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      “Scree! Scree!”

      A kid? Screaming in the mine?

      Who would bring a kid this deep into the mine?

      Rick Weider had been mining since he was 16. He knew what the normal sounds inside a mine were: he could hear the rock talking when it was about to fall and warn others.

      “Scree! Scree!”

      With no children of his own, he had no experience with such things, but if that sound was human, it seemed young judging by the high pitch, and it was in trouble.

      Had one of the younger miners brought their child to work? Hell, even on ‘bring your kid to work day’ you had to use some fucking discretion. The 5900 level of a lead silver mine in North Idaho was certainly not the safest spot, even for grown men.

      He raced down the drift toward the sound, as much as you could race anywhere in a mine. Scattered debris, and the rails for the man train slowed his progress. Not to mention tools leaning against the walls, and sharp bolts protruding from the sides of the tunnel. The sound was coming from an old timbered section, at least that was his best guess.

      That was the other thing about mines. Sound echoed, carried, and bounced off walls and around corners. But Rick knew this level intimately. After all, he had designed it. The noise must be coming from near the hoist. No reasonable parent would have let a child wander any further than that. If it was indeed a child.

      “Scree! Scree!”

      The sound got louder, so he was headed the right direction, but he second guessed his first impression. The noise didn’t seem human after all. It was an animal.

      A cat?

      Rick didn't like cats either. Never had one. He liked dogs, but twelve hour shifts underground meant some days he was gone from home for fourteen. He didn't have time for the life the six-figure salary he earned would clearly allow him: no wife, no kids, no pets. He made up for it with exotic hiking trips every summer for his vacation, and ski trips in the winter. He'd been all over the world, but always somewhere above the ground.

      A miner for the last thirty-five years, he had never been in a natural cave in his life.

      “Scree! Scree!”

      The sound came again, louder, but not near the hoist. Down the drift, the other way, where another team had been mining. In fact, the shift before them had just completed the initial blasting of a new area of a recently discovered ore vein.

      “SCREE! SCREE!”

      Not a house cat, no way. It was impossible for a small kitty could make that kind of noise.

      A cougar? A mountain lion? What kind of animal sounded like that? And how would it get this deep into a mine?

      “SCREE! SCREE!”

      Followed by another sound. Voices.

      "Jesus!"

      "What the fuck?"

      "Go, faster!"

      Then Rick realized what it was. As he skidded around the corner, and hurried into the newly created opening, he recognized the sound, and his heart stopped.

      The reason he'd never been in a natural cave was because he was terrified of bats. Bats usually did not live in mines. This—thing—sounded like a bat screeching. The call changed.

      “AHOOL! AHOOL! AHOOL!”

      The sound was like an off-key note, held for a second too long. Like maybe an owl or something. Bats and owls?

      The new tunnel did not yet have overhead lighting, so the light on his helmet was all he had. Not that the LED was not bright, but it didn't reach far enough.

      There wasn't a light invented that reached far enough for him to feel safe going in there.

      It couldn't be. No way.

      Bats lived in caverns near the surface, or barns, not mines. And they liked it where it was cool.

      Sweat ran down his back, because even with the cooling systems and ventilation full blast, this was the warmest part of the mine.

      The ambient temperature of the rock at 5,900 feet below the earth's surface was 116 degrees Fahrenheit.

      Two other helmet lights danced toward him, lighting the walls with crazy patterns.

      "Slow down! Stop running!"

      But the two miners did not listen. In fact, they did not even seem to see him at all. One stumbled as they rushed past.

      "Let's get the fuck out of here!"

      "Stop!" Rick shouted, recognizing Janet, one of the first females ever to join the crews underground, at least, in this mine.

      She paused, but only for a second.

      "Rick?" she said.

      "Yeah," Rick answered. "What the fuck is going on?"

      "There's a giant fucking bat back there."

      "Impossible."

      The light from Rick's helmet lit her face, and Rick recognized the terror in her eyes, and he glanced back the direction she was running from, the direction Rick was headed.

      "You can go see for yourself. I don't know what else it could be. And from the sounds coming from behind it, there are more than just one down there."

      "Why isn't it chasing you then? Isn't that what monstrous bats do in the movies?"

      "The last blast, it broke into a chamber or something. But the hole isn't big enough. It tried to get through, but it couldn't."

      "Come show me."

      “No way! I seen enough,” Janet said. “I’m outta here."

      She spun on her heel, and Rick realized the first miner hadn’t even stopped. Probably Dex, her most recent partner. He was nowhere to be seen.

      Within seconds, Rick was alone.

      Cautiously, he moved forward. It couldn’t be true, not bats, this far underground, in a mine. They must have gone crazy.

      The screaming and the strange calls of ‘AHOOL’ had stopped. Perhaps he had only imagined them, and so had the others. Maybe some chemical or poison had produced a group hallucination. He took a deep breath through his nose.

      Yeah, there was something. An odd smell, maybe something coming from the mine air supply. A faint smell of sulfur slithered under the usual smells of oil, sweat, and heated rock. A chemically induced vision, one that affected all of them. That explained it. Then he smelled something else, oddly like the smell of tortillas cooking. Corn tortillas. Was this some kind of sick joke?

      “Come on guys,” he said. “The gig is up. You can quit now.”

      But Janet had looked genuinely concerned. And Dex had not stopped running. If this was a joke, they were not in on it.

      Then he heard it, faint, a new sound.

      Summoning courage despite his hammering heart, Rick moved forward. He could see the freshly blasted rock, the abandoned tools. Then he spotted the opening. At first, even under his light, it looked like just an open portal, black, with nothing inside.

      Then a large shadow appeared. He could make out an ape-like face with large, dark eyes. The creature had broad shoulders, betraying the fact that it had wings. It looked like a really big bat, at least, what he could see of it.

      As his headlamp hit its eyes, the creature screamed, as if the light hurt them. It turned toward him, as if it sensed him some other way besides sight.

      “SCREE! SCREE!”

      From behind it, deeper into whatever chasm the blast had opened, he heard more faint screams echo the louder one.

      “Scree! Scree!”

      And fainter still, “Ahool! Ahool!”

      Then it stopped, and another sound took over. Shining his light around the opening, Rick saw the impossible.

      But it was happening. Two clawed arms, perhaps the size of those of a teenager, were raking across the rock, and as they did, pieces of the opening fell away, the gap slowly getting bigger.

      Whatever it was, it was digging its way out.

      He turned and ran. He made it to the hoist but had to wait for the cage.

      The other miners had already fled. Though it was impossible, he swore he heard the digging the entire time he waited.

      And it seemed to get more frenzied with every minute that passed.

      The screams came more often.

      “SCREE! SCREE!”

      Just as the hoist came, as he stepped inside, closed the grate, and rang the bell for the surface, he though he heard what sounded like a blast, followed by a whole bunch of rock falling at once.

      Then he was moving upward, never so grateful to have left a mining level in his life.

      Topside, the other miners greeted him.

      "Call MSHA," he commanded.

      A group of miners who had, apparently, heard the story from the first two chicken shit miners stared at him. Unless there was some kind of accident, no miner in his right mind would tell someone to call the Mine Safety and Health Administration on purpose. They were the most hated and maligned regulatory agency in mining.

      The mine safety officer looked at him.

      "Rick, are you sure?"

      "There's something down there. I don't know what the fuck it is. Call them."

      "You saw it. You make the call."

      "Yes, sir."

      The man who answered his first call immediately transferred him to another department. Then another. And then a third. Then he was on hold for what seemed to be an eternity.

      Finally, a voice came back, one with a thick German accent.

      "The mine is shut down, yes?"

      "Just that level, sir." The call was now on speaker in the mine offices, and several management types listened intently to Rick's every word and the agency response. Most looked angry, a few looked anxious.

      "Shut it all down, until you are told otherwise."

      "Impossible," the safety engineer broke in.

      "Achtung! Who is that?" the voice said.

      "I am the safety officer for the mine," came the answer. Rick stayed quiet, happy someone else had taken over the conversation.

      "You will shut it down. You will be contacted. This order comes from the highest levels."

      "It will cost us thousands!"

      "You will do it, or we will shut you down forever. And the first one to speak, Rick?"

      "Yes?" he broke back in.

      "You will stay. You know the mine, yes? You will lead my team in."

      "Your team?"

      "There will be someone there shortly. Until then, you wait."

      "But—" the safety officer said.

      "You will wait!" the voice shouted, and the line went dead.
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