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The Story So Far

Three months ago, Rick Paul was a transit cop who saw something fall out of the sky over Pier 9. Now he wears the black suit of the Quiet Office, the agency that registers, shelters, and polices the aliens living quietly among us — and flashes the memories of anyone who sees too much. With Agent Harlan, Agent Odette, and Director Voss, Rick has pieced together fragments of an ancient survey map hidden in alien districts across three cities. The map is complete. It does not point to the stars. It points down — to something buried under the New Mexico desert long before there were people to bury it. The Vex, the faction that wants Earth emptied of witnesses, have been following the same map. The race to the bottom of it starts now.


The map did not look like much, spread across the light table in the sub-basement of the Quiet Office. Rick Paul had seen better treasure charts in cereal boxes. Three translucent sheets, each one older than the paper it was copied from, laid over one another under Odette's hands until the coastlines gave up and became something else: a spiral, tightening down to a single point in the desert west of Roswell, in country so empty the ranchers had stopped bothering to name it.

"Tell me again why we're not just looking at a doodle," Harlan said.

"Because doodles don't have depth markers," Odette said. She did not look up. She had the tired, bright focus of a woman who had been awake for two days and liked it. "See the ticks along the spiral? Those are strata. Whoever drew this charted down through the rock. Forty-one meters. Something is down there on purpose, in a chamber, and somebody sealed the chamber like they meant it."

Rick leaned on the table edge. Through the glass, the point in the desert glowed where the sheets overlapped, a small hard star.

"How old?" he asked.

"The original survey was done with instruments we can't reproduce. The copies are four hundred years old. The survey—" Odette shrugged. "Older than the pyramids. Older than farming, maybe. Somebody visited, dug a hole, and left something in it. Then they drew a map and hid it in pieces, in the districts, with families who didn't know what they were keeping."

"And the Vex have two of the three pieces," Rick said.

"Had," said Director Voss from the doorway. Nobody had heard her arrive; nobody ever did. "They have copies. We have the originals, as of Tuesday. Agent Odette's work. Questions?"

"Just one." Rick straightened. "If it's been down there ten thousand years, why does it matter this week?"

"Because the Vex stopped copying the map last month," Voss said. "They started buying drilling equipment. Whatever is buried, they intend to have it before the equinox. I would prefer—" she said it the way other people said oxygen, "—that we have it first. Wheels up at five tomorrow. Agent Rook, you'll run ground security. Agent Harlan, excavation oversight. Agent Odette, the science. Pip has arranged our cover with the county."

"Pip arranged it," Harlan said. "Lord help the county."

Voss allowed herself something that, on another face, would have been a smile. "Dismissed."

Rick stayed while the others filed out, looking at the little glowing star in the desert. He had been with the Office three months. He had flashed a schoolteacher in Ohio, wrestled a thing with too many elbows out of a subway tunnel, and learned to tie a tie the way the Office liked, which was to say like it was evidence. None of it had prepared him for the simple fact on the table: the aliens had not come to Earth recently. They had come first. And they had left something behind, on purpose, and the worst of them were coming back for it with drills.

"Rook." Harlan had stopped at the door. "You get that look before every job that goes sideways."

"Which look?"

"The one that says you're about to be decent at somebody." Harlan put on his sunglasses, indoors, underground, because some habits are load-bearing. "Pack a shovel. And Rick — when we open it, whatever it is, you don't touch it first. That's a rule now. I'm making it a rule."

"Noted," Rick said, and the little star in the desert burned on the light table like it was listening.

Rick had asked, once, in his first week, why an agency with satellites and psychics and a basement full of things he wasn't cleared to look at kept its most important map on three sheets of plastic you had to hold up to the light. Odette had answered without looking up from her work: because you can't hack a window. He'd thought she was joking. Three months in, he had stopped being sure the Office had a sense of humor, and started being sure it had a memory — a long one, written in pencil, in margins, in families who kept one piece of a three-piece chart for four hundred years and handed it down like a recipe. Whatever the empire had been, it had understood something the Vex kept forgetting: people were the safest vaults ever built. People kept secrets at the speed of generations.
The excavation site, by the second day, looked like a small war that had agreed to be polite. The Office had parked a water-treatment survey over the coordinates — Pip's cover, complete with county permits, a bored flagger, and signage so convincing that a rancher had stopped to complain about his well. Under the tarps, it was all Office: floodlights, a gantry, and a shaft going down through red rock at an angle the survey had specified ten thousand years before GPS.

Rick ran the perimeter the way he ran everything, on foot, with his eyes open. The desert at dawn was cold enough to make his ears ache. Raptors turned over the site in slow circles, unimpressed.

"You're doing the thing again," Pip said, materializing beside the water truck with two coffees. Pip was, by district standards, unremarkable: a registered resident of the Albuquerque Ward for thirty-one years, four feet eleven in shoes, with silver-green hair she wore in a braid and a face that suggested she had been middle-aged since before Rick's grandfather shipped overseas. What species she was, exactly, Rick had never asked. The registry knew. That was enough for him, most days.

"What thing?"

"The walking-and-thinking thing. It makes the new people nervous. They think you're about to find something." She handed him a coffee. "Are you?"

"Ask me after coffee."

Down in the shaft, Odette's team had reached thirty meters and the rock had changed. Rick went down at midday with Harlan in the cage elevator, which descended with the cheerful clank of equipment that had been condemned by three separate agencies and adopted by a fourth. The air got cooler, then cold, then wrong — a steady chill that had nothing to do with depth.

"Feel that?" Harlan said.

"Refrigeration?"

"Rock doesn't refrigerate itself." Harlan unholstered his sidearm — a heavy, ugly Office piece that fired light in a way Rick still didn't ask about — and held it loose at his side. "But a chamber with power does."

The drill head came up at 14:20, and the whole site went quiet in the way sites do when machinery stops mid-breath. Odette's voice crackled over the site channel, and Rick had never heard her sound like that, not even in the tunnel in March.

"Stop everything. Stop— Rick. Rick, get down here. The wall at forty-one meters is not rock." A pause. "It's a door. And it has a light on it. The light just came on."

Rick was already moving for the cage. Above him, unnoticed by anyone on the perimeter, the raptors had stopped circling. Every bird in the desert was flying, all at once, in the other direction.

He rode the cage down with his hand resting on the frame and his other hand nowhere near his weapon, which was a discipline Harlan had taught him in March: if you're already scared, don't give your hands ideas. The shaft walls slid past — red rock, then older, darker rock, then a band of stone so black it drank the cage light. The cold came up through the soles of his boots. It wasn't the cold of depth. Depth was honest. This was the cold of a room kept cold on purpose, by something with power to spare and ten thousand years of practice being patient.

At the bottom, Odette stood in front of the wall that wasn't a wall, and she had the look Rick had learned to respect most in her: the look of a scientist whose instruments had just agreed with her worst idea. "It's segmented," she said, before he'd fully stepped out. "Forty-one meters down and the chamber wall is segmented like a vault door, and the seam lit up when the drill got within two meters. It's been listening to us dig, Rick. The whole way down, it's been listening."

"And now it turned the light on," Rick said.

"And now it turned the light on." She finally looked at him, and grinned, and the grin was mostly terror wearing a lab coat. "Whatever's in there just noticed the neighborhood. I have waited my whole life to say that sentence professionally."
The defector arrived the way trouble usually arrived in Rick's life: on foot, in the open, during the one hour Rick had handed the perimeter to a relief team and gone to find food.

He walked out of the desert at 18:40 in a county survey vest that Pip later confirmed was stolen from the site laundry, with his hands up and his empty palms out, moving at the unhurried pace of a man who had rehearsed being shot at and decided to be polite about it. He was tall — not human tall, tall the way a fencepost is tall next to a gate — with gray skin gone pale at the joints and eyes the color of wet slate. A Vex. Rick had seen Vex exactly twice, both times through optics, both times while they were trying to kill someone he liked.

"Stop there," Rick said. He had his weapon up before he remembered deciding to. "That's close enough. State your business."

"My business," the Vex said, in English so clean it had an accent of pure care, "is defection. I am unarmed. I am dehydrated. I have walked eleven of your miles, and I would like—" he considered the word like it cost him something, "—asylum."

Behind Rick, the relief team's radios were already going. Harlan arrived at a run that belied his knees, and Odette forty seconds behind with a scanner she was pointing at the Vex the way other people pointed fingers.

"Readings?" Harlan asked.

"No weapons. No










