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The Eve Project

by Joey Stardust



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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We brought the lander to life the way you might wake an old house—room by room, light by light, listening for the groans in the bones. Status panels blinked from black to amber to a reassuring green. Pumps thudded somewhere behind the bulkheads. Filters hummed, clearing out a century and a half of stillness. I ran my palm along the console just to feel the vibration of it, the familiar tremble of current finding its path again.

“Hydra-rods are spooling,” Kel said without looking up. Her hair was knotted into a practical loop that had survived stasis better than the rest of us. “Ambient moisture is... healthy. Thirty-seven percent at surface altitude.”

“Healthy,” I repeated, because it felt like the kind of word you could set a life on.

On the main screen, EVE-68 filled the frame—our new world, our far green hope. It was all color: jungled landmasses veined with rivers like silver sutures, oceans that rolled in the deep blue of old atlas covers. Cloud bands threw slow shadows across continents. No satellites. No traffic. No scars.

“Final thermal checks,” I said. “Grid coupling to the orbital at twenty percent. Let it climb slow.”

“Slow,” Kel echoed, fingers skating across the sensor console. She had the kind of calm you could hide your panic inside. We’d both trained for redundancy, but she was always the better mathematician. I was the one who talked to machines like they were shy animals.

The orbital ship—nameless in a way that made it feel like a church—was already where it needed to be. It would stay there for years if we did this right, feeding the lander energy by beam through paired superconductive discs—one set on the ship, the other nested in the lander’s spine. We’d checked alignments twice, then a third time for superstition. If the beaming failed, we had the backup pod: a squat cylinder of caged sun we’d kick a safe distance from our landing site and light like a candle we’d all agreed never to blow out.

“Greenhouse payload?” I asked.

“Sealed and responsive.” Kel’s voice softened despite herself. The greenhouse was our vanity and our mercy. Inside were seeds we’d handled like children—wheat and beans and hardy fruits, herbs for cooking and medicine, flowers we didn’t tell the auditors about. Lavender. Marigold. The kind of brilliance that makes a room smell like someplace you miss. The greenhouse would drop two minutes before us, aeroshell ablating bright as a meteor, retro-thrusters hissing it down near the plotted valley floor. If the atmosphere took offense to our presence, we could shut the greenhouse and survive on the ship’s stores. But surviving and living aren’t the same word.

“Power at forty,” I said. “EVE, confirm orbital alignment.”

“Alignment confirmed,” the ship said in a voice designed to sound like ours. EVE had been a whisper in our dreams for one hundred and fifty-five years, threaded through the noise of stasis like a lullaby sung through a wall. In the waking world she was less intimate. More precise.

“You did not dream of me,” she’d told us after reanimation, when I’d asked about the voices. “You dreamed of your own memory of comfort.”

“Comfort is one of the things I want you for,” I’d said, and Kel had rolled her eyes where she thought EVE wouldn’t see.

We had woken four days earlier to the bruised ache of bodies that weren’t quite our own. The first day had been a ritual of small returns: swallow water without gagging; walk until your legs remember; breathe deep without pain; stand under the wash nozzles and let warm water write new lines over old labors. We ate an entire bowl of rehydrated fruit until the sugar made our fingers shake. I slept again, half out of necessity, half out of fear I’d lose the trick of it if I didn’t practice.

The second day, Kel pulled the long report and showed me the numbers EVE had used to bring us out. Orbital velocities and proximities, stellar weather, fuel margins, a tangle of math as beautiful in its way as any sunrise. We sat in the narrow galley, bare feet on the magnetic strips, and went through it together. It wasn’t just faith that got us here. It was a sustained act of attention from people we would never meet again.

On the third day we told ourselves we were ready. By the fourth, when the valley looked on our maps like a cupped hand waiting for us, the waiting almost hurt.

“Kel,” I said, “let’s pick our bed.”

She snorted and brought up the terrain model. Sensor sweeps had chewed through the upper layers—altimetry stitched into climate modeling stitched into geological inference until the screen was as much intention as it was observation. The river coiled with lazy authority. The valley floor shelved down in rich alluvium. Upland forests massed like storm clouds. She rotated the model, pulled in layers, shifted spectral ranges. It felt like we were both surgeons peering inside a patient, rooting for the living tissue and the clean margins.

“Here,” she said at last, tapping a terrace near the valley’s shoulder where the ground sloped gentle toward the river. “It’s high enough to avoid seasonal flooding. Close enough for easy transport. Prevailing winds come downslope. If the greenhouse vents anything touchy, it’s moving away from us.”

Another tap, and it went amber. Our place.

“Looks like home,” I said. It was a joke but not entirely.

“We’ll know if home wants us,” she said, and killed the model.

We worked the way training had taught us: speak each step, confirm each step, never assume. EVE shadowed it all, unerring and patient as a metronome. We powered down nonessential systems in the orbital until the ship went quiet in that cathedral way again, as if we’d stepped back from the altar. In the lander, we walked the length of our new house. Ten rooms the size of modest bedrooms; a kitchen that could feed four indefinitely if you trusted the recyclers; a washroom big enough to pretend you had a tub if you closed your eyes and held your breath. The doors hissed open and hissed closed. It was ridiculous to love a sound like that, but I did. It meant the seals held. It meant the air was ours until we made more.

Kel stood in the computer nook with her hands flat on either side of the console like she was bracing against a wave. “Do you remember the day they told us?” she asked.

“Which part?” I said, but I knew.

“Down in the complex. The first time we saw the list. Two hundred couples. The names like a roll call before a war.”

The lab had smelled like ionized air and too many anxious bodies. Somewhere above us, Earth was doing its slow dissolving: heat and ash and war and the brittle politics of scarcity. The ones who could had dug in. The ones who couldn’t had burned. We had been chosen not because we were the best of anything, but because we were good enough at many things, and unlikely to break under it.

“You said yes before I finished asking,” I said. “You didn’t even let me make a speech.”

“You’d still be making it,” she said, and that was fair.

EVE began to read the descent checklist in that calm voice of hers. I answered her like prayer. Kel clipped into the copilot couch and snugged the straps tight across her chest. I sat down, the seat giving in the way of good foam, and the harness came down with a mechanical kiss. My hands found the controls by muscle memory and then rested there, because the actual work of descent isn’t manual the way it once was. We tell the machine what we want, and the machine does it more precisely than we could. We pretend the machine is a nervous cousin who needs constant reassurance. We fuss over it to calm ourselves.

“Greenhouse to release in ninety seconds,” EVE said. “Aeroshell integrity verified.”

Kel grinned. “Go make it rain, little house.”

I watched it on the auxiliary screen: a small blossom detaching from our belly, slipping free on a curl of thrust. It tumbled once, fat and inelegant, then caught the air right and steadied. Even through metal and camera optics it felt like something alive taking its first breath.

“Release successful,” EVE said, and the shell brightened as friction wrote light over it. I caught a glimpse of river reflecting a broken sun before the cloud pulled the greenhouse into its soft mouth.

“Lander separation,” EVE continued. “Three. Two. One.”

We fell. The honest word for descent is falling, controlled only because our faith and our engineering were better than impulse. The clouds came lockstep, then all at once—a white wall that broke and became a wet blur and then nothing but green. Haze tore open. The valley opened its palm. The river ran like a secret none of us could keep anymore.

“Pitch two degrees,” EVE said, and I obliged even though she didn’t need my touch. “Countercrosswind at seven. Flaring... now.”

Thrusters bit the air with a shudder that came up through the couch and into my bones. The landing legs extended, simple and honest as a stool. For an instant the ground rushed up at the wrong speed and my stomach tried to climb out of me. Then the ship found itself. We touched on three points, bounced the way all good landings do, and settled with a deep, settling groan that sounded like an old man finally sitting down after a long day.

“Touchdown,” EVE said.

We didn’t cheer. We sat and listened. The ship ticked as heat moved. The atmosphere meter climbed toward the thresholds we had set. Outside, wind combed grass I could not yet see and made a sound like a whispered argument in a far room.

Kel exhaled a laugh that turned into not laughing and then became laughter again. I felt my own face pull into a grin so wide it hurt. We looked at each other with the stupid shine of people who have gotten away with something they shouldn’t have.

“Suit up,” I said.

The suits were lighter than the ones we’d trained in, composite layers with smart membranes and cooling channels and hard points for tools. If the air tested clean, we could go barefaced. If not, we’d go with helmets locked and filters singing. EVE chattered softly in our ears as we sealed rings and checked each other’s seams. There’s an intimacy in checking someone else’s suit that doesn’t translate to any other context. It’s the kind of trust that comes with your life in the other’s hands, literal and immediate. Kel pressed her gloved palm to my chest plate, right over my heart, as if she could feel it.

“Air composition verified,” EVE said after a minute that felt longer. “Oxygen twenty-one point nine percent. Nitrogen seventy-six point four. Trace gases within expected variance. No immediate toxins detected. Microbial count... significant.”

“Define significant,” Kel said.

“Life-supporting,” EVE said. “Varied and nonuniform. No identified pathogens matching Earth profiles. Unknown compatibility. Recommend masks for primary exposure.”

“Compromise,” I said, and Kel nodded. Helmets off, masks on. Baby steps.

The inner door slid and we stepped into the lock. EVE pulled air across our masks, measured it, sniffed it for trouble none of us knew how to name. The outer door unsealed with a sound I wanted to call a breath.

Our first air was wet and green. There was a sweetness to it that wasn’t quite floral—like rain had memory and decided to keep it. The ground was springy under the suit boots, soil that had never carried a road. Off to our right, the greenhouse sat on its set down struts like a beetle that had decided to nest. Its shell had already shed heat and gone matte. A thin plume of vapor bled off a vent and vanished.

I took three steps and stopped because the sky made me sober. I had expected blue, and there was blue, but not the sky I had known. This one was deeper, and stretched in a way that made distance feel wrong. It seemed I could reach out and smudge a star with my thumb.

Kel crouched and pressed her hand to the soil. Her gloves were on. It still felt immodest, a first touch that should have been a blessing or an apology. “Hello,” she said to the ground, not to me.

We worked until the working let us be something other than awestruck. Perimeter sensors first: slender rods with bundled intuition—magnetics, vibration, heat mapping. We stood them in a loose circle around the lander and the greenhouse, a fence made of attention. Kel named them in her head while she placed them. She does that. The first was Isolde. The second, Rama. The third, Ghost—because no pattern is complete without a place for uncertainty.

I checked the beaming alignment from the orbital while EVE ran her silent arithmetic. Power came down steady and true. A faint sizzle ran through the coupling like fat in a hot pan. “Backup nuke,” I said.

Kel pointed to a bare patch away from the terrace, where the soil crusted thin and pale. “There,” she said, and I agreed. We kept it humble with the explosives, the way a person keeps restful arms away from babies. I guided the pod out on its carrier like a parent with a pram, and when it was far enough to satisfy every training ghost in my head, we settled it and armed it, then stepped back and back again.

“Emergency power available,” EVE confirmed in our ear. “Recommend disarming when orbital beaming exceeds redundancy thresholds. Until then, caution.”

“Caution is my middle name,” I said.

“Your middle name is Alan,” Kel said, dry as a bone, and I couldn’t even argue.

We cracked the greenhouse next. The inner seal parted, and warm, humid air wafted out like a recipe you didn’t know how to make anymore. Row racks waited, nervously clean. Soil beds lay in tidy strips, dark as coffee. I stood there with a bag of seed in my gloved hand and realized I’d forgotten how to plant on purpose. The training had been real—a dozen soil simulations, plantings in microgravity, the tender choreography of irrigation in closed systems—but my body had not yet believed. It did now.

Kel walked the rows like a cantor, murmuring to herself, checking valves and sensors and balances. I staked the trellis anchors, cut my fingertip on a burr that shouldn’t have been there, and sucked the blood out of habit through the mask before remembering and laughing at myself. We buried the first seeds the way people bury hope—carefully and with more superstition than we pretend.

We didn’t talk much while we worked. I thought of the colonies we’d studied as history, the brave and the foolish who put boats into oceans they hadn’t finished naming. We had better maps. We had better boats. But the feeling must have been the same: a small circle of human noise in the middle of a forever that didn’t care.

By afternoon, the light shifted toward gold at the edges. Shadows lengthened and taught us the shapes of the trees. Our masks fogged at the corners. Sweat found the small of my back. When we called it and went inside, it felt less like retreat and more like the first time we trusted a new door to shut behind us.

We ate at the narrow table with our knees touching. The food tasted better than it should have—fatigue does that to even honest protein paste. Kel passed me a cup of water pulled from the hydra-rods and we both took a moment with it, because there are luxuries you don’t rush.

EVE read us the day’s digest in a tone that wasn’t quite proud. Soil chemistry, atmospheric microvariations, vector models for local winds, a promising temperature range for the next week. No storms predicted. No radiation spikes. No anomalies.

“Define anomaly,” I said, because I can’t help myself.

“Anything you do not expect,” EVE said.

“I didn’t expect any of this,” I said, softly enough Kel pretended not to hear.

We slept in the lander’s small stateroom on a bed that was exactly as wide as the both of us if we were careful. I lay on my side and listened to the fans move air around our breathing. Somewhere outside, a night creature—if they had creatures here, and how could they not?—made a sound like someone dragging a bow across a cello string. It wasn’t threatening. It wasn’t familiar. It was a noise made by a world going about its business, polite enough to do it at a distance.

I slept, and I did not dream of EVE. I dreamed of a classroom I had not seen in twenty years—the chalk smell and the way a window stubbornly stuck half-open, and a teacher saying my name in the tone adults use when they’re about to change your life. I woke with my hand extended, as if I’d meant to shake.

Morning came blue and clean. The greenhouse had warmed itself overnight and exhaled. Condensation beaded its inner skin in perfect pearls. Outside, the river had a different face than it had at sunset, quick bright plates of water stepping around an invisible inconvenience in the channel and hurrying away. I could watch moving water until my life ran out and not be bored.

We made coffee not because we needed the stimulant but because we needed the ritual. The smell tripped a thousand doors in my head. Kel drank hers too fast and hissed and laughed, and it felt like the first joke told on a new continent.

We walked the sensor circle together while we cupped the last heat in our mugs. The rods had made their observations in the night and had nothing dramatic to report. A small heat bloom at the edge of the perimeter had wandered by and wandered off—the size, EVE suggested, of a dog. I tried not to imagine eyes in the dark because that was a project without an end.

At the river we took water not because we needed it—we would purify everything we used—but because touching a river the first time is a ceremony. The surface felt warmer than I expected. The current curled around my wrist like a curious animal. I let it, and then I didn’t.

On the second day, we laid line from the lander to the greenhouse—a bright umbilical that made the whole little community look like a toy city run by unseen, careful hands. We inventoried the long-term stores and found them exactly as they should be. We set the wash to cycle at a time when our small noise would be swallowed by day. We took our masks off indoors and put them on again without discussing it. We argued about the right angle for a solar catchment and then realized we had both misread the local declination and apologized at the same time, which made the argument feel less like a crack and more like a seam.

In the afternoon, I climbed the lander’s ladder to the roof and sat there with my legs over nothing, the way I had as a kid in places I wasn’t supposed to be. From there the valley spread like a map of a foretold story. The wind tasted of something evergreen and something I didn’t have a word for. The sky widened into a color I might one day be able to name. That was the part that hit me hardest: the slow work of naming, the permission to take a place apart and put it back together in your mouth and say—this is ours, and we will treat it like a loan, and that will have to be enough.

Kel climbed up and sat beside me. For a while we said nothing. Then she leaned her shoulder into mine and let the weight rest there.

“Do you feel it?” she asked.

“What?” I said, because I am sometimes slow with the meanings that matter.

“The planet,” she said. “Not in a mystical way. In a... equation way. It all balances. Nothing screams.”

I thought of Earth on the day we left, the way the sky screamed without sound and the ground felt like a cracked plate you were afraid to set anything on. I thought of the complexes dug like ticks into the soil, the way people learned to wear their fear like a uniform. I thought of the EVE Project, the clean rooms where we pretended the world above us wasn’t dying while we built another world to go die in its place.

“It’s quiet,” I said. “That counts for something.”

Kel nodded. “It counts for everything,” she said, and for a while we allowed ourselves the arrogance of believing the quiet was for us.

We did not see the greenhouse vine twist its first tendril around a support and, finding it to its liking, thicken as if remembering something. We did not hear, far beyond the river’s turn, the low harmonic of air moving through stone in a cadence that was almost a voice. We did not feel the faintest change in the lander’s frame as the beamed power from the orbital ticked up a degree to correct a wobble too subtle to name.

We finished the coffee, and we climbed down, and we went back to the work of starting a life—content, for the moment, not to ask what that life might ask of us in return.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2

[image: ]




Chapter Two – Touchdown on Eden

The second morning came with the soft insistence of a world waking beneath our feet.

Through the viewport, mist hung low over the valley, and the river glimmered like a living thread woven through the green. Kel was already up, sitting cross-legged on the galley bench with a tablet in her lap, her hair unbound for once. The light caught it in copper strands as she scrolled through the atmospheric data.

“Pressure’s stable. Oxygen holding. No foreign toxins in the samples from yesterday,” she said, her tone even—but her eyes betrayed the same quiet disbelief that lived in my chest. “It’s... clean, Eli. Actually clean.”

The word “clean” had lost meaning back on Earth. Even underground, the air had always carried a metallic edge, a chemical tang you couldn’t wash off. Here, it was different. The air moved—it breathed. I sipped the last of our synthetic coffee and looked through the glass at the endless emerald sprawl. The valley below didn’t feel conquered. It felt alive—not waiting for us, but allowing us to witness it.

“Let’s take the suits out again,” I said. “We’ll run a longer perimeter. The sensors picked up some heat last night—probably nothing, but...”

Kel gave me a look over the tablet. “You say ‘probably nothing’ like it’s a blessing.”

Outside, the morning was heavier than the night before—warmer, the air thick with dew. Each step pressed into the soft soil and released the faintest earthy scent. The river murmured somewhere close by. Overhead, a single moon, pale and scarred, drifted westward.

We passed the greenhouse first. The outer shell had opened slightly overnight, its transparent canopy fogged from the humidity within. The seedlings—barely twelve hours in soil—were already breaking through. Their stems bent toward the filtered light like worshipers turning toward a dawn they instinctively understood.

Kel crouched beside the enclosure, brushing condensation from the pane. “Look at this,” she whispered. “Photosynthetic response is off the charts. Soil’s self-correcting for pH, nitrogen, everything. It’s as if it knows what the plants need.”

“Or it’s rewriting them to fit itself,” I said before I could stop myself.

She shot me a glance—half humor, half warning. “Don’t ruin the miracle just yet.”

I smiled, but I couldn’t shake the unease. Paradise, at least in the stories, always comes with fine print.

By midday, we’d reached the rise overlooking the western ridge. The valley unfurled beneath us—a quilt of gold and green stitched by rivers and shadow. I pulled out the portable drone and launched it skyward. The small craft buzzed into the blue and fed its live footage back to our visors.

“Topography’s consistent,” I murmured. “No sign of tectonic activity. The surface grid’s smoother than it should be, though—too perfect. Like erosion’s been... edited.”

Kel didn’t answer. She was staring toward a dark smudge on the far side of the river. Even at this distance, the shape felt wrong—too symmetrical for nature, too eroded for structure.

“Could be basalt extrusion,” I said.

“Could be something else,” she replied. “It’s roughly two kilometers out. We’ll check it once we finish calibration.”

We walked in silence for a while. The sound of our boots against the alien soil felt intrusive, like noise in a cathedral. Every so often, Kel bent to collect a sample—stones flecked with metallic luster, roots that pulsed faintly under her glove. The tricorder hummed each time she scanned, never fully silent.

I tried to imagine the EVE scientists—the ones who had chosen this world 155 years ago. Did they stand here, too, before everything fell apart? Or was this untouched ground, waiting patiently for us, its second set of colonists, to repeat the first’s mistakes?

Back at camp, EVE’s voice met us before the airlock sealed.

“Telemetry confirms atmospheric stability. External radiation levels nominal. Energy transfer from orbital at 99.8%. However, a local magnetic disturbance was detected at 0320 hours, 1.7 kilometers west-northwest.”

Kel turned to me slowly. “West-northwest... that’s where the ridge formation is.”

EVE continued, “The disturbance lasted seven minutes. Frequency irregular, amplitude increasing before sudden cessation. Origin unknown.”

I exhaled through my mask. “Could’ve been a lightning precursor. Thermal flux.”

“Negative,” EVE replied. “No storm systems present.”

Kel leaned against the console. “EVE, were there any residual patterns—anything resembling language or code?”

The AI paused. When it spoke again, the tone carried something new—hesitation, or maybe simulated hesitation.

“Correlation pattern detected. Non-random. Repeating intervals consistent with data transmission.”

“From where?” I asked.

Another pause.

“From beneath the planetary crust.”

The silence that followed felt heavy enough to bend air.

Kel looked at me, expression unreadable. “We’re not the first ones here, Eli,” she whispered.

I swallowed hard, the taste of copper rising behind my tongue. Outside, the valley stretched unbroken—green, radiant, welcoming.

But for the first time since we landed, it didn’t look like home. It looked like a secret—one waiting to be remembered.
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Chapter Three – The Silent Planet

The third morning came bright and indifferent. I woke before Kel and lay there for a while, listening to the hum of air recyclers and the faint metallic heartbeat of the ship. The sound was steady, comforting—proof that something in this new world still obeyed human rhythm. Outside, light pooled through the viewport, a washed-out green that made the sky seem closer than it should be.

When Kel stirred, she didn’t speak right away. Her first act was ritual now: check the greenhouse. She slipped into her suit pants, bare feet quiet on the metal floor, and disappeared into the short hallway. I followed minutes later, coffee in hand.

The greenhouse canopy was beaded with dew. Inside, life was erupting. Vines had found their anchors overnight, curling along the trellis like veins reaching for a pulse. The sprouts were twice the size they should have been after forty-eight hours. It was as if something in the soil accelerated everything—growth, change, adaptation.

Kel ran her hand along a leaf. “No chlorosis. No mutations. It’s... perfect.”

“That’s what worries me,” I said.

She glanced back, one eyebrow raised. “You always wanted perfection.”

“Not when it looks back at you,” I muttered.

By midmorning, EVE announced she had completed a full magnetic scan of the valley. The results filled the main display in layered colors—bands of data like a weather map turned inside out.

“There,” Kel said, pointing to a spot just west of the ridge formation. “That’s the anomaly.”

The region pulsed faintly red on the display.

“Depth?” I asked.

“Seven hundred meters beneath surface,” EVE replied. “Composition: ferrous alloy, carbon lattice structures. Geometry consistent with artificial construction.”

I leaned closer to the display. The shape was too deliberate, too precise—an oval ring buried under strata that should have taken a million years to form.
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