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For centuries, humankind had gazed at the stars with longing, their eyes pressed against the night sky like children at a windowpane. Rockets had carried explorers only so far, telescopes had teased with images of distant worlds, but it was not until the birth of teleportation that the heavens themselves opened their arms.

It was a quiet revolution. The invention was not loud or violent; no great armies marched, no cities burned. Instead, in the hush of laboratories and the pulse of coded algorithms, the impossible became ordinary. People stepped into shimmering pods in Vienna, Lagos, or Kyoto, and emerged a heartbeat later in São Paulo, Nairobi, or New Delhi. The airliners fell silent. Borders, once fierce as walls of stone, grew porous as mist. Nations still stamped their papers, but now the gates of the world were small circles of light—arrival and departure pods, humming with their secret energy.

At first, the technology was tested on objects—crates of grain, medical supplies, laboratory instruments. Then came the drones: sleek, tireless machines sent spiraling across the void to scout the endless ocean of stars. Countless planets were tagged, measured, dismissed. Too cold. Too hot. Atmospheres too thin, or too heavy with poisons. The universe was rich but not kind.

And then—after months of round-the-clock exploration—one planet sang differently.

Its first designation was dry and technical: Elysion-7, catalogued with numbers and data streams. But to those who had seen its surface through the drone’s lens, the name meant little. They called it X, not as an unknown, but as a kiss. A secret. A mark left on a letter before it is sealed.

X breathed like Earth. Its air was thick with oxygen, just a little more than human lungs were used to, so that the first breaths would leave travelers slightly giddy, as though tipsy on wine. Its skies carried slow, pearled clouds, heavy with moisture. Water coursed through its veins—rivers tumbling, rain falling in soft curtains, seas lapping against emerald coasts. Forests rose in endless, lush canopies, their crowns woven into a living roof that shimmered with dew. The air smelled green. Alive.

The humidity wrapped around the skin like silk, a dampness at once suffocating and intoxicating. To step into X was to step into a dream of Earth—the Earth before it was scarred and tamed, an Earth that still belonged to myths. Some compared it to the Amazon rainforest, but even that seemed pale beside the richness here. The songs of unseen creatures rippled through the trees, low thrumming calls that made the air itself vibrate.

And yet, there was more. A pull, unspoken, but undeniable. The planet seemed to wait.

Researchers sent word back: a close investigation was not only necessary—it was inevitable. Teams were gathered. Specialists in botany, climatology, geology. And—quietly—others. Dreamers, poets, and mystics who could not be kept away.

For though the instruments measured soil and sky, everyone who looked at X felt the same strange tug in their chests. As though the planet was not only habitable, but expectant. As though something—or someone—was already there.

*  *  *
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My name is Fiona, and I am a Planetary Biologist.

The first of my kind to step across the threshold into a new world. Not a conqueror, not yet a settler, but the quiet advance of an army of explorers who would one day follow.

My vessel was no gleaming starship—those belonged to the old dreams of humankind. Instead, I had a pod: a container-sized steel box, packed with everything necessary for survival and science. Within its walls were the tools of my trade: instruments to test air and water, drones to scout the unknown, supplies of food carefully measured, and even the small comforts of a life uprooted—a narrow bed, a compact kitchen, the steady hum of air conditioning. Solar panels spread like wings when deployed, feeding energy into systems designed to keep me alive in places where no human heart had yet dared to beat. A water condenser was built into the frame, promising liquid sustenance no matter how alien the skies.

I was self-sufficient from the first day—if the planet welcomed me. And if it did not, I carried precautions. A sidearm rested in its case, meant not for hunting but survival. More reassuring still was the stun gun, a gentler weapon, designed to quell sudden danger without ending it forever. It was suggested as my first line of defense: to silence unfriendliness swiftly, to grant me time to retreat, to think.

The pod itself was vast enough to swallow commercial cargo; teleportation technology had already leapt from carrying single travelers to transporting entire loads across the stars. And now, it would carry me—to X.

I stood on the threshold, watching as the departure chamber shimmered, its circular frame alive with the trembling light that marked the gateway between worlds. My pulse thrummed in my veins, quick and uneven. For all my training, all my knowledge, nothing could still the whisper at the back of my mind:

What if this planet was not waiting for me to study it— but to meet me?

*  *  *
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The pod shuddered once, like a living thing inhaling, then stilled. A single tone chimed—a soft, almost musical note—and the doors eased open.

I braced myself. Every system had assured me the air was breathable, that the planet’s composition was close to Earth’s own, but still, there was something primal in the thought of stepping into an alien world. My lungs felt tight, my palms damp. I pulled the strap of my satchel higher on my shoulder and took that first, irreversible step.

The air hit me like warm rain. Heavy, lush, saturated with life. Oxygen-rich, just as the data had promised, and with it came a dizzying rush—like the first sip of champagne, bubbles rising through my veins. I staggered slightly, laughing under my breath at the strange intoxication.

Before me stretched a forest—if forest was even the right word. Trees towered with trunks as wide as houses, their bark a strange interplay of emerald and silver, as if veined with light. Their crowns were a canopy of vast, overlapping leaves, dripping with moisture that fell in slow, glittering drops. The ground was alive with ferns that curled and uncurled like green tongues, and flowers unlike any I had seen on Earth: great blossoms the size of my head, their petals shimmering with an iridescence that shifted with every angle, like oil on water.

The sounds were the next thing—the chorus of a world unrecorded. Insects hummed in spirals of tones too intricate for Earthly ears; somewhere in the distance, a low, resonant call reverberated through the trees, more felt in my chest than heard. Life was everywhere, unseen eyes watching from the shadows, curious, cautious.

I inhaled again, deeper this time, and smiled.

"Hello, X," I whispered, my voice swallowed by the forest. "Let’s see who you really are."

Behind me, the pod stood silent, a lifeline of steel and circuitry. Before me, a world unspoiled, wild and waiting. My boots sank slightly into mossy earth, soft as velvet, damp and fragrant.

And then—for the briefest of moments—I felt it. A sensation not of being alone, but of being expected. As though the planet itself leaned closer, breathing me in.

My skin prickled. My rational mind reached for explanations—pheromones, neurological response to
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