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      Gina Parker stood on the rocky base of the vertical tube. Around her the air was cold and dark. Several passages led off from the sides.

      Here she was, underground. Again. Should be used to this kind of day.

      The space reeked of something dead.

      She hoped she didn't tread on the carcass in the dark.

      The tube directly above her reached to the sunny surface. Three meters across. Fifteen meters deep. The cables of the rope ladder clacked against the stone sides. Still shifting from her climb.

      Gina had a couple of minutes before the others came down. If they did. They'd been getting antsy lately. Lowering the remote on a rope.

      She unclipped the flashlight from her waist and shone the light around.

      It was just after midday, but hardly any light made it down the shaft. Some reflection from the slick walls, but not really enough to see by. Not into the other tunnels.

      At least it was cooler here at the bottom.

      The light did its best to show the surrounds. Gloom and more gloom. Five tunnels led off in a star pattern. Each a cylinder two meters across. The light reached a hundred or so meters along. Dark glassy walls.

      Artificial. Machine dug.

      Alien machine.

      Not a good start to the day.

      Gina sighed. She rubbed her shoulder where she'd fallen earlier in the day. Still sore. She'd had a weak shoulder for years anyway because of dislocating it surfing when she'd been a teenager.

      Almost twenty years ago now.

      So much had changed in her life in the meantime. Qualifications, losing her father, the arrival of the mechismas.

      Gina wore investigation overalls and her OAL jacket. Not an especially comfortable or fetching outfit. But her job called for practical more often than formal. At least her tough boots were fitting and comfy.

      Keeping the flashlight beam on the ground, Gina took a step toward the first of the side passages. The light glistened beautifully. Refracting a rainbow, with golds and blues. The kind of thing Mel, her sister, would love.

      Gina took another step. She called out a quiet, "Hello," into the tube. Her voice echoed back at her. Fading away.

      She hadn't seen one quite like this before. Tubes with one or two horizontal passages, but never five.

      Five. What was going on?

      OAL, the Office for Alien Landings had been created around the time someone realized that the mechismas were a more serious problem than the FBI or Homeland or any of the other agencies could handle.

      Frankly, the OAL was really little more than a shadow agency. No real powers. Just an investigative role. Sixteen of them in the whole agency. Squeezed into a musty old office building just outside of downtown Missoula.

      Not that there was anything much special about Missoula. Cold in the winter. Filled up with skiers and other mountain fiends.

      Also, cheap, practically abandoned office space.

      Plus, the first real investigations into the mechismas had been around Montana anyway.

      The mechismas came from who knew where? Sirius? Betelgeuse? Mars?

      Yeah, some people said Mars. Said we sent all our rovers there, so Mars was returning the favor.

      Mechismas came in a range sizes, from millimeter to small-car. Machines. Or maybe machine life.

      They'd been witnessed. Photographed. But no one had an actual specimen yet.

      No official agencies had arrived in time from one of the sightings. Another good thing for the big agencies; having the OAL meant there was someone to blame. Gina's job description practically had Scapegoat in big letters across the top.

      The mechismas looked like short slugs. Fat at the head end, tapered at the tail. They had articulations in their bodies. Like an armadillo, or a slater. Their sides came flush with the ground.

      No one knew what they looked like underneath. Or inside.

      The external parts were dark gray. Gun metal. But in the gaps the visible cogs and springs and joints were all kinds of colors. Coke can reds, old ice blues, mineral pool greens. Like the Grand Prismatic Pool in Yellowstone.

      Beautiful, Melanie had said. She'd used some of the photographs in compiling an online exhibition. She'd actually gotten a lot of traffic.

      Good. After the way things had gone, it was real good that Melanie had a focus in her life. Not that she would ever be the same.

      Video footage showed the mechismas digging these holes. Always three meters across. Always fifteen meters deep.

      The smaller mechismas moved in a spiral. Digging from the inside out. They scraped off a layer, spraying earth, then rock, out the side.

      Once they'd completed a layer, they spiraled their way inward. Working back and forth, they dug. And they dug fast.

      The first meter in under five minutes. According to reports. A bit slower as the soil grew coarser and they began chewing through rock.

      The spoil came out in a fine, directed fountain. It fell to Earth, forming a neat circular berm around the hole.

      No one had seen any of the big ones dig. But they had been witnessed, and filmed, making their way into pre-dug holes.

      Gina wished she'd seen the digging in action. But the reports always came in with a lag.

      She'd yet to actually see one of the mechismas with her own eyes.

      Only two of them in the agency had. Doug Mikhyeyeva, and Sally Jenkins. Both of them before they'd joined OAL.

      "Hello?" Gina called again.

      Of course, just her own voice came back.

      "Who're you talking to down there?" someone said from above.

      She looked up and saw Doug's mustached face staring down at her from the surface. He was smiling.

      Doug was a cop from Seattle. He'd been camping in the west of Washington with his family. Near Spokane. They'd seen, and filmed, and posted, a cat-sized mechisma spiraling, sending out the spray, building up the berm. The kids had played in the loose spoil, making castles and digging their own holes.

      A week later Doug had found himself transferred.

      Nice guy. Accepted the transfer. Got on with it.

      Similar story with Sally, just that she didn't think much of getting moved from San Diego to Missoula. Who would?

      "Just listening to my echo," Gina called back to Doug. "This set is different. Five tunnels."

      "Good. You should get back up here. Croddy has just pulled up. He's going to want to talk with you."

      "I bet."

      Jose Croddy was the OAL's head. He'd been there since day one. Encyclopedic knowledge of the mechismas—not that there was a lot of information anyway—extensive investigative experience. Montana man.

      He'd come up through the military. MP, and counsel. Rumor had it that he'd gone through some of the steps to get into the astronaut program. Tough competition.

      Now here he was bossing around a team of fifteen misfits without any clear direction. Making it up as they went along.

      "Is she down the hole again?" Croddy's voice came from the distance. Echoing down the tube. "... again... again... again..."

      Ah, well. Better get back up top.

      As she reached around for the rope ladder, Gina's flashlight caught movement down one of the side tubes.

      She stopped. Moved the light again.

      "Hey!" Croddy called, voice clear now. Peering into the hole with Doug. "Get out of there will you? I'll end up having to reprimand you, do you know that?"

      "Right." Gina moved away from the hole. She stepped slightly into the side tube. Directed the beam down it.

      Nothing.

      Just a trick of the light. Reflections.

      "What are you doing?" Croddy said.

      A sound from along the tube. A whisper of metallic movement. A scraping sound.

      "Gina!"

      "Shush now!" she shouted back at him. "I heard something."

      She took another step into the tube.

      "Gina!"
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