Woods nodded absently, thinking about their options. If the target would show itself, he’d gladly hit it with surface to surface ordnance, but it was hiding too effectively for that, more was the pity. 
 
    “ETA to intercept?” 
 
    “Three minutes, Skipper!” 
 
    Three minutes. 
 
    It wasn’t much time, but it would have to do. 
 
    Three minutes to scare these bastards out of the water. 
 
    Challenge Accepted. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Argonauts 
 
    Elise watched the lead element as they strafed the surface, dropping gravity bombs and hosing down the ocean with rounds from their 25mm GAU-22A rotary cannons. All of that was in an attempt to get the target’s attention and, thus far, was proving to be a waste of time and ammo. 
 
    She and her wingman were holding back, out of range they hoped, waiting for an opening but so far being disappointed. 
 
    “Hey Cans,” Her wingman called. “Check out below.” 
 
    Elise frowned, leaning over slightly, and banking the plane to get eyes on the ocean under them. Her eyes widened as she saw the big Arleigh Burke cruiser moving at full steam toward the contact location, pumping every bit of ordnance they had into the air and water. 
 
    “What the hell are they doing?” She growled. “Weren’t they told…?” 
 
    She cut herself off, flipping her radio over to the Task Group’s frequency while getting some information from the IFF system to find out which ship it was. 
 
    The Port Royal. Damn it. 
 
    “Port Royal, Argo One.” 
 
    “Go for Port Royal, Argo One.” 
 
    She grimaced, considering how to ask what she wanted to ask, then just decided to fuck the protocol. 
 
    “Port Royal, you do know what’s going to go down here shortly, I hope?” 
 
    There was a pause before a new voice came back. 
 
    “Roger Argo One. Port Royal is aware.” 
 
    “Then get the fuck out of here!” 
 
    “Negative. Someone needs to flush them above the surface, or it’ll all be for nothing.” 
 
    Elise felt her eyes bug slightly, unable to quite believe what she’d heard. 
 
    “You can’t expect me to drop…” 
 
    “Argo, you will follow your orders, whether we’re here or not. This bastard took out the Peralta. It’s not going to get the Dory. Do your job. We’ll do ours. Port Royal out.” 
 
    Elise swapped back to the squadron channel, “Crazy bastards.” 
 
    “Heads up, boss,” Her wingman said. “The bandit contact is on course for the Dory. They may have a point.” 
 
    “Damn it,” Elise swore. “Come on boys, flush that bastard out.” 
 
    *****  
 
    SSN-788 Colorado 
 
    “Contact dead ahead skipper!” 
 
    “Check fire on the tubes, maintain course and speed!” 
 
    “Check fire, Aye!” Weps called. 
 
    “Maintaining course and speed, Aye!” 
 
    They have to see us, don’t they? Woods wondered, actually. With the noise the contact was putting out via whatever was giving them their supercavitation effect, he strongly doubted they were able to hear a damn thing. 
 
    Even a short distance below the water and you were effectively blind to anything using the light spectrum. 
 
    It was possible they had magneto-anomaly scanning capacity, maybe even probable given how advanced the ship had to be to have done what they’d seen so far. 
 
    Beyond that, though? Honestly, Woods wasn’t sure what else there would be that might be able to spot a sub at any real range under water. 
 
    Normally, that was the Colorado’s main advantage. Run silent, run deep. It was an ingrained concept in the life of a bubble-head. 
 
    This time, however, he felt that maybe his instincts and experience were leading him wrong. 
 
    Woods took a breath. 
 
    “Ears!” 
 
    The man at the SONAR station looked up, “Sir?” 
 
    “Ranging ping to target, full power.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    Woods smiled thinly, “You heard me, Ears. Make it happen.” 
 
    “Uh… Aye Sir. Full power ranging ping… mark.” 
 
    The tone rang out, sending a shudder down Woods’s spine as he felt like he’d just committed a cardinal sin. 
 
    Nevertheless, he nodded a few seconds later, “Again!” 
 
    Woods wasn’t quite able to suppress the urge to grin, more than slightly maniacally as he whispered the words that came to his mind following that. 
 
    “Ramming speed.” 
 
    *****  
 
    At just slightly better than thirty knots, considerably faster than the ‘official’ specs stated the Virginia Class submarine could manage, the Colorado drove straight into the center of the enemy contact’s projected course, blatantly announcing its intent the entire way, much to the consternation of every ship for more than a hundred nautical miles. 
 
    The Colorado didn’t hesitate, however much many on board might have flinched at the thought, and as they closed to within a few hundred meters of the contact, the sound of the super cavitation could be heard on board the sub even without the acoustical gear. 
 
    The boat didn’t stop its constant pinging of the target, though little return was actually making it back through the super cavitation bubble. It wasn’t needed to locate the target, however, given how noisy the enemy was being. 
 
    The pings only served one purpose. 
 
    Making sure that the enemy knew without any doubt it was being engaged in possibly the most insane game of chicken ever played. 
 
    At fifty meters, without only seconds to contact… 
 
    The enemy contact… 
 
    Blinked. 
 
    *****  
 
    Water bulged, for a brief moment, the surface tension seeming to hold as the ship below the surface surged upwards. Then it broke, white cascades washing down in every direction, the angular hull breeching the surface as the ship took briefly to the air. 
 
    Below it, the Colorado swept on past, course unchanged as the contact jumped clear over it. 
 
    Above, however, the change in stance did not go unnoticed. 
 
    *****  
 
    Argo Lead 
 
    Elise pushed the throttle all the way forward before she consciously knew what she was looking at. The F-35 slammed her back into the seat as she snapped through Mach, leaving a condensation cone in her wake. 
 
    “All points, this is Argonauts Lead. I am beginning my attack run,” She said over the allies’ tactical channel. “Say again, I am beginning my attack run. If you’ve got cover, I’d take it now!” 
 
    She dipped the nose of the fighter down, picking up more speed as she tracked the target through the Virtual HUD projected on the inside of her helmet, the augmented display letting her looked through the forward armored shell of her cockpit and down to where the target was currently airborne. 
 
    A flick of her thumb sent the command that opened up the weapon bays on the fighter as she took her hand off the throttle and punched in the arming code for the first of two B61 thermonuclear gravity bombs currently resting in her racks. 
 
    The range closed incredibly fast, seconds passing as she saw the target begin to drop back toward the water. 
 
    Oh no, you don’t. 
 
    “All points, Argo Lead… Indigo Hammer!” 
 
    The fighter jerked upwards slightly, the weight of the B61 dropping away on her command as she pulled the nose up and started climbing for clear sky as fast as the Pratt and Whitney turbofan could drive her. 
 
    She didn’t look over her shoulder as the flash managed to light up mostly clear sky ahead of her, despite it being broad daylight. 
 
    *****  
 
    USS Port Royal 
 
    “All hands, Indigo Hammer is confirmed!” Reynaud called over the ship-wide intercom. “Get below and hang on!” 
 
    He looked around the bridge of the ship, “What are you all waiting for? Move it!” 
 
    He grabbed the closest man to him and shoved him back, almost pushing him down the stairs to the below decks. 
 
    “move, move, move!” 
 
    Reynaud was the last man on the bridge, holding the course steady right at the target. He was too close now for the ship to run, and he didn’t want to know what would happen if the blast caught the Royal side on. He looked up, eyes following the fighter that was screaming in on its attack run. 
 
    The Captain of the Port Royal closed his eyes and dropped to the deck of the bridge as the fighter began to arc upward again. 
 
    He saw the flash through closed eyes, even from under the console he was hiding behind. 
 
    Seconds passed, nothing changed. 
 
    And then, the Port Royal slammed into a wall and Captain Reynaud was hammered forward into the console he was covering behind, glass rained down around him as he felt the air rapidly heat up. 
 
    Everything went black a moment later. 
 
    *****  
 
    CVN 81 Doris Miller 
 
    “Holy shit.” 
 
    Morrow didn’t bother reprimanding the speaker, in part because he wasn’t completely confident that he wasn’t the speaker. 
 
    The B61 was a four hundred kiloton nuclear explosive, and the flash could be seen over the horizon on something that size, let alone the limited range they were from the fighting. 
 
    The mushroom cloud was growing in the distance, sending shivers down his back. 
 
    Holy shit indeed. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
    Everglades 
 
    Everything hurt. 
 
    Ben was quite certain things hurt that he didn’t even have. 
 
    It was, however, a good sign that he was still alive. 
 
    He opened his eyes slowly, the shadow of the slowly twisting rotor passing over his face as he looked out at the trees that surrounded them. He heard someone groan, might have been himself but he decided to look around in case it wasn’t. 
 
    The others were all in place, the seat restraints having done their jobs apparently. 
 
    “Everyone alive?” Major Burke asked painfully. 
 
    “If I say no, will you leave me alone?” 
 
    “Shut your mouth, Corporal,” Sergeant Kirth growled. “Sound off.” 
 
    Everyone slowly chimed in, and it seemed like they’d actually survived the landing… if it could be called that. 
 
    Ben looked out over the edge, noting that they weren’t technically on the ground yet. 
 
    These are some tough trees, He thought with no small amount of admiration. 
 
    They’d managed to stop a crashing helicopter at least a couple dozen feet off the ground. That was pretty damn impressive in his books. Though, frankly, he’d rather not have experienced that impressive feat firsthand… but there were a lot of things in his career with the Realms Marines he’d have preferred not to experience firsthand. 
 
    That’s life in the corps, baby. 
 
    He was still taking stock when a movement caused his instincts to take over. Ben twisted in his restraints, barely evading the black tendril that stabbed into the interior of the chopper, punching through the seat and into the aluminum and steel behind with ease. 
 
    He flinched as a wet splatter struck the side of his face and didn’t have to look to see that at least one of the strikes had found a hit. 
 
    While it was withdrawing, Ben hit the release and dropped free of the restraints, his other hand grabbing at the carbine that had clattered around to his feet. His fingers just slipped off the knurled grip as the tendril hooked him on its way out, dragging him out and into the air beyond the chopper. 
 
    He heard yelling and shock from above him then but didn’t have any time to worry about it as his hand went automatically to his sidearm, closing around the grips and tugging the weapon free of the holster. 
 
    This is not as low class an abomination as we thought! 
 
    The infection had remodeled the hosts it had taken, something they’d seen only in limited fashion up to this point, but it had clearly been holding back. 
 
    Ben was swinging around by the leg the thing’s grip unshaking as he extended his weapon and looked for somewhere to shoot. He considered blasting the tentacle itself, but he wasn’t eager to see if he’d survive the thirty-foot drop to the ground, especially not if he were flung by a pissed off and hurt abomination. 
 
    He was getting lightheaded with all the swinging, particularly as he was spending far too much time upside down and with the force of the swings driving blood to his brain. Ben fell back on his training to deal with that, clenching his muscles in order to restrict blood flow and drive at least some of it back down his body so he wouldn’t red-out. 
 
    His combat fatigues helped with that, being fitted tightly enough to act as crude acceleration flight suits. But Ben knew it was only a matter of delaying the inevitable if he didn’t get himself out of the current situation and do it quickly. 
 
    He barely saw the tree coming at him in time to get his arm up to take some of the hit, stars popping in his vision as he felt something crack and hoped it was the tree and not his arm. Then he was whipping back the other way, cursing the whole damn way in a crude gibberish of English, Mandarin, and a lingo that was only remotely understandable to a Marine. 
 
    He'd had enough, and was ready to say screw the consequences, aiming his sidearm down around his feet and just lifting the aim point enough to miss his toes as he started firing. 
 
    The abomination screamed or roared. Something that sound happy, at least, and for a moment ben was jerked around even more, then suddenly he was free and in freefall. 
 
    Ben managed to pack a lot more cursing than he would normally have thought possible in the period of time he spent twisting and falling, snapping through several branches on the way down. He felt a spike of pain run through his chest, and was pretty sure that meant a cracked rib, but the sudden rushing approach of the ground below him cut off any thoughts in that direction. 
 
    In a split second the world exploded in pain, light, and then fell to black before he could experience any of the preceding. 
 
    Normally, the blackness would be a relief, but Ben could hear the movement of the tendrils above him even as the darkness claimed his consciousness. 
 
    *****  
 
    Unbelievable. 
 
    That the local pests would be able to drive it to such lengths, that was not something it would have predicted when it first examined them upon arrival. 
 
    Altering the biology of the locals was child’s play for one such as it, who could reach into the subatomic. 
 
    The laws of nature were neither laws, nor natural, and they could easily be tricked into doing whatever one wanted, so long as it was even remotely possible. 
 
    The action was, however, rather… consuming. 
 
    This had to end. 
 
    Now. 
 
    *****  
 
    Washington Situation Room 
 
    “What in the fuck is that thing!?” 
 
    No one in the room blinked at the language the President was using. Most of them had already managed worse. 
 
    “Nothing we’ve ever seen, Mr. President,” The SecDef responded dully. 
 
    “That is something I figured out on my own, Bill.” 
 
    “Sorry, Sir.” 
 
    Strand sighed, pushing his hair back, annoyed by the fact that it was slick with sweat and felt greasy. 
 
    How long have I been up now anyway? 
 
    It was the worse night he could remember since he’d been elected, and there was a lot of competition for that particular title. 
 
    They were watching through the cameras on the Supercobra attack helicopters, and the scene was something out of a bad horror movie. The Marine Venom helicopter was hanging in a grove of trees, a fair bit off the ground, surrounded by… pulsating and moving tentacles that clearly were nothing remotely of this Earth. 
 
    Strand didn’t know what the hell he was looking at, but he knew it was nothing good. 
 
    “Get those people out of there,” He ordered, “If I have to, I’m going to order that entire area bombed down to the bedrock.” 
 
    “Not much of that in the Glades, Sir.” 
 
    “We have enough bombs,” Strand said grimly. “We’ll find it, it has to be under there somewhere.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Glades 
 
    Jan slid under a writhing tentacle, grabbing the strap of her pulse rifle as she released the restraints with her other hand. The tilt of the chopper meant that she continued sliding right off the seat and out the open door onto the skid. 
 
    She stopped her motion with a hand on the edge of the chopper’s passenger compartment door, bracing a foot into the skid support, and hefted the rifle off hand while taking stock of the situation. 
 
    This is… not good. 
 
    The abomination was clearly not quite as low order as she’d thought. It still wasn’t one of the higher sapients, nor one of the most dangerous sorts, but that metric judged such things by how well Realm’s defenses could handle them. 
 
    On an uncontacted Earth, she was confident in raising the threat rating of this particular abomination by a few points at the very least. 
 
    Biokinetic, high level, Jan thought with grim rational evaluation. Limits, uncertain, but clearly drawing energy from the sun, possibly from ambient sources as well. 
 
    She fired a couple shots at a tendril that was getting too close, causing it to whip away, a rumble of pained sounds shaking the air around her. 
 
    Need to find the core, and fast. It has to be absorbing local biomatter for this, and that puts us on the menu. 
 
    “Hey, you ok out there?” 
 
    Jan saw Kirth swing himself enough to look out and down to her, blood spatter on his face and helmet. 
 
    “I’m fine, but we need to get down.” 
 
    He nodded, “Fast ropes coming right down, watch yourself.” 
 
    She braced, getting close to the chopper as he rummaged around, and a moment later a thick rope coil was tossed out past her and the remainder whirred against the edge of the door as it snaked out of the chopper into the trees below. 
 
    “You go first, Ma’am,” Kirth said, “We’ll be right behind.” 
 
    Jan nodded, grabbing the rope, and leaning back from the skid before she swung out into space, looping her leg around the rope as she began to slide through the branches below. 
 
    *****  
 
    Pain returned to him before consciousness, which was something that Ben honestly hadn’t known was a thing before that moment. He opened his eyes, or tried to. They didn’t really want to follow orders, however, so all he got at first was a somewhat blurrier darkness. 
 
    He groaned and forced them open, moving his less painful arm under himself at the same time, and pushed up onto his side as he looked around. It took a lot of blinking, several sharp stabs of pain, and the headache from hell, but he managed to get his eyes open and functioning. 
 
    The dappled light filtering down through the trees left him feeling like maybe he was dreaming, but the pain he was feeling confidently informed him he wasn’t. Ben groaned and pushed up to his knees. Over the pounding in his ears and head he could hears bursts from local carbines and the Colonel’s pulse rifle. He needed to get his ass back into gear. 
 
    A light thud to his left caught his attention and he turned to see a thick rope hanging down from above, so Ben looked up in time to see the Colonel slide out of the tree’s branches. Her weapon was aimed up, but she’d stopped firing as she descended, likely to avoid hitting anyone in the wrecked chopper above. 
 
    He felt a chill run through him as he saw motion from the trees moving toward her, however. 
 
    Ben reached for his sidearm, only to find it missing and remember that he’d had it in hand before he fell. He cast about quickly, but the weapon was nowhere to be found. 
 
    “On your three o’clock Colonel!” He called, running back toward the tree as the Colonel swung and opened fire as the tendril swung on her direction. 
 
    *****  
 
    Jan swung around at the warning from below, eyes widening as she spotted the attack as it swung in on her. She hurriedly brought her rifle about, firing one handed as she continued to control her descent, but the combination of motion, one handed firing, and other factors shot her accuracy all to hell. 
 
    At the last moment before she would have been struck, Jan let go of the rope and fell back, upside down, only her legs keeping her from falling as she got two hands on the rifle and tracked the target while continuing her descent. 
 
    She was trained in zero gravity, firing while upside down wasn’t much of a chore, but the motion of the target and her own swinging made hitting anything difficult at best, and the attacks were getting closer. 
 
    Automatic fire from above caused her to glance quickly up, spotting Sergeant Kirth as he dropped along from above her. He was firing his Carbine in short bursts as he slid down, and across she could see another fast rope drop with a Marine following right on the tail of the uncoiling loop, his carbine also firing as he dropped. 
 
    The combination of fire drove the tendril back enough to buy her time, and she loosened her grip a bit to slide the rest of the way to the ground in a hurry. Jan hit the ground a little hard, winding up on her back on the loamy earth, with her rifle aiming up as she sought a target. 
 
    Corporal Wachun was moving in her direction, she noted idly, no weapon evident in his hand. That didn’t surprise her much, considering how he’d left the interior of the helicopter in the first place. 
 
    “Are you alright, Colonel?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” She said, rolling clear so the Sergeant could land without dropping right on her face. “You?” 
 
    “I’ll live. Maybe.” 
 
    Jan glanced at him, an eyebrow raising as she took in his comment and his physical state. 
 
    He looked somewhat worse for wear, she decided. His uniform was tough, so it hid a lot, but he was limping and seemed to be favoring his side. 
 
    “I believe I underestimated the situation, Corporal,” She admitted wearily as the first of the local Marines hit the ground a short distance away. 
 
    “I think we both did, Ma’am.” Wachun admitted, wincing as he felt tenderly at his chest. “Class Three, minimum. Type forty… eight?” 
 
    “Forty-seven, I believe, though I admit I would have to look it up to be completely certain,” Jan said. “And Class three seems accurate, yes.” 
 
    Ben nodded absently, noting but not paying much attention as Kirth and some of the Marines made it down and started to gather. 
 
    “We need to find the core,” He said. 
 
    “Took the words right out of my mouth, Corporal. You still have the scanner?” 
 
    He sighed, “It’s either in the chopper still, or…” 
 
    He looked around them helplessly and shrugged. 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    There wasn’t a lot more to say, Jan supposed. She could hardly fault the man for having lost his gear considering he’d just been through a crash landing, then yanked from the craft by an Abomination, and finally been tossed around like a chew toy. 
 
    She was somewhat more impressed he was still alive, let alone standing on his own power, if she were honest about it. 
 
    “The core has to be nearby,” Ben said wearily, slumping a little as he favored his injured side. “No way that thing has ample range. I don’t care if we did underestimate it.” 
 
    Jan nodded, slowly turning her head to take in the trees around them. “Agreed. Hundred meters, not much more.” 
 
    “Are you two fucking serious?” Kirth demanded, looking quite irate. “This thing just took a Yankee out of the sky and you’re debating how close it is and how much you underestimated it?” 
 
    “Sergeant,” Burke sighed. “Easy.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Major, but we just lost three more guys up there,” Kirth jerked his thumb up to where the chopper was still hanging, blades slowly turning. “And these two are talking like they made a minor mistake on the range!” 
 
    Jan sighed, “Sergeant, when fighting abominations, this was a minor mistake on the range. We’ve seen cities erased over less. Be thankful that we’re contained a fair distance from any large population centers.” 
 
    She was about to say something more but stopped abruptly and looked up in time to see the black mass of the abomination moving again. 
 
    “Ware above!” Jan called, throwing herself to one side as she swung her weapon around. 
 
    Everyone scattered, scrambling for cover as best they could, the writhing mass descending on them no matter what they tried. 
 
    *****  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
    USS Port Royal 
 
    Commander Giselle Ericson pushed her way onto the bridge of the Port Royal, grimacing as the heated air swept over her and she felt the glass crunch under her feet. She took a moment, looking around, and spotted the Captain on the ground. 
 
    “Get him below deck,” She ordered the seaman who was cautiously following her. “The doctor is waiting.” 
 
    “Yes Ma’am!” 
 
    As much as she wanted to check on the Captain’s state of being just then, Giselle had other priorities. A glance out over the forward deck of the ship and beyond showed that the Royal was drifting slightly, moving off course, but any damage seemed to be limited. 
 
    “Get these stations manned,” She ordered, finding the communication’s console and picking up the handset. She flipped it over to the shipwide. “All stations, all hands, we are still at general quarters. The blast front of the nuclear device has passed. Return to your stations if you have not already. I say again, we are at General Quarters.” 
 
    With that said she dropped the handset back in its cradle and put in the command to set the ship’s alarms to action. 
 
    The Royal echoed with the sound of the General Quarters alarm, and she could almost hear men and women rushing back to the more exposed stations they’d been ordered to abandon in the face of the blast. 
 
    The B-61 was a variable yield explosive warhead but had been dialed up to four kilotons. The shockwave could have broke them, but the Captain had taken the chance. Both to try and push the enemy out into the open, but also for what happened after. 
 
    She patted the RADAR officer on the shoulder as he passed her, “Find the contact. Do it now.” 
 
    “Yes Ma’am.” 
 
    The Port Royal was, without question, the closest ship to the enemy contact out of the task group. That had been a calculated decision and plan on the Captain’s part, one that had fallen to her to see through. 
 
    “The SPY is powering up. I think the hardening held against the EMP Ma’am!” 
 
    “Get us online, and do it yesterday,” She said, moving across to the weapon’s board. “You too. We need to those missiles back in action ASAP.” 
 
    The Ensign there nodded quickly, “Working on it. We’re running checks as fast as we can, but we were close to that blast Ma’am. There’s no way to guarantee the electronics held.” 
 
    “Pray they did.” She said, though she knew the Captain hadn’t been relying completely on that. If they could just get the SPY up and the Aegis system running, the rest of the Task Group had all the missiles they’d ever need. 
 
    We just need to find the contact and give them a shooting solution. 
 
    *****  
 
    CVN-81 Doris Miller 
 
    Admiral Morrow tapped his fingers on the table in front of him, trying to will the systems back to full functionality. 
 
    The EMP from the blast hadn’t taken down their systems entirely, but it had certainly disrupted communications across the task group quite effectively. 
 
    They were blind and deaf for the moment, and it was maddening. 
 
    Every system was dead or just showing static at the moment. They hadn’t even recovered the satellite uplink due to ionic interference localized around the blast. He understood that would clear shortly, but for the moment… 
 
    The Dory was in the dark. 
 
    *****  
 
    SSN-788 Colorado 
 
    “Everything checks, Sir. We’re still intact. The blast didn’t transmit through the air-water interface sufficiently to do more than minor damage.” 
 
    Woods grunted, “Was a hell of a ride though. Do we have SONAR?” 
 
    “Negative. The blast wave may not have transmitted enough to crush this tin can, Skipper, but it blew out our Mics like you wouldn’t believe.” 
 
    Woods sighed, “Can we fix it?” 
 
    “Not under way, it’s going to be a dry dock job.” 
 
    The Captain of the boat sighed but nodded in understanding. 
 
    “Take us up to fifty feet, and standby to extend the mast. Let’s see what’s going on up there.” 
 
    “Aye skipper!” 
 
    *****  
 
    Argonauts 
 
    The sound of cursing filled the cockpit of the fighter as Elise fought the advanced avionics with everything she had, all the while trying to keep the systems from completely shutting down on her. 
 
    “Hardened against EMP my ASS! I’m going to find the designer of this piece of shit and make them wish I’d dropped one of those damn bombs on them instead of on the hostile contact!” 
 
    The F35 was, like all modern air superiority fighters, designed to be an unstable platform. Riding right on the edge of stability gave an aircraft unparalleled maneuverability, the capacity to go any direction at the slightest hint of a whim. 
 
    However, in order to make that function, it took advanced computer- controlled stability systems. 
 
    Elise was currently flying with hers significantly retarded by the impact of the EMP blast from her own weapon. 
 
    This just sucks. 
 
    A system reboot in mid-flight wasn’t something she was particularly keen on, but it was looking more and more like it was either that… or punch out. 
 
    It was not a system that was intended for a cold reboot in flight. In fact she wasn’t entirely sure it was even possible. 
 
    Thankfully, the avionics had their own backup power, which meant that she could still fly the damn thing, but it was akin to riding a bronco with a grudge more than anything she was used to. 
 
    With her communications disrupted, she wasn’t even sure what had happened to the rest of the squadron. 
 
    Elise put that out of her mind for the moment, however, and began the process of rebooting the flight control system even as she fought every tiny gust of wind and pocket of turbulence she flew through. 
 
    *****  
 
    USS Port Royal 
 
    That looks interesting, very interesting indeed, Giselle thought as she stared out over the bow of the cruiser, using a hefty pair of field glasses. 
 
    Smoke was visible low in the water, off their port side a bit and a few miles ahead. She wasn’t sure what it was yet, not with their AN/SPY 1 RADAR down and the Aegis system largely offline, but she was feeling good that it was the contact they’d been hunting. 
 
    “Spy Up!” 
 
    The Commander lowered the glasses, half turning, “Good! Get me a shooting solution on that contact ahead to port and confirm it’s the bandit.” 
 
    “Aye ma’am!” 
 
    She dropped the binoculars back in the box she’d taken them from and made her way back inside. The engines of the cruiser were whining back up to full power, and she could feel the surge of the Port Royal under foot as it cut the waves now that it was properly under guidance and power again. 
 
    “Make for the smoke ahead,” She ordered. “If it’s the enemy contact, I want it in our sights, and if it’s one of ours… well, we’ll see if there’s anyone to pick up.” 
 
    “Aye Ma’am. Adjusting course to port,” The Helmsman confirmed. 
 
    The wind was whipping through the now open bridge, a feeling she rather found she liked at the moment in actuality, though Giselle had no doubt it would get old in a hurry when the weather turned. 
 
    “Target locked in Ma’am.” 
 
    “Aegis up! We’re linked into the task group!” 
 
    “Yes! Confirm the identity of the target!” 
 
    “We’re still pulling down task group IFF codes… So far nothing of ours would be in the area, but there’s nothing from the… wait… The Colorado is on the board, they’re three miles North, North West of the target. All friendlies accounted for, Ma’am. It’s the bandit… Ma’am! It’s moving!” 
 
    Her eyes widened in shock. 
 
    After taking a Nuke!? 
 
    She didn’t pause, however, “RIMs up! Lock and load, send the targeting data to the fleet!” 
 
    “Aye Ma’am! Dory acknowledges, Task Group is responding. We’re clear to engage!” 
 
    “Flush the cannisters.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Alarms blaring, the Port Royal leaned over in the sea as it turned to align better with the target, steel flaps popping open across the Mk 41 Vertical Launch System to expose the pre-loaded Tomahawk missiles to the sea air. 
 
    Smoke and fire erupted across the cruiser as she flushed her cannisters, putting every tomahawk they had into the air. 
 
    Normally designed for land attack at considerable range, the Block Va variant of the venerable cruise missile was also the primary anti-ship missile in the fleet, taking over that role from the Harpoon. Each thirty- five-hundred-pound missile packed a thousand-pound warhead and active RADAR targeting into a shockingly compact frame. 
 
    And the Port Royal carried forty of them. 
 
    In a matter of seconds, the entire cruiser vanished in a cloud of smoke and fury as every single one launched into the air. 
 
    *****  
 
    SSN-788 Colorado 
 
    Woods smiled darkly as he looked through the optics at what was going on some distance away. 
 
    “Skipper, we’ve got active targeting data coming in from the Port Royal.” 
 
    “Good enough. Let them have everything we’ve got, Weps.” 
 
    “Aye, Aye Skipper.” 
 
    Woods took a breath of satisfaction as he felt the deep thuds of the vertical launch systems swing into action, the Colorado’s cruise missiles igniting and blowing out through the dozen meters or so of sea water before they leapt into the air and blasted away to deliver the compliments of the Colorado and crew to the bandit they’d been tangling with. 
 
    *****  
 
    The Doris Miller task group acted as one, every single member well and truly fed up with the situation. 
 
    Block Va Tomahawks exploded into action across every ship and sub in the fleet. 
 
    Aircraft that were still in the air responded with their own munitions, dropping torpedoes, air to surface missiles, and gravity bombs as they swept the target. 
 
    The resulting devastation didn’t quite match the blast that opened the festivities, strictly speaking, but still delivered well over a kiloton of conventional munitions to the already damaged target. 
 
    *****  
 
    CVN-81 Doris Miller 
 
    “We’re getting reports from the lead ships and aircraft, Sir… The contact is breaking apart and sinking.” 
 
    Morrow closed his eyes, uncertain if he was relieved or still numb to the whole mess. 
 
    What in the hell was that thing? 
 
    More concerning, if he were honest, was the other question that wouldn’t leave him be. Namely, were there any more like it? 
 
    “Thank you,” He said aloud. “I’ll inform the President.” 
 
    “Yes Sir.” 
 
    His aide backed out, leaving Morrow alone for the moment. He reached for the computer to open up the video call to the President and his advisors. 
 
    He wasn’t sure what he was going to tell them beyond the fact that they’d finally sank that damn thing. 
 
    I just hope to hell that will be enough. 
 
    He still couldn’t believe that the President had authorized the deployment of a special munition… and, worse, he couldn’t believe that hadn’t been quite enough to finish the target. 
 
    Someone better have some explanations for me over this. 
 
    *****  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
    Glades 
 
    Kirth hit the ground hard, rolling as he felt a distinct thud through the earth under him from the impact of the glistening black tendril just a few feet away. He had to push himself over another time to free up the M4 Carbine he had in straps, getting the weapon on target as quickly as he could. 
 
    The 5.56 NATO weapon barked as it kicked in his grip, Kirth firing quickly as he could place shots on the target as it moved. The rounds slammed into the tendril, eliciting a reaction, but little else he could see. 
 
    More weapons roared to life around him, and that got more of a reaction, especially when the Colonel’s weird tech rifle opened up with its distinctive sound, but none of it seemed to be enough. The target seemed to be hurt by it all, but not truly inconvenienced by any of it as best he could tell. 
 
    That didn’t stop him, or any of them, as they continued to fire while getting back to their knees and then up to their feet. 
 
    “Marines,” He called. “Fall back to the Major!” 
 
    His team began a fighting withdrawal, making their way to where Major Burke was getting back on his feet and drawing his service pistol. The Major carried a service issue Sig M18, and while Kirth had no doubts the major was proficient with the weapon, there was zero chance it was going to come into effective use in this situation. 
 
    *****  
 
    Burke swore under his breath, wishing he’d grabbed something heftier somewhere along the way, but since all he had to use was his pistol, that was what he’d use. The Sig Saur was a good weapon, there was no real question about that, but it wasn’t intended for this kind of fight. 
 
    Not that he could think of any weapon in the service that was intended for it, mind you. 
 
    Maybe a SMAW? 
 
    He could certainly go for a nice rocket launcher right about then, that was certain. The 9mm kicked in his grip as he forgot about what could have been and wished he’d had and just focused on emptying the magazine into the target. 
 
    It was clear to him that the visitors, whatever else they were, hadn’t been joking about how dangerous these things were. 
 
    And they consider this… thing… a low-level threat? 
 
    Burke did not want to see what they considered a high level one. 
 
    He heard the Sergeant getting control over the squad and left that to the Noncom while he tried to figure out what the hell they were going to do in the long term. 
 
    Withdraw seems best, we still have the Gunrunners up there, their Supercobras have enough munitions to turn this section of the glades into a fair approximation of hell. 
 
    He checked around, looking for a path to safely withdraw, or any other options he might have at hand. 
 
    This thing has the area pretty well infiltrated, and the swamp to the east will make any movement in that direction… less than ideal, at best. We need a clear area for pickup, or at least somewhere we can control the fighting from. 
 
    He spotted a foot path, half overgrown, but it looked to parallel the swamp edge. A hunter’s trail perhaps, or maybe something else, but it was the best option for fast movement they had at the moment. 
 
    “Sergeant,” He said as the others got over beside him. 
 
    “Sir!” 
 
    “That foot path over there,” He pointed. “Fighting withdrawal… to the north, if I’m remembering the terrain correctly. Sound about right?” 
 
    Kirth paused, eyes flicking up and to the left before he nodded. 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “Make it happen,” Burke ordered. 
 
    Kirth nodded curtly, then turned to the others. “New orders Jarheads! Tactical withdrawal, I want a tight formation down that path. The Major is in the middle. I’ll take up the rear. Driscoll, cover the point. Everyone keep this thing distracted until we’re ready to move!” 
 
    Burke left the Sergeant to the task, looking over to the Colonel and Corporal where they were reacting in their way. 
 
    “We’re pulling back, once we’re clear I’ll call in an airstrike on the whole region,” He called out to the Colonel. 
 
    She glanced at him, “Understood. Corporal, I believe it’s time to…” 
 
    Burke’s eyes widened as he saw the black glistening mass move in her direction, shockingly fast. He was starting to call out a warning, but before he could the Colonel was struck hard by the Corporal and shoved even harder. 
 
    She went flying through a thicket of branches and such, but the exchange of energies meant that the Corporal was caught in position as the mass came down. 
 
    He was hammered into the ground, writhing tendrils looping around him, and then yanked up out of the muck and pulled off into the spotty darkness in the shadows of the cypress trees. 
 
    “Shit!” Burke swore. “Fuck! New plan, Sergeant! SAR! Go!” 
 
    Kirth’s response was somewhat more colorful than his, but he was already moving into action. 
 
    Never let it be said that a Sergeant in the Marines is slow on his feet, Burke thought, amused despite the situation. 
 
    Now he just needed a new strategy to get out of this mess. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    *****  
 
    Jan crashed through the thick branches, shocked by the sudden attack… 
 
    No, he knocked me out of the way. 
 
    She hit the ground, skidding to a stop as she struggled to get her rifle back on target… only there was no target to be had. The branches obscured her vision and left any attempt at response… pointless. 
 
    Groaning, she planted the butt of the rifle in the ground and forced herself up as quickly as she could. Mistreating her equipment at the moment was the least of her concerns. 
 
    Jan forced her way through the branches back the way she’d come, bursting out into the small clearing they’d been in with rifle ready, only to find no sign of the Corporal. 
 
    The local Marines were running and gunning, however, and it didn’t look like they were thinking about a withdrawal any longer, so it wasn’t hard to put together the change in stance. Jan immediately set out in pursuit of them, assuming that they’d lead her where she wanted to be. 
 
    *****  
 
    “He went that way!” 
 
    Ben groaned, the voices coming to him from a long damn way off. 
 
    Well that was one of the dumber moves I’ve ever done, He thought painfully, and I was stupid enough to sign up for the Corps. Ouch. 
 
    He felt shooting pains in his left arm, ribs, and now his leg. 
 
    The day was just getting better and better. 
 
    He struggled against the force wrapping him up as he was dragged through branches that scraped at his clothes, limbs, and face. 
 
    Moving fast. Not a lot of time. 
 
    Ben’s hand closed around the hilt of his knife, a thick bladed traditional fixed fighting knife with a bit of an extra buried in its tough form. The blade scraped on the sheath as he drew it out, then flipped it over in his pinned arm. 
 
    He grimaced, against both the pain he was feeling and what he knew was coming, then hammered the hilt into his hip until he heard the pop of the blade’s catalyst pod breaking open. The chemical catalyst began to react with the knife immediately, and he felt it warm in his hands, a slight hum running up through his hand, wrist, and into his arm. 
 
    He drove the blade into the muscle mass that was holding him down, eliciting a real scream and a sudden shaking that felt like it rattled his teeth in his skull, but he didn’t let go or slow the motion of the blade. 
 
    Ben knew that the edge was glowing white hot, but that wasn’t what was causing damage to the abomination. The catalyst was burning off any imperfections in the material, leaving the edge perfect and able to cut through nearly any material that did exist… or could exist. 
 
    At the moment he was using that finely honed edge like a hacksaw, however, just driving it back and forth and tearing as much as cutting as he did. 
 
    “Let me go you piece of filth,” Ben ground out through gritted teeth. “Let me go!” 
 
    *****  
 
    Driscoll swore as he chased the tendril around a tree. It whipped off in a completely different direction so fast he could barely follow the change with his eyes let alone actually chase the damn thing. His M4 was useless, more so than it had been even, now that he was worried about killing an ally. 
 
    He didn’t let up, though, crashing through the underbrush in pursuit, mildly shocked that he was chasing the damn thing now instead of running from it. 
 
    I have lost my goddamn mind. 
 
    “It went that way!” He yelled aloud, pointing in the direction he was running and hoping someone heard and saw him in the process, but he didn’t have time to make sure. 
 
    The damn thing was fast. 
 
    Dimly he could hear crashing and yelling around him, people charging through the underbrush paralleling him he hoped. 
 
    He almost stumbled as he burst out into a cleared area, skidding to a stop in shock and horror as he saw what was ahead of him. 
 
    Driscoll fell on his ass, sliding to a stop in a few feet, and stared in shock. 
 
    The writhing mass ahead of him was nothing that should exist in a sane world. 
 
    How the hell did that come from a bunch of random animals and shit? 
 
    He scrambled backwards, away from the mass, eyes refusing to look away as he got his M4 back up. A hand on his shoulder made him pause and look aside to see the Colonel standing beside him. 
 
    “Good work, you located the core,” She said, reaching under his arm to pull him up. “But do not waste your ammunition on it. It is too well armored for your weapon to do much. Watch for its drones instead.” 
 
    “Um… right. I guess?” 
 
    She lifted her rifle, eyes intent, “I will find the corporal.” 
 
    Driscoll couldn’t help but stare as she started forward, into the writhing mass, her rifle coming to her shoulder. 
 
    That is one crazy bitch. 
 
    Being the dumb Jarhead that he was, Driscoll couldn’t help but admire the hell out of that. 
 
    Kirth and the others burst into the clearing, and he waved them down. 
 
    “Watch for more of the drones, she said,” He told the Sergeant. “It’s too armored for our carbines.” 
 
    Kirth hesitated, but nodded, “Right. Perimeter security! Cover the Colonel, unless you have other orders Major?” 
 
    Burke panted a little, slumping, but he just shook his head. 
 
    “No Sergeant, perimeter security sounds about right.” Burke said. “Be about it.” 
 
    *****  
 
    The Corporal is in there somewhere, Jan thought grimly as she examined the mass with a critical eye. 
 
    The Abomination was a rather brutal biokinetic, there was no question about that. Combined with its quantum infection vector she really didn’t want to see what happened if it escaped the swamp they were currently in. 
 
    Granted, it couldn’t infect anything sentient without some rather drastic measures… likely requiring the death of the sentient, she estimated, but that still left an unholy level of damage it could cause in a rather short time. 
 
    Her nose curled slightly, a scent striking her that stood out against the others in the area. It plucked at her memory, then suddenly solidified. 
 
    She smiled. 
 
    “Good job, Corporal…” 
 
    *****  
 
    “Just fucking die already,” Ben snarled as he drew the blade through the tendril entirely, hacking it in two. 
 
    The mass around him shuddered, a roar filling his ears and shaking him in place as he felt himself drop a slight bit before stopping. His arm was free, however, and despite the pain he forced himself to continue with the blade. 
 
    Somewhere in that mess, the central core had to be. Ben hacked at another section, and it recoiled from him, twisting around in what looked like confusion like it couldn’t see him or… something. He didn’t know, that didn’t make a lot of sense, but he wasn’t an expert on the damn abominations. He was just decent at killing them. 
 
    Usually with artillery. 
 
    Preferably from several light seconds away. 
 
    But killing them, nonetheless. 
 
    He sat up, stomach straining as he forced himself into an upright position so he could reach his leg with the blade in his hand. The impossible black muscle tissue parted with a swipe of the blade and he dropped again, this time into a roiling mass that lay beneath him. 
 
    Ben rolled over, eyes scanning the area, and was horrified to find himself encased in the tissue, walls of it on all sides, above, and below. 
 
    Well, this sucks. 
 
    He unsteadily got to his feet, legs wobbling as the surface under him moved and writhed and swallowed as he began to make out the horror he was surrounded by. 
 
    There were the remains of various animals visible in the center of the mass and, far worse, quite a few humans as well. They were… still moving, though he doubted that there was anything of the original owners still at him in them. 
 
    They made up the core, he was certain of it, but… 
 
    Ben looked at his knife, the glowing blade was thirty centimeters long and incredibly lethal… but as much as he could cut and slice away, the core was a lot deeper than he could reach with just that. 
 
    Around him, he could see jerkily moving forms rising out of the mass, all turning in his direction. 
 
    Oh fuck. 
 
    He dropped into a fighting stance, figuring he’d do as much damage as he could, but paused when he heard something. 
 
    That’s the Colonel’s pulse rifle… but… where? 
 
    He looked around, trying to orient to find the source, made his best guess… and ran for the wall of tissue that was between him and the sound. 
 
    *****  
 
    Jan fired slowly, adjusting her aim to ensure she didn’t cut through the muscle with any given shot, hoping that the Corporal would find a way to make himself known so she could shoot around him rather than perforating him with the rounds from her weapon. 
 
    It wasn’t much, but there were limits to what she could do with the minimal field kit she had made it to the lifeboat with. 
 
    A neuro linked scanner would be lovely right about now, she thought, but I might as well wish for a heavy assault armor instead. Both are just as out of reach. 
 
    She paused as the acrid smell she’d caught earlier spiked hard in her nose, and fell back a step as she swept the mass for any sign of the Marines issue Mole-Blade she knew was causing the odor. 
 
    Where are you… I know… There! 
 
    Smoke, white light, and a sizzling acrid burning smell marked the use of the chemically catalyzed molecular blade. It was a last resort weapon and tool, but a very good one within its limitations. She spotted the burning section of tissue as the Corporal cut open a small section and rushed toward it. 
 
    “Corporal!” 
 
    Weak sounds that could be a voice were audible through the writing mass, so Jan didn’t hesitate. She drew back her weapon as she charged, then thrust it into the split with all the strength she had left. 
 
    *****  
 
    Ben jerked back in surprise as the barrel of the Pulse Rifle damn near stabbed him in the face but caught on quickly to the idea. He dropped his knife and grabbed the rifle by the barrel shroud, yanking as hard as he could. He could feel the Colonel pushing from the other side, and between them they managed to tear enough of a hold through the mass for him to get the weapon in his hands. 
 
    It was covered in ichor, dripping from it, but that was not a concern for Ben as he lifted it to his shoulder and turned on the central mass. 
 
    The weapon flipped to full power, automatic fire, with a touch of his thumb and he didn’t even hesitate to squeeze the trigger as the shambling mass continued to move in his direction. 
 
    At first, they dove in front of the blasts, taking the hits as he just hosed down the core, but there were only so many of the already dead walking abominations, and they were not particularly fast. In seconds he was striking the core itself, and that raised a horrific cry that deafened him as he just kept firing. 
 
    Ben ignored the smaller things that grabbed at him from the sides, clawing at his legs and arm, he couldn’t even feel the broken bones he knew he had, though that wouldn’t last. 
 
    He just kept firing. 
 
    Even as the writhing mass began to fall around him, he just kept firing. 
 
    Ben fell back, bracing against the wall of muscle tissue behind him, the heat from the weapon burning his hands even through the barrel shroud, warning sounds from the weapon screaming at him to stop. 
 
    He ignored it all. 
 
    One of the two of them were not walking out of this mess, and if it were to be him… it would not be for lack of conviction, that he swore. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Washington Situation Room 
 
    “The situation appears to be stabilizing, Mr. President. News from the Pacific is good, as much as it can be, and initial reports from the surviving Marines on the ground in Florida are also promising.” 
 
    President Strand nodded, a little numbly at this point. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Secretary,” he said, standing up. “I… am going to go give my wife a kiss, and I think tell her I love her. If you need me… try not to need me for a while, please?” 
 
    “Yes sir, I believe we can handle the cleanup without bothering you for a little while.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    He picked up his glasses with slightly shaking hands and tried to walk casually as he passed the Secret Service Agents at the door, picking up two in his wake as he did. They weren’t likely fooled by the act, but if anyone had a camera or just some visitor happened to see him it wouldn’t do for the President to look like he wanted to hurl. 
 
    Especially if that was exactly what he wanted. 
 
    He’d learned too much for one day, and seen too much. 
 
    Aliens were real, ok that was not an easy bit of news, but he could deal with it. Pulsing black mounds of muscle that swallowed up almost an acre of Everglades swamp? 
 
    No. 
 
    Just… no. 
 
    The loss of ships and planes in the Pacific… dear god no. 
 
    And… 
 
    San Francisco. My god. 
 
    He glanced aside at the closest USSS Agent, “Where is my wife?” 
 
    “She’s waiting for you in your rooms, Mr. President.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    President Strand would come back and do what he could for all of those… later. First, however, James Strand needed to hug his wife. 
 
    For a long damn time. 
 
    *****  
 
    Glades 
 
    “Is he going to be ok?” Burke asked, eyes moving between the muck covered ‘Realms Marine’ and the rapidly rotting mass of flesh that they’d just chased through the damn swamp to kill. A rotting mass that they’d just pulled the injured man out of, no less. 
 
    “Burns on his hands, broken ribs, leg, arm, some sort of chemical rash,” The corpsman said. “He’ll live. Won’t be happy about it for a while, though.” 
 
    Burke snorted, “alright. That’ll do.” 
 
    “We’ll look after him, Sir,” The corpsman said as he finished strapping the injured man into the gurney and waved down a line from the hovering helicopter overhead. 
 
    “Oh god, please not another ride on those things,” Ben groaned from where he was pinned into place. “Just leave me here, I’ll walk it off.” 
 
    “Get him out of here,” Burke ordered, laughing. 
 
    “Yes Sir.” 
 
    Burke made his way over to where the Colonel was observing the disintegration of the tissue and drones. Bodies of which were laid out all around the area, most with 5.56 holes in them. It had been a hectic fight there at the end. 
 
    “Is that it?” He asked, “Is it dead?” 
 
    “Define dead,” She shrugged. “Here, in this dimension? Yes, this is it. We’re done. Its consciousness, however, will have jumped to the closest matching dimension where it survived. That’s the horror of these things, you know… we never win, we just win here. Out there, elsewhere, the war always goes on.” 
 
    “I’ll take the win here, thanks.” 
 
    Jan smiled, “Spoken like someone who has just been introduced to the concept, Major. It will grow on you, the horror. Trust me.” 
 
    *****  
 
    San Francisco 
 
    “What. The. Fuck.” 
 
    The SEALs emerged from the rubble into what had once been the Embarcadero Center and into a scene out of a slaughterhouse. 
 
    They instantly brought their Carbines up, evaluating the situation on the fly, and deciding that this wasn’t a result of the tidal wave or impact. 
 
    The blood-spattered figure in the middle of dozens of bodies was a pretty good sign of that. 
 
    “Put your hands up!” Grady snarled, gesturing to cause his team to spread out and surround the figure. “Get down on your knees!” 
 
    The figure, he wasn’t sure if it was a man or a woman just turned slowly to look at him and smiled. Grady could see the smile, though the features of the face were almost entirely obliterated by the blood and gore that covered it. 
 
    “Well now,” The sibilant voice almost made the SEALs fall back a step, but they marshalled and held firm. “More meat for the grinder, I see?” 
 
    “Get down on your knees!” Grady ordered again. “I won’t tell you again. We have you surrounded.” 
 
    The figure laughed softly. 
 
    “Surrounded? All I am surrounded by is dead men,” He said, gesturing to the bodies. “Some of them are smart enough to know it…” 
 
    He looked up at Grady, “And some of them are… not.” 
 
    Instinct told Grady to pull the trigger, and he was a man who listened to his instincts. However, for some reason his fingers weren’t obeying him when he did. He looked down and was shocked by the blood pulsing out from where his hand had been, his weapon nowhere in sight. 
 
    That’s impossible. 
 
    Grady went for his pistol with his left hand, only to have it stopped by an iron grip holding him in place. He looked up to see his team hitting the ground, blood flowing again to mix with that which was already there. 
 
    “Lieutenant, I believe, if I’m reading your rank correctly,” The voice whispered in his ear. “I applaud your fortitude. Most would have passed out already, and almost none would have been able to go for their pistol. Rest assured, in some place, in another time… you even succeeded.” 
 
    Grady felt the world going black around him as a hand wrapped around his throat. 
 
    “Just not in this place or time, I am afraid.” The voice whispered in his ear. “Perhaps we will meet again. Do try to be better prepared for if, or when, that happens. Goodbye, Lieutenant.” 
 
    Grady felt a pressure on his throat, then a tearing sensation, and a liquid warmth splattered under his chin and flowed down his chest. 
 
    He didn’t feel the ground when he hit it. 
 
    The figure that stood above him observed for a while, then casually turned around and walked away. 
 
    “Be sure to put some flowers in your hair,” It sang off key, “When you’re going to San Francisco… you’re gonna to meet some gentle people there…” 
 
    END 
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