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The crew of the spaceship Hope greeted their new world to the sound of groaning servos and the smell of over-baked plastic. For five centuries, their bodies had slept in gel-filled pods, dreams regulated by sluggish computers, while the ship made her deliberate crawl to the blue dot catalogued as Kepler-442b. Now, every muscle ached with reluctant renewal. Several of the crew had sworn—half as a joke, half in earnest—to spend their first day awake consuming ancient coffee and making sarcastic observations about the state of their hair.

Kira, the biologist, was the first on her feet. She blinked the glue from her eyelashes and rolled her neck until her vertebrae made a sound like someone snapping a celery stalk. Around her, the reanimation chamber flickered with soft amber light, shadows pooling between the open pods. The Hope's crew was small, by necessity: eight humans, two cats, and a gene bank containing the compressed DNA of every mammal, fish, and fungus ever considered remotely interesting by the committee back on Earth. The cats, who had also enjoyed the privilege of stasis, watched the groggy humans with the disdain of animals who had been awake for the entire journey.

In the moment before the ship's AI activated the comms, Kira tiptoed around the sleeping forms, scratching each cat behind the ears. There was a gentle obligation in this, as if the fate of the mission required a daily inventory of all companions, human and otherwise. Her own cats, Dashi and Miso, were both in their teens and had spent the voyage plotting elaborate escapes from their enclosure. The others—assigned by the committee as "animal enrichment"—were still working out the terms of their sovereignty.

As the humans revived, they clustered in the ship's common room, a cross between a greenhouse and a cafeteria, newly illuminated by the dawn of Kepler-442b. The planet filled the windows in eerie blue, banded by clouds and wreathed in storms. It looked like a watercolor painting, or perhaps an overexposed holiday postcard. Kira's heart thudded at the sight: somewhere down there, she would plant the first wheat, the first oat, and, if things went well, the first batch of sourdough starter.

The captain, a softly spoken engineer named Park, was already at the comms console, fingers moving as if they had never stopped. "Orbit stable," Park said. "External sensors coming online. Let's check the landing site for surprises."

Surprises, Kira mused, were the only thing the universe delivered with reliability. But they had run the simulations—hundreds of them. The landing bay was prepped, drones were fueled, and the first generation of bioengineered seedlings waited in their blackout fridge, eager for a sun that had never warmed an Earthly leaf.

The crew gathered around the screen as the sensors swept the planet's surface. They were looking for geological hazards, for evidence of gamma bursts, or for the less likely but more exciting signatures of preexisting life. Kira watched the readout, her heart in her mouth. The AI compiled the data, spat out a line of text, and then paused.

"That's odd," Park said. "We're getting a reading in the southern hemisphere. Bio-signatures. Multiple." 

Someone—probably Raj, the mission's resident cynic—made a noise that could have been surprise or indigestion. "Could be contamination from the ship," he muttered. "Remember what happened on the last probe run?"

Kira shook her head, gaze fixed on the numbers scrolling by. The readouts were clear: Bipedal heat signatures, clustered around the river valleys, moving in coordinated patterns. Not random, not geological. Not even fungal. This was organized life.

The room went silent. Even the cats seemed to sense the change, their bodies tense, tails flicking in agitated semaphore.

Park cleared their throat, voice steady but softer now. "Should we proceed with landing, or—"

Kira felt the question hang in the air. The mission was explicit: Terraform, establish crops, make a home for those still in stasis. But what if someone was already home?

"I think we need to take a closer look," she said, surprising even herself. "If they're sentient, we can't just—"

Raj snorted. "If they're sentient, maybe they'll help us unpack."

No one laughed. The ship’s systems purred and pinged, the faint scent of burnt plastic now edged with something sharper, a nervous electricity that hovered like ozone after lightning. 

Below, framed by the wide, gummy windows, the planet turned in slow, oblivious majesty—its swirling clouds, its endless blue, and, somewhere on its surface, the persistent flicker of heat and movement that betrayed the presence of life. Kira watched Park’s reflection in the glass, the captain’s usually calm face now unreadable, lips pressed tight as if to keep from exhaling too much hope or dread.

Raj sat hunched at the edge of the group, eyes narrowed at the sensor display, his sarcasm shriveled by the magnitude of what it showed. He tapped one knuckle against the bulkhead in a steady, unconscious rhythm.

No one moved to break the silence. Even the cats, sensing the shift in tension, had fallen still. Dashi’s tail froze mid-swish, the tip curled like a question mark; Miso crouched beside Kira’s foot, pupils wide, as if awaiting a signal none of the humans could yet articulate. For a moment, the common room felt less like a home and more like a waiting room outside some cosmic principal’s office.

Kira’s thoughts flitted in all directions. She imagined what it would mean to meet a new intelligence with open hands instead of bulldozers, to watch the first alien eyes blink in surprise at their arrival, to share—maybe—coffee or curiosity or the ancient, universal urge to survive. The mission, so rigidly planned for years, had become something unpredictable and strange, like sourdough starter left in the dark for centuries: alive, messy, impossible to control or contain.

Park finally spoke, his voice a thread of warmth through the cold uncertainty. “We’ll scan again,” they said, “using deep infrared this time. If those readings hold, we’ll send the drones to make contact ahead of schedule. No interference, just observation. No assumptions.”

Raj grunted something that might have been approval, or just a reluctant surrender to fact. Kira nodded, unable to trust her own voice for fear it would betray the giddy, terrified excitement building in her chest. Their first job was no longer to build a new Eden; it was to ask, with humility, if they could even enter the garden in the first place.

In the hush that followed, the crew of the Hope let the enormity of their new task settle in—heavier, somehow, than any planet ever catalogued in a blue notebook back on Earth.
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The crew of the Hope spent the next eleven hours hunched over consoles, dissecting every byte of surface data and arguing over whether to go down in person. Kira’s suggestion—to “take a closer look”—had been met with a blend of dread and excitement, and the debate see-sawed from caution to curiosity until Park finally called it: they would send a scouting team to the surface before attempting a full landing. The plan was simple, in that way all the worst plans were simple: four people, one rover, one drone, a day’s worth of rations, and a promise to run away from anything with more than four legs.

Kira volunteered immediately, even though her vision still had a jellyfish haze from hypo-sleep and her muscles protested every movement. Raj, predictably, refused to be left behind and packed the rover with enough diagnostics equipment to build a small spaceship from scratch. Yasin and Lexi rounded out the team—a medic and a linguist, because in a first-contact scenario you needed someone to stitch bodies and someone else to patch up meaning.

The descent was textbook, but the landing was not. The surface of Kepler-442b—at least on this side of the planet—looked a lot like Earth if you left it alone for a hundred million years: forests of spindly, turquoise trees; sky the color of a bruised plum; rivers that shimmered with an oil-slick iridescence. The rover’s wheels barely crunched the mossy surface, and the
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