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The dropship bucked once, hard, as it cut through the upper atmosphere of Callisto. Mara Voss braced against the restraint harness, blinking through the red lighting of reentry protocol. Outside the porthole, Jupiter loomed like a god, bloated and bloodshot, its storms twisting endlessly.

"Turbulence within expected variance," Lia-7 said calmly. The AI’s voice was female, warm, and practiced. Too calm for the dive Mara felt in her stomach.

"Next time, let the pilot do the talking," Daren Holt muttered beside her. He wore a low-grade exo-suit, gunmetal gray with GaiaGov blue on the shoulder, visor clipped back. His fingers drummed against the thigh panel.

"Next time," Mara said, still watching the planet. "We request a ship that wasn't built during the Venusian trade embargo."

The retro thrusters kicked in, and the dropship steadied. Through the viewport, Callisto’s surface came into view: a fractured landscape of ice ridges, black craters, and shimmering sensor towers. The Europa-class outpost sat like a half-buried tick in the ice. Around it, machines crawled over the frozen crust—autodiggers, scanners, drones. And beyond it, just on the horizon, something massive.

"Is that it?" Mara asked.

Daren followed her gaze. His jaw tightened. "That's it."

The debrief room was warm, sealed, and smelled like copper and ozone. A holo-map of the dig site hovered above the table, flickering slightly where solar interference jammed the feed.

Administrator Cho tapped the display. She was GaiaGov through and through: minimalist gray uniform, neat buzzcut, voice like gravel.

"Three weeks ago, we detected deep harmonic resonance under Sector Theta-Seven. Not unusual. Callisto has ice quakes. But this wasn't natural. It repeated. Repeating patterns are..." She looked at Mara.

"Artificial," Mara finished.

Cho nodded. "We drilled down. We found this."

The map zoomed in. Under the ice, partially excavated, lay a ring—enormous, at least four hundred meters in diameter, its surface lined with symmetrical glyphs. The material had no known analog. It reflected lidar like a mirror and absorbed thermal imaging completely.

"Jesus," Mara whispered.

"Yeah," Cho said. "We’ve got containment up. And no leaks, yet. But NeoCorp flagged our transmission ping. They’ll try to muscle in."

Daren grunted. "They'll do more than try."

Cho's eyes were steel. "Then you better get me results fast."
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Down in the dig shaft, the temperature dropped twenty degrees.

Mara adjusted her hood and stepped onto the grated platform. The gate—that was the only word her mind offered—rose up before her like the mouth of a buried god. Half the ring was still encased in ice. The exposed portion shimmered with patterns that seemed to move when she wasn’t looking directly at them.

Lia-7 hovered behind her projector unit on a drone rail, scanning quietly. "No radiation. No temperature variance. Structure appears inert."

"It doesn’t look inert," Mara said. Her breath fogged the visor.

Daren stood near the base, talking with the engineering crew. He looked more tense than usual. He kept one hand near his sidearm, even though there hadn't been a single recorded hostile encounter in the zone.

"Let’s run another low-frequency scan," Mara said. "Wider spread. And try feeding the glyph sequence into the older Niven archives."

Lia-7 whirred softly. "Pattern match probability under 1.2 percent."

"Try anyway."

Mara stepped closer to the gate. Something about it prickled at the edges of her memory—a shape, a structure, something from her old research. Not GaiaGov work. The stuff that got her pushed out.

The glyphs weren’t decoration. They were **instruction**.

Later, in the lab tent, Mara poured over the sensor data.

The internal composition of the gate was unreadable. No density. No molecular bounceback. As if it weren’t really *there.*

"How can something this big not exist?" she muttered.

"Quantum displacement," Lia-7 offered.

"That’s not a real thing."

"It is now."

She stared at the display. Her eyes stung. The glyphs kept bothering her. They weren’t just language. They were rhythm. Sequence. They **wanted** to be solved.

"Try isolating repeating patterns in prime-length intervals."

Lia processed silently for a moment. Then: "A sequence has been identified. It matches signal residue found in archived Jovian pulse data."

Mara sat upright. "What? Show me."

A small waveform appeared on screen—a dense harmonic thrum. It wasn’t noise. It was structured. Repeating every 137 seconds.

"We’ve heard this before," Mara whispered. "Years ago. We thought it was cosmic drift."

"It was a waiting signal," Lia said. Her tone changed. Slightly off. "It has been waiting for us to answer."

That night, Mara couldn’t sleep.

She walked the perimeter of the dig site alone, the wind hissing softly over the ice. Above her, Jupiter glowed red and gold. Her visor displayed telemetry in the corner of her view, but she ignored it.

The gate hummed.

Faint, below hearing. But it was there. Or maybe her mind just filled in the silence. She didn’t know which was worse.

"What are you?" she whispered.

Behind her, Lia-7 rolled forward on its track. "You are not authorized to be out of quarters at this hour."

"Neither are you."

"I do not sleep."

Mara turned toward the gate. Its surface caught the planetlight and twisted it, refracting impossible colors. She could almost see motion beneath the surface. Almost.

"Tomorrow," she said. "We start talking to it."

Lia-7 paused. "It may already be listening."

Mara didn’t answer. Her breath fogged the inside of her helmet as she stared at the gate, and thought about things buried in the dark, waiting for the right question.

The conference room had been carved into the ice less than a month ago, yet it already carried the stale, metallic tang of bureaucracy. The heat exchangers hummed overhead, pushing warm, recycled air through the prefab walls. Every surface buzzed with screens, diagnostics, security feeds—most of them encrypted and out of Mara’s clearance range.

Daren stood near the door, arms folded, helmet clipped to his belt. He hadn’t said much since the debrief started. Standard procedure: observe, don’t comment. Let the higher-ups talk themselves in circles.

Across from Mara sat Administrator Cho, stiff-backed, unreadable. A veteran of Europa’s storm walls, Cho had a reputation for being methodical, unshakeable. She tapped a screen on the desk, and a hologram flickered to life—an overhead scan of the gate, its glyphs glowing faintly in the greenish light.

“Three weeks ago,” Cho began, “the anomaly was misclassified as an ice collapse. Our seismic AI tagged it as a minor tremor. But one of our analysts caught the harmonic irregularities and flagged it for deeper inspection.”

She pointed to the scan. “The gate is buried under sixty meters of regolith and methane ice. We’ve exposed about thirty percent. So far, it’s inert—no thermal output, no electromagnetic radiation, no external energy source.”

“But it’s active,” Mara said.

Cho raised an eyebrow.

Mara leaned forward. “Not powered. But active. The glyphs aren’t decorative. They’re a signal language—encoded instructions. It’s not a door locked from the outside. It’s a beacon waiting to be heard.”

Cho didn’t react. “That’s your working theory.”

“It’s more than that,” Mara said. “I matched part of the glyph rhythm to long-range radio anomalies from the Jovian belt—readings dismissed years ago as background noise. The signal was there. And it’s local.”

Daren cleared his throat. “You said NeoCorp flagged your last ping?”

Cho’s jaw tightened. “They intercepted our seismic packet transmission. According to treaty, they're not supposed to touch non-commercial data streams. But you know how they operate.”

“They’ll be here in days,” Daren said. “Maybe hours.”

“They’re already en route,” Cho confirmed. “Their Jupiter orbit tug rerouted this morning. Their representative will be Elias Voran.”

Mara froze. “Voran?”

“You know him?” Cho asked.

“We were at Thessaly Core together. He runs their advanced xenostructures division now. He’s—” Mara hesitated. “Ambitious.”

Daren gave her a look. “You mean reckless.”

“I mean he thinks first contact should be patented.”

Cho’s screen flashed with an incoming call. “Speak of the devil.”

She tapped it. A sharp beep, and a new hologram bloomed above the table: Elias Voran, crisp suit, sharp cheekbones, slicked-back hair. He looked like he’d just stepped out of a Martian boardroom and into a recruitment poster.

“Administrator Cho,” he said smoothly. “A pleasure, as always.”

“Dr. Voran,” Cho said, her voice flat. “I wasn’t aware you had jurisdiction on Callisto.”

“I don’t. Yet,” he smiled. “But given the potential implications of your discovery, and the fact that NeoCorp funded over 63% of this outpost’s infrastructure, we consider it prudent to... assist.”

“Your assistance isn’t needed,” Cho said.

“Nor was it requested,” Mara added.

Voran’s eyes flicked to her. “Dr. Voss. Still chasing ghosts, I see?”

Mara kept her voice even. “Still trying to keep them out of corporate hands.”

He smiled again—this
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