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Every word she translated carried the weight of two civilisations.

She translated carefully.
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      ACT ONE

      The Table

    

  ONE
Forty-Eight Hours


The room had no windows. This was the first thing Yuna registered — not the two men across the table, not the recording equipment, not the folders containing her notebooks and her hard drives and three days of work that she had not consented to have taken. The room had no windows, and the building she was in had been reached by car with a cloth over her eyes. It had been exactly forty-eight hours since the surface contact event on the stern deck of the Lofoten—forty-eight hours since Sable had descended back into the deep, and the world had begun to tilt on its axis. She had been in the car for eight hours of winding mountain roads, and in this room for three, though her watch, which they had not taken, said eleven hours had elapsed since she was taken from her hotel.

She was not afraid. Or, more precisely, her pulse was sixty-four beats per minute, only four beats above her waking baseline. She had counted it against the sweep of her watch’s second hand while the car turned left, then left again, descending into what felt like a subterranean ramp. She probed the sensation the way you probed a bruise—looking for the sharp edge of panic—and found only the flat, clean hum of focus. Her eyes felt gritty from three sleepless nights aboard the Lofoten, and her fingers still bore the faint purple ink-stains of her rapid transcription work, but she was attentive. She ran a low-grade analysis of the ventilation cycle, the hum of the fluorescent tubes, and the density of the acoustic ceiling tiles, cataloguing what was present, noting what was absent, looking for the structure underneath.

The two men were not hostile. This was also worth noting. They had the manner of people who had been trained to conduct interviews of exactly this kind — professional, neutral, generating neither warmth nor its absence — and they had introduced themselves by rank and department and she had immediately not retained their names, not because she wasn't listening but because she was listening to something else, the register of their voices, the specific quality of their uncertainty.

They were uncertain. Beneath the training, beneath the professional neutrality, two people were sitting across from her who had been told to debrief a linguist about a non-human communication event and who had not, when they woke that morning, believed that sentence was something they would ever need to hear, let alone speak.

She found this, unexpectedly, reassuring. Their uncertainty meant they were paying attention to the reality of the situation rather than to their institutional framework for it. That was, in her experience, where honest thinking happened.

"Dr. Park," the one on the left said. "We'd like to start from the beginning."

"Of course," Yuna said. "Where would you like the beginning to be?"

* * *

She started with the 2019 calibration pulse, which was the correct starting point. Not with the three nights of surface exchange, not with the vocabulary mapping — with the thing that had preceded everything else by four years: an accidental sonar calibration on a research vessel in the Norwegian Sea that had been received, 4,200 metres below, as a formal introduction under a protocol established 400 million years ago.

She explained this slowly. She watched their faces.

The one on the left — she began thinking of him as Left, which was imprecise but functional — had the expression of a man trying to determine whether the person across from him was credible. This was a reasonable thing to be determining. The one on the right — Right — had a different expression: not evaluating her credibility but evaluating her claim, running it against some internal framework and finding, she could see, that it did not fit. Not that it was wrong. That it didn't fit any existing category.

She knew that feeling. She had lived in it for three days.

"The calibration pulse triggered a response," she said. "The response was logged by the research vessel's automated system as background noise and classified as such. It was not reviewed by any human operator at the time. It was Dr. Voss who found it, approximately four years later, during a retrospective analysis of the institute's deep-survey archive."

"Dr. Voss found the original response," Left said.

"Correct."

"And you were brought in because —"

"Because the signal had an architecture." She said it directly, without qualification. She had decided, before the car arrived, that the way to manage this conversation was precision. Not defensiveness, not persuasion — precision. State what was true. Let the truth do the work. "A pressure-wave sequence with internal interval structure, a two-to-one durational ratio consistent across all documented detections, and a response pattern demonstrating selective reaction to specific acoustic stimuli. Dr. Voss recognised that characterising this architecture was outside her field. She contacted me."

"And your field is —"

"Linguistics and xenocommunication theory," Yuna said. "The study of how communication systems are structured and how meaning is encoded. I work primarily on human language systems."
Right made a note. "Xenocommunication?"
"Communication with non-human intelligences," she said. "Theoretical, mostly. Until three days ago."

Right made a note. Left looked at his folder.

"Walk us through what you found," Left said.

* * *

The framework.

This was the part she had been thinking about since the car — how to describe what she had built over three days to two people whose professional frameworks were built entirely around human communication systems, without either losing the precision or overloading the register. There was a version of this explanation that was technically accurate but that would land as science fiction. There was a version that was accessible but that flattened the thing into something smaller than it was. She needed the version that was both accurate and landable.

She had decided, somewhere between the hotel and the windowless room, to start with what they already understood.

"Every communication system," she said, "encodes meaning through structure. Not just through the content of what is said — through the architecture of how it's said. Frequency, duration, interval, sequence. Human languages encode meaning in all of these dimensions simultaneously. What we call grammar is the set of rules that governs how these elements combine into larger units of meaning."

Left nodded. Right was watching her.

"What I found in the signal was architecture. Not random variation within a fixed parameter set — structured variation, consistent with information encoding, with a frequency distribution approaching the theoretical efficiency limit described by Shannon's source coding theorem." She paused. "In non-technical terms: the signal was doing something. It was organising meaning with the same underlying logic that all communication systems use, in every species we have studied."

"You're saying it's a language," Right said. It was the first time he had spoken directly rather than through Left.

"I'm saying it has the properties of a communication system," Yuna said. "The word language implies things about syntax and representation that I'm not yet in a position to fully confirm. What I can confirm is that the signal is organised, that the organisation is consistent across four years of documented detections, and that the organisation responds to external input in ways consistent with an active, functioning communication system rather than a fixed broadcast."

"It responds," Right said.

"Yes."

"To you specifically. To Dr. Voss's transmissions."

"To specific acoustic stimuli in the relevant frequency range. When we transmitted, it responded. When we transmitted the inverted calibration sequence — the sequence structured with the same two-to-one ratio as the signal's own architecture — the response was qualitatively different. More complex. More directed."

Right wrote something. Left was looking at her with the expression she'd been tracking since the beginning of the session, the one that had started as evaluating-credibility and had shifted, incrementally, into something else. Something closer to: I believe her, and I don't know what to do with that.

"How much of it can you read?" Left said.

She thought about the honest answer to this question. "Approximately thirty percent of the basic conceptual vocabulary, with varying confidence levels across that thirty percent. The core concepts — presence, recognition, the interrogative mode — I'm confident in. The peripheral vocabulary, the concepts that appeared rarely or in complex contexts, I have hypotheses rather than confirmations."

"Thirty percent," Right said. He said it in the tone of a man doing arithmetic.

"It's enough to exchange intentions," Yuna said. "It is not enough to exchange nuance. The exchange we conducted was — rough. Approximate. What was communicated was a sketch of what each party needed the other to understand, not a precise rendering." She looked at the folder containing her notebooks. "The remaining seventy percent is what I've been working on."

* * *

They went through the exchange sessions in order. She walked them through each transmission and response with the same careful attention she'd applied in the Lofoten's data deck — stating what had been sent, what had been received, what she had inferred from the response about the meaning of the preceding transmission. She described the compression analysis, the identification of the interrogative mode, the vocabulary mapping. She described the three confirmed concepts: presence, recognition, question.

She described the question.

Left went still when she said it. Right's pen stopped moving.

Do you speak for your kind?

"That was the question," she said. "The core content of the transmission that had been present since the first night, which I had insufficient vocabulary to decode until the second day of exchange sessions."

"And the answer," Left said carefully.

"No." She said it simply, because it was simple. "We answered honestly. Three people on a research vessel in the Norwegian Sea do not speak for humanity. The answer was no."

"You told it —" Right stopped. Started again. "You communicated to this entity that you lacked representative authority."

"Correct."

"And it accepted that answer."

"It did more than accept it. The final transmission—Sable's long response to Mara's question about why they had waited—had been the longest and most complex of the entire exchange. It was the one she had spent the final night on the Lofoten translating while the satellite link was down and the fire in Bergen was cooling."

The room was quiet for a moment.

Left said: "Dr. Park. How confident are you in that translation?"

"The translation is partial and approximate," she said. "The element I rendered as 'wished to find' uses the same root as another element I translated as 'have been waiting for.' Both readings are defensible. I flagged this in my notes." She paused. "The honest answer: I am confident in the core meaning. I am not confident in the precision of its expression."

"But the core meaning is that they — that it — wanted to find someone who would tell the truth."

"Yes."

Right set down his pen. He looked at the folder. He looked at her.

"Dr. Park," he said. "Are you aware of the current status of the Aurora Eight?"

She kept her expression still. "I know it departed Mongstad early. I know it was underway when our communications went down. I don't know its position."

"It arrived on site four hours ago," Right said. "It is currently conducting preliminary positioning operations. Drilling is expected to begin within twelve hours."

Yuna felt a cold spike of panic. She looked down, her hands in her lap tightening into fists, fingers digging into the fabric of her trousers until her knuckles turned white. It was a brief, silent fracture in her composure—the first time her steady breathing had faltered since the hotel. When she looked up, her gaze was hard.

"The entity — the thing below — communicated that the extracting machines were a key reason for making contact now," she said. "It communicated that the alternative to contact was conflict. That conflict at the scale they operate at would be catastrophic for both species."

"We understand that's what it said."

"Then you understand that Aurora Eight drilling at that site is a provocation. Not a rhetorical provocation. A physical intrusion into territory that the — that the other party — has occupied for hundreds of millions of years and has communicated, explicitly, that it is willing to enter contact to protect."

Right and Left exchanged a look. It was the first time they had looked at each other rather than at her since the session started, and it told her several things.

"That's a concern being addressed at the appropriate level," Left said.

"Does your 'appropriate level' actually understand that?" Yuna's voice rose, losing its flat, academic precision, the words coming sharp and fast. "Are they aware that I have a partial framework for communication with whatever is below the Norwegian Sea, and that the very first thing it communicated was that the rigs going deeper is a trigger for conflict? Not a warning. An existential trigger."

"The appropriate level is being briefed."

She looked at him. She looked at the folder with her notebooks. She thought about the Bridge Protocol — the name she had given her translation framework in her own head, the name she had not yet said aloud in this room — and about the 30% of conceptual vocabulary she could read and the 70% she could not, and about the twelve hours before Aurora Eight's drill made contact with the seafloor.

She thought: the appropriate level has not been in the water. The appropriate level has not sat on a research vessel at three in the morning watching cold blue-green light trace the hull of a vessel that has been answering their signals for four years. The appropriate level is being briefed in the language of threat assessment and diplomatic protocol, which was not the language in which what had happened had happened.

She did not say any of this.

"I would like my notebooks back," she said. "I have work to continue."

* * *

They gave them back, four hours later. Not everything — the hard drives remained, copies would be made, she understood this and had anticipated it. But the notebooks: seven of them, small, filled with the handwriting she used when she was working at speed, every page dense with notation and crossed-out hypotheses and the fragments of the Bridge Protocol in all its current incomplete form.

She sat in the windowless room and held them and counted the pages and confirmed that none had been removed. Without her laptop or digital analysis tools, she was restricted to the semantic profiles she had catalogued on paper, but the notebooks contained the raw transcriptions—the character-by-character representation of the sweeps. It was enough to begin. She opened the most recent one to the last entry she had made — written on the stern deck of the Lofoten as the sun came up over the Norwegian Sea, while something very old descended back into the deep — and read it.

The entry was three lines. It said:

Framework coverage: approximately 30% of basic conceptual vocabulary. Core confirmed: presence, recognition, interrogative mode, negation, attention-continuation.

Remaining work: peripheral vocabulary, complex syntax, the elements I translated as wished-to-find/waiting-for (same root, different contexts — need more data).

Priority question: what does the 70% contain?

She read this. She closed the notebook. She looked at the blank wall across from her — the wall where a window would have been, if this room had windows — and thought about what the 70% contained.

She had been thinking about this since the Lofoten. In every quiet moment between the exchange sessions and the debrief and the blindfolded car ride and the eleven hours in this room, some part of her attention had been running the same analysis: the vocabulary she had confirmed was the vocabulary of presence and recognition and basic exchange. The vocabulary of: I am here, you are here, we are communicating. The vocabulary of first contact, which was always the easiest vocabulary, because first contact was always the same conversation in any communication system — proof of presence, proof of intent, proof of the capacity to mean something.

The 70% was everything after that.

She thought about the four-minute transmission from the first night, the one she had decoded only in part. She thought about the final exchange — Sable's long response to Mara's question, the answer that had taken nineteen minutes to receive and that she had translated under conditions of fatigue and urgency and emotional overload. She had flagged nearly half of it as uncertain.

She thought: I translated what I could under the conditions that existed. The conditions were not ideal. The conditions were three in the morning on a research vessel with no sleep and no preparation and the weight of something 800 million years old at the surface of the water.

She thought: I need to go back through all of it. Slowly. With better tools and more sleep and the full framework rather than the partial one.

She thought: Aurora Eight drills in twelve hours.

She thought: the appropriate level is being briefed.

She opened her notebook to a fresh page and started working.

Outside the windowless room, in the building she had been driven to blindfolded, in the city she had not yet identified, the world was going about its business. Two governments were sending encrypted messages to each other about a thing that had been at the surface of the Norwegian Sea three days ago. Three more were deciding whether to treat the communications blackout as an act of hostility. An international maritime authority was reviewing the legality of an operational departure that had bypassed its sign-off window by twelve hours.

A new rig was positioning itself above the most significant discovery in the history of the human species, preparing to drill.

And in a windowless room, a linguist who had spent three days building a partial bridge between two civilisations that had never spoken was sitting with her notebooks and her incomplete framework and the specific quality of calm that arrived, sometimes, when you understood that the problem was yours to solve and that no one else was going to solve it for you.

She had 30% of a vocabulary.

The 70% was still there, waiting to be found.

She had work to do.
TWO
The Conclave


The meeting was held in Oslo, in a government building whose address I was not given and whose purpose I was told I did not need to know. This was, I had begun to understand, the register in which the next period of my life was going to be conducted: careful omissions, qualified disclosures, information offered in portions sized by someone else's assessment of what I required. I had spent twelve years working in an institution that did this with data. I was discovering that governments did it with everything.

I was driven to the building by a Norwegian intelligence officer named Kaspersen who did not speak for the full forty minutes of the journey and who held doors for me with the professional courtesy of someone who had been told to keep the scientist happy. The building had underground parking and a security desk and a lift that required a keycard that Kaspersen had and I did not. These details I noted because noting details was what I did, and because noting them gave my attention somewhere to be that was not the conversation I was about to have.

Reyes was already in the corridor outside the meeting room when I arrived. He looked at me the way he looked at things he had been waiting for. We did not embrace or shake hands — we had not yet established what the appropriate gesture was for two people who had descended three kilometres into the Norwegian Sea together and watched something ancient outline their vehicle in light. We settled, as we usually did, for an exchange of information.

"Who's in the room?" I said.

"Six delegations," he said. "Norway, US, UK, China, Japan, Russia. Each with a lead representative and at least one support. Intelligence backgrounds, most of them. The Norwegian rep is a senior foreign ministry official named Holst. He's hosting."

"And our role?"

"Scientific advisory." He said it with the specific neutrality he used when a description was accurate and insufficient simultaneously. "We brief. We answer questions. We don't vote."

"Observed," I said.

"Observed," he agreed.

Kaspersen opened the door. I walked into the room.

* * *

There were sixteen people at the table. I counted them, which was a habit. The table was large and rectangular, government-issue in the way that all government furniture was — functional, durable, expressing nothing — and the people around it had the specific quality of people who were accustomed to rooms like this and were managing, with varying success, the fact that this room was different.

Different not in configuration — the table, the chairs, the water glasses, the notepads, the flags — but in subject. Most of the people in this room had spent their careers managing the geopolitical, the military, the diplomatic. They managed threats. They managed interests. They managed the gap between what countries wanted and what countries could have. They were very good at all of this.

None of it applied here.

I knew this, and they knew that I knew this, and the specific quality of tension in the room — which I registered in the first thirty seconds, before anyone had spoken — was the tension of people who were expert at one game being told they were going to have to play a different one and didn't yet know the rules.

Holst, the Norwegian, opened the meeting. He was sixty, compact, with the weathered composure of a man who had been in difficult rooms before and had learned that composure was its own form of authority. He spoke in English, which would be the working language. He said: this meeting would be conducted under strict protocols of confidentiality. He said: the purpose of this meeting was to establish a framework for managing what he described, with some caution, as the contact event. He said: the first order of business was a briefing from the two individuals with direct first-hand experience of the event.

That was Reyes and me.

I looked at the table. I thought about how to say what we had found to sixteen people who had been in this room for, by my estimate, less than an hour and who had been told, by the intelligence services of their respective governments, some version of what had happened — a version shaped by what those services understood, which was partial, and by what they were prepared to say in a room with five other governments, which was less than partial.

I thought: Reyes and I are the only people in this room who have been there. Not just who have seen the data. Who have been there.

I thought: this is going to be a problem.

* * *

Reyes briefed first. He was better at briefing rooms than I was — he had twenty years of institutional practice at distilling operational events into structured accounts — and he covered the factual chronology with the precision and economy of a man who understood that sixteen people with competing agendas needed the same information and had to arrive at it before they could have a useful conversation.

The Aurora Seven: lost June 3rd, twenty-four crew, no debris, no distress signal. The acoustic anomaly in the environmental logs, forty-three days of increasing frequency, the same signal documented in the two preceding survey operations. The submersible dives: the rig found intact 3.2 kilometres from its last logged position, the crew alive and sealed inside with organic material of unknown origin, the structure on the seafloor extending two hundred metres in every direction.

He described the structure. He used the words anomalous seafloor formations of unknown origin, which was accurate and communicated nothing. He described the bioluminescent events, the active acoustic exchange, the signal architecture. He did not describe the person sitting at the desk in the porthole light—the one whose back I had stared at, pressing my hand against the DSV viewport. That detail was in his full report to Chen. It was not in this briefing, and I understood why: it would turn this into a different conversation before the room was ready for it.

When he finished, he sat back and folded his hands on the table and waited.

The questions began immediately.

The American representative — a man named Calloway, from somewhere deep in the national security architecture, whose specific title I had not been told and did not ask — looked past Reyes, his eyes locking onto me. "What is the current status of the acoustic exchange?" he asked. "Is it ongoing?"

I said it was not ongoing in the sense of active transmissions. The exchange had concluded, and the entity had descended, before the satellite links were restored. There had been no further contact since.

"How do we know it won't initiate further contact?" Calloway said.

I said: we didn't know. What we knew was that its previous initiations had been preceded by period of preparation — the vocabulary-building sessions, the calibration responses — and that any further initiation would likely involve the same hydrophone array and the same frequency range we had been monitoring.

"Monitoring," said the Russian representative, a woman named Vorobieva who had said nothing during Reyes's briefing and whose expression had been uniformly unreadable throughout. "By whom?"

"Currently, the Lofoten's instruments are still in position at the survey coordinates," I said. "Dr. Park is—well, your security people took her for questioning three days ago. I don't know where she is. The monitoring is passive."

Vorobieva looked at me. "And the new rig," she said. "Aurora Eight. It is currently drilling at this location."

Reyes spoke before I could. "It arrived on site yesterday," he said. "To our knowledge, preliminary positioning is complete and drilling has commenced."

I couldn't keep the tension out of my voice. "Which means we are already running out of time. The entity below made it clear that the extraction rigs are the trigger. Drilling there now is a direct provocation."

The room shifted. Not dramatically — a change in the quality of attention, the way a room changed when something that had been abstract became specific. Several people looked at Holst. Holst looked at Calloway. Calloway looked at his notes.

"The Aurora Eight situation is being managed," Calloway said.

I said: "I'd like to understand what that means."

He said: "It means it's being handled at the appropriate level."

I thought: Yuna had said that was what they told her—or at least, that was how it was written in the debrief summary they had circulated to us before the meeting. Word for word. Appropriate level. I thought: the appropriate level keeps saying that to people who have been there, and the appropriate level has not been there.

I said: "The entity below communicated explicitly that the extracting machines were a primary trigger for initiating contact. It communicated that if contact was not established, the alternative was conflict. Aurora Eight is an extracting machine operating at the same site where it communicated this. If something happens to Aurora Eight, we will be in a situation that is considerably harder to
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