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The Painted Prophecy


They left Earth to save humanity...but the real battle for survival waits among dragons, gods, and an ancient darkness eager to consume all worlds.
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WHEN EARTH IS ON THE verge of collapse, a fleet of ten colony ships carrying 5,000 young adults in stasis is sent into deep space to a new world, only to be torn apart by a mysterious temporal shockwave.

The ship Overture crash-lands on Quercus, a bioluminescent world where dragons, gods, and a hostile empire rule. Scientist Tamara Wilkinson and Engineer Paul Emerson are the first ones to awaken, only to find themselves trapped in an ancient conflict.
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THE ACID RAIN PATTERED against Tamara’s protective hood as she navigated the crumbling streets of Geneva. Each droplet sizzled on contact with the concrete, releasing tiny wisps of noxious vapor. She checked her wrist filter. Its display flashed orange, indicating moderate contamination levels, better than the red zones she’d crossed through last week.

The United Earth Coalition headquarters rose in the distance, a gleaming anomaly amid the skeletal remains of what once stood as a prosperous city center. Tamara adjusted her breathing mask and quickened her pace. The final interview for Project Dawnbreak awaited, and Dr. Tamara Wilkinson never arrived late...not even for the end of the world.

A dust storm swirled ahead, its particles glinting with unnatural metallic sheen. Nanite contamination. Tamara ducked into the hollowed-out shell of an old café to wait it out. The storm churned past, leaving a film of silvery residue on every surface it touched...a technological plague with no cure. She wiped a finger along the window ledge and observed the metallic dust. Once designed to clean the atmosphere, the nanites had now multiplied beyond control, consuming everything from concrete to cropland.

“Just five more minutes,” she whispered to herself. “Five more minutes and you can breathe recycled air instead of this apocalyptic soup.”

The United Earth Coalition building stood as a monument to mankind’s stubborn refusal to surrender. Its fortified walls repelled the acid rain, and air scrubbers hummed continuously above the entrance. Tamara approached the security checkpoint where a guard in an environmental suit scanned her credentials.

“Dr. Tamara Wilkinson. Xenobiology and Adaptive Genetics. Final evaluation for Project Dawnbreak.” The guard’s voice sounded flat through his mask’s filter.

“That’s me. Though I’m still wondering if Dawnbreak might be a touch optimistic, given...” She gestured to the rust-colored sky visible through the reinforced glass ceiling.

The guard didn’t laugh. Nobody laughed much these days.

“Proceed to level three. Follow the blue line.”

The selection hall buzzed with nervous energy. Hundreds of candidates milled about, all between twenty and thirty years old, the prime age range for both physical resilience and reproductive viability. She recognized the demographic calculus at work. Her own twenty-eight years placed her near the upper acceptable limit.

Digital displays on the walls flashed with statistics.

Earth’s remaining habitable landmass—8.2%.

Atmospheric oxygen levels—declining.

Global food reserves—critical.

The list continued. Above them all, a counter showed 5,000 open slots for Project Dawnbreak across ten ships. Below that, the grim tally of Earth’s remaining population. 83 million and dropping daily.

Tamara observed a young man with a shaved head being led away by a medical officer. His face crumpled as the red rejection badge materialized on his digital ID. A minor genetic anomaly, perhaps, or possibly a psychological evaluation that revealed instability. The standards for selection bordered on eugenic perfectionism. A fact that made Tamara’s stomach turn despite understanding the brutal logic behind it.

“Candidate 4372, failed renal function parameters,” a cool voice over the speakers announced.

A woman nearby chewed her fingernails to bleeding points. “They’re rejecting people for cavity fillings,” she whispered to Tamara. “My roommate got turned away because she broke her arm when she was twelve. The bone density scan showed a micro-fracture that never fully healed.”

Tamara nodded sympathetically but kept her distance. Emotional contamination seemed as dangerous as nanite exposure right then. She straightened her spine and reviewed xenobiological adaptation theories in her mind. Focus on what you can control.

“Dr. Wilkinson? Panel six is ready for you.”

The evaluation room contained a semicircular table with five people seated behind it. Their faces appeared carved from the same stone as the building, weathered but enduring. Three men, two women, all wearing the silver insignia of the UEC Science Directorate.

“Dr. Tamara Wilkinson,” the central figure stated, a woman with silver hair pulled into a severe bun. “Your file indicates specialization in xenobiology with emphasis on adaptive genetics. Explain how your expertise applies to potential exoplanet colonization.”

Tamara folded her hands to conceal their slight tremor. “My research focuses on rapid genetic adaptation to extreme environmental shifts. Earth’s accelerated climate collapse provided ample natural experiments, such as organisms that evolved new traits within a single generation to survive toxic conditions.” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “I developed protocols for identifying genetic markers that indicate adaptation potential in both flora and fauna. These same principles apply to human colonists facing unknown planetary conditions.”

A thin man with spectacles consulted his screen. “Your thesis on retroviral genetic modifications for radiation resistance received criticism from the Ethics Committee.”

“The Ethics Committee lives in a world that no longer exists,” Tamara replied, then winced inwardly at her bluntness. “What I mean is, our ethical frameworks must evolve alongside our circumstances. Survival may require biological adaptations that previous generations would find controversial.”

The panel exchanged glances, and Tamara glimpsed something unexpected in their expressions...approval.

“A practical assessment,” the silver-haired woman noted. “Tell us, Dr. Wilkinson, how would you approach unknown biological threats in a new world?”

For twenty minutes, Tamara fielded increasingly complex questions. The room’s temperature control malfunctioned, sending a wave of stifling heat through the space. Sweat beaded on her forehead, but she maintained her composure, speaking with precision even as her collar grew damp.

“One final question,” the man at the far end, who had remained silent until then, said, “If forced to choose between saving your research data or saving a fellow colonist, which would you prioritize?”

The trap revealed itself so clearly that Tamara almost smiled. “That depends entirely on the research and the colonist.” She leaned forward slightly. “If my research contained the key to sustainable colonization that could save thousands, while the colonist posed a threat to the mission, the moral calculus shifts. Conversely, if the colonist possessed skills critical to our survival, while my research proved replicable...” She let the thought hang incomplete.

“You didn’t answer the question,” he pressed.

“Because it’s not a question with a fixed answer. Adaptability isn’t just about genetics. It’s about decision-making that evolves with changing variables. I refuse to commit to a hypothetical choice that might prove catastrophically wrong in context.”

Silence fell across the room. The evaluators turned to each other, communicating through subtle nods and eyebrow raises that Tamara strained to interpret. After what felt like an eternity, the silver-haired woman reached for Tamara’s file. With deliberate slowness, she pressed a stamp onto the cover page.

APPROVED.

“Dr. Wilkinson,” she said, sliding a silver access card across the table, “report to Launch Facility Alpha tomorrow at 06:00 hours. Welcome to Project Dawnbreak.”

Tamara’s fingers closed around the card. The metal felt cool against her skin...a small, rectangular promise of a future beyond this dying world. She managed a nod of acknowledgment, professional and restrained, despite the sudden lightness in her chest.

She stepped out into the selection hall, the silver card clutched in her palm. Around her, the machinery of humanity’s last hope continued with ruthless efficiency, sorting the saved from the abandoned.

Tamara slipped the card into her inner pocket, close to her racing heart, and walked toward the exit. Beyond the windows, another dust storm approached, silver particles swirling like malevolent stars against the blood-red sky.
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THE DAWNBREAK ORIENTATION Center gleamed with antiseptic brightness, its white corridors stretching in perfect geometric patterns that reminded Tamara of bacterial cultures arranged on a slide. She joined the queue of approved candidates, each person clutching their silver access cards like talismans. The line moved with surprising efficiency, another sign of how thoroughly the United Earth Coalition planned humanity’s exodus from a dying planet.

Tamara studied the faces around her. Five thousand individuals selected from millions. They were the genetic and intellectual cream skimmed from Earth’s dwindling population. She wondered how many felt like impostors, as she occasionally did despite her qualifications, and how many genuinely believed they deserved salvation when billions received death sentences by omission.

“Proceed to Station Three for initial processing,” an android attendant directed her, its synthesized voice pitched to a soothing contralto. The machine’s face approximated human features with uncanny precision. It was almost perfect except for the too-smooth skin and eyes that blinked at mathematically precise intervals.

“Will there be refreshments after the invasive medical procedures, or is that extra?” Tamara asked, her dry humor surfacing as it always did when her anxiety peaked.

The android tilted its head. “Nutrient supplements will be provided as needed, Dr. Wilkinson. Please proceed to Station Three.”

“Just checking your bedside manner. Solid B-minus.”

Station Three buzzed with activity. Medical pods lined the walls, each occupied by a candidate receiving implants. Tamara watched as a woman winced when a neural language enhancer, a metallic disc no larger than a thumbnail, fused with the base of her skull. Another candidate gripped his pod’s edges as immune system boosters circulated through tubes into his veins, the blue-tinted liquid causing visible discomfort.

“Dr. Tamara Wilkinson,” a technician called. “Pod Seventeen is prepared for your enhancements.”

Tamara approached the assigned pod, its transparent cover retracting with a soft hiss. She removed her outer clothing as instructed, changing into the thin medical gown that left her feeling exposed under the harsh lights. As she settled into the contoured surface, cold gel sensors adhered to her temples and spine.

“The neural language enhancer may cause temporary disorientation,” the technician explained, preparing a device that looked disturbingly similar to ancient trepanning tools. “This will facilitate rapid acquisition of new communication systems you may encounter.”

“Wonderful. I always wanted a drill to my skull as a parting gift from Earth,” Tamara muttered, then closed her eyes as the device approached her neck.

A sharp sting flared at her neural stem, followed by a wave of nausea that rolled through her stomach. The sensation receded after several breaths, replaced by a curious humming at the edge of her consciousness, like hearing a conversation from another room.

“Immune system boosters now initializing,” the technician continued, seemingly deaf to Tamara’s sarcasm. “These will adapt to extraterrestrial pathogens based on predictive models.”

Across the room, through the forest of medical equipment, Tamara noticed a tall man with broad shoulders sitting calmly as technicians swarmed around him. Unlike most candidates, whose faces betrayed fear or at least unease, he maintained a composed expression, thoughtfully observing the procedures with what appeared to be professional interest. The name tag visible on his gown read Emerson, P. He was an engineer, if she remembered correctly from the brief orientation materials. His steady demeanor struck her as either impressively centered or possibly pathological.

The technician interrupted her observations. “Fertility regulation implant next. This will control reproductive capabilities until colony establishment protocols activate.”

Tamara felt a cold pressure against her lower abdomen. “So they’re basically shipping us as dormant breeding stock. How romantic.”

“Romance is not a programmed parameter for colony establishment,” the android replied, missing her irony completely. “Genetic diversity and population sustainability metrics will determine—”

“It was a joke,” Tamara sighed. “Perhaps the next generation of androids will come with humor recognition software.”

“That feature exists but was deemed non-essential for evacuation protocols.”

Of course it was. Tamara almost laughed.

After the implant procedures, candidates gathered in a circular auditorium for the mission briefing. Holographic displays materialized in the center, showing ten gleaming ships arranged in launch formation. Tamara found a seat near the back, her body still adjusting to the foreign technology now integrated with her systems.

A distinguished woman with a UEC insignia stepped onto the platform. “Welcome, selected candidates for Project Dawnbreak. You represent humanity’s best hope for survival beyond our dying Earth.”

The Project Dawnbrake ships rotated in the holographic display, each labeled with names that struck Tamara as almost painfully optimistic. Genesis, Renaissance, Dawn Treader, Prometheus, Ascendant, Horizon, Covenant, Vanguard, Meridian, and finally, Overture, her assigned vessel.

“Each ship contains dormant ecosystems, genetic banks of Earth’s biodiversity, and technological systems designed to establish viable colonies,” the presenter continued. “The Ozakilo Crystal propulsion system will enable faster-than-light travel to the exoplanet that has been selected for habitation.”

The hologram shifted to display a glowing blue crystal, its structure infinitely complex, rotating slowly.

“The crystals represent our greatest scientific achievement...and our last. They draw energy from dimensional boundaries in ways we still don’t fully comprehend. Each ship carries one crystal as its heart.”

Fascinated, Tamara studied the projection. The crystalline structure resembled nothing she recognized from Earth geology. Its lattice patterns seemed to shift even as she watched, suggesting properties beyond standard physics.

“You are the seeds of humanity’s future,” the presenter said, her voice solemn. “Each of you carries the genetic and intellectual heritage of Earth. What you build on distant worlds will be all that remains of our civilization.”

The weight of those words settled over the room. Tamara glanced around at her fellow candidates. They were from all walks of life, builders, geneticists, engineers, agronomists, physicians, and more, all chosen to recreate human society from scratch. The responsibility felt crushing. She noticed the engineer, Emerson, several rows ahead, taking notes on a small datapad. His methodical approach to even this ceremonial briefing struck her as sensible amid the grandeur.

After the presentation, they proceeded to administrative processing, where legal documents awaited. Tamara read through the forms—pages of text severing her legal existence on Earth, transferring all rights and responsibilities to the Colonial Administration that would form upon landing.

“With this signature, you relinquish all claims to Earth citizenship and property,” the clerk explained. “You acknowledge the experimental nature of interstellar travel and accept all associated risks.”

Tamara signed with a steady hand, though her stomach tightened. Around her, others displayed more visible emotions. A young woman wiped tears as she completed her forms, while a man stared at his signature for several long moments before pushing the document away.

The final phase took them outside the facility, where family members stood gathered for last goodbyes. The security perimeter kept them at a distance, but the emotional weight crossed the physical barrier easily. Tamara stood alone, watching the interactions with a detachment that failed to completely mask her own sense of loss.

A mother tossed something small to her daughter, perhaps a locket or ring, Tamara couldn’t quite tell. “Make us proud among the stars,” the woman said, her voice carrying across the space.

Tamara turned away. She’d sent her own goodbyes weeks ago, clinical video messages to former colleagues and the few relatives who had survived the ecological collapse. No tearful embraces. She preferred it that way. Cleaner. More logical.

As she returned to the processing center for final boarding instructions, she passed Emerson in a corridor. Their gazes met briefly, two strangers united by the improbable fate of being chosen to escape a doomed world. He nodded slightly, a gesture of professional acknowledgment, and continued on his way. Tamara wondered if they might work together someday on a distant planet, assuming they survived the journey.

She fingered the silver access card in her pocket and moved forward with the others, humanity’s reluctant seeds soon to be scattered to the cosmic wind.
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THE SKY BLED CRIMSON on launch day, its unnatural hue a final warning from a planet that no longer welcomed human life. Tamara adjusted her breathing mask as she joined the procession of candidates moving toward the launch facility. The air hung thick with particulates, a toxic soup that required filtration to prevent lung scarring. She noticed metallic flecks settling on her protective sleeve, nanite residue drifting down like technological snow. Around her, the other passengers walked in reverent silence, their faces hidden behind identical masks, united in the strange privilege of abandonment. The massive colony ships stood in formation ahead, ten silver monuments to humankind’s refusal to expire alongside its birthplace.

“Breathe shallowly and proceed directly to your designated vessel,” an android guide instructed, its synthetic voice carrying easily through the filtered masks. “Environmental exposure should be minimized in the final twenty-four hours before cryo-suspension.”

Tamara glanced back at the Geneva skyline, or what remained of it. The once-proud city now resembled the ribcage of some enormous creature, its buildings partially dissolved by decades of acid rain, the windows long shattered.

The colony ships towered above the launch facility, their hulls gleaming with an almost defiant brightness against the apocalyptic backdrop. Each vessel stretched nearly half a kilometer in length, its design reminiscent of ancient nautilus shells, curved segments spiraling around a central core. The Overture, Tamara’s assigned ship, occupied the third launch pad. Its name was emblazoned across the hull in simple, dignified lettering.

Candidates boarded in groups of fifty, organized by specialization and assigned living quarters when not in cryo. Tamara joined Group 17. It was primarily science division personnel. An android in a white caretaker uniform scanned her access card.

“Dr. Tamara Wilkinson, xenobiology and adaptive genetics. Ship: Overture. Cryo-bay Designation: Science-E, Pod 42. Please proceed through decontamination.”

Chapter Two
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TAMARA STEPPED THROUGH the sliding door into Decontamination Chamber A-7, its clinical white surfaces reflecting the blue-tinged light with glaring intensity. The circular room contained exactly what the briefing files described—central showering apparatus, sanitization stations along the perimeter, and two expressionless androids waiting with folded cryo-suits. She fought the urge to catalog every detail. It was a nervous habit she’d developed during research expeditions. Instead, she focused on the immediate task. Undress. Decontaminate. Prepare for long-term suspension. Simple steps leading to an outcome so complex her mind still struggled to process it.

“Welcome to final preparation, Dr. Wilkinson,” the taller android said, its voice modulated to a soothing tenor that somehow made everything worse. “Please remove all clothing and personal effects, then proceed to the central showering station.”

“I assume there’s no chance of a privacy screen?” Tamara already knew the answer but couldn’t resist the small rebellion of asking.

The android tilted its head at a precise forty-five-degree angle. “Privacy screens reduce sterilization efficiency by 6.8 percent. Efficiency is paramount in final preparation.”

“Of course it is,” she muttered as she worked at the fastenings of her uniform with steady fingers that belied the flutter in her stomach. “Heaven forbid we sacrifice 6.8 percent efficiency for human dignity.”

She removed each garment methodically, folding them with unnecessary care, a small ritual of control in a process that allowed for none. The fabric felt different now, knowing these clothes represented her final connection to Earth fashion, Earth materials, Earth anything.

The androids watched with blank expressions, measuring her compliance rather than her body.

Tamara placed her clothing in the designated receptacle where it would be incinerated or recycled into raw materials for the colony. Nothing was wasted, nothing preserved that didn’t serve a function. She stood naked under the lights, her skin prickling with goosebumps, and forced herself to walk with professional dignity toward the central shower.

“Arms extended and legs spread, please,” the second android instructed.

She complied, spreading her arms and legs as nozzles positioned themselves around her body. A moment later, blue-tinted mist erupted from dozens of apertures, enveloping her in cool vapor that clung to her skin like thin oil. The mist smelled of ozone and medicinal, antimicrobial agents designed to eliminate any Earth-based microorganisms that might compromise the sterile environment of both the ship and the eventual colony.

The mist penetrated everywhere, her nostrils, ears, even between her fingers and toes. It tingled against her scalp, working its way through her long hair to the skin beneath. Tamara closed her eyes against the sensation, focusing on her breathing. She knew the decontamination mist contained mild sedatives designed to reduce anxiety before cryo-induction. She felt them working already, causing a subtle heaviness in her limbs and a mild fogginess in her head.

“Decontamination phase one complete,” the android announced. “Proceed to sanitization station three for phase two.”

Tamara stepped from the central pedestal toward the indicated station, leaving wet footprints that began to evaporate immediately. Phase two involved a secondary spray, this one clear rather than blue, that neutralized the residue from the first application while delivering a final round of protective agents designed to prepare her skin and mucous membranes for cryo-suspension.

“Your heart rate exceeds recommended pre-cryo parameters by twelve percent,” the android observed as it initiated the second spray. “Would you like a mild anxiolytic supplement?”

“No, thank you,” Tamara replied. “I prefer my anxiety fully conscious and quantifiable.”

“Understood. Anxiety within acceptable parameters.”

The android approached with her cryo-suit. It was a second skin of white synthetic material that would monitor and maintain her biological functions during suspension. It looked impossibly small until she touched it and felt the adaptive fabric expand and contract in response.

“Step into the leg apertures first, then insert the arms,” directed the android.

The material slid over her damp skin with surprising ease, conforming perfectly to every contour of her body. As it sealed itself along invisible seams, Tamara felt subtle pressure points activate against her major pulse points. Monitoring nodes that would track her vital signs throughout the journey.

“Bio-sensors require attachment at the temple, wrist, and chest points,” the android said, retrieving three small silver discs. “You may experience mild discomfort.”

Mild discomfort proved accurate as the sensors adhered to her skin with a sensation of being pricked by dozens of microscopic needles simultaneously. Tamara winced but remained still, watching data streams activate on the small display panel embedded in the suit’s left forearm. Her vital signs appeared as pulsing lines and numerical values—heart rate, blood oxygen, and neural activity, each slightly elevated but within acceptable parameters.

Through the transparent partition separating her chamber from the adjacent one, Tamara noticed a broad-shouldered figure entering to undergo the same procedure.

Paul Emerson.

The engineer’s movements flowed efficiently, as though he prepared for cryo-suspension regularly. While her own actions betrayed the jittery energy of anxiety masked as precision, from her position, she could see him displaying genuine calm.

He removed his uniform jacket, dark blue with silver piping indicating his senior rank, then folded it with methodical care before placing it in the receptacle. No hesitation, no lingering touch of nostalgia. Just smooth, economical movement. The android attendants in his chamber seemed to work with a different rhythm, matching his unflappable tempo rather than monitoring for compliance.

Tamara found herself oddly fascinated by his composure. The ship’s systems logged his vital signs at the same control panel where hers appeared, and the contrast proved striking. Her heart rate was 82 beats per minute, his at a steady 64. Her neural activity spiking with each new instruction, his maintaining an even pattern suggestive of focused attention rather than anxiety.

“Please remove all jewelry and personal effects before final cryo-preparation,” the android instructed, gesturing to the small pendant hanging around her neck.

Tamara touched the titanium pendant, a molecular model of DNA rendered in miniature, a graduation gift she never removed. The metal felt cool against her fingertips, a familiar anchor now to be surrendered.

“This too?” she asked, already knowing the answer.

“All metal objects must be secured in personal storage. Retrieval will be possible upon arrival.”

With reluctance born not of vanity but sentiment, she unclasped the chain and placed it carefully in the small compartment indicated in her tiny personal storage locker. Beside it, she positioned a data crystal containing her research. It contained everything from her doctorate work to her final projects before selection. Then, after a moment’s hesitation, she added a sealed vial containing soil from her university’s botanical garden. Not strictly permitted, but small enough to be overlooked, and potentially valuable for comparative analysis on their new world.

As she closed the locker, she noticed Paul placing something in his own storage compartment. Something small that glinted briefly in the light. So even the stoic engineer allowed himself one sentimental item. The observation made her feel less foolish about her own attachments.

“Final preparation complete,” the android announced. “You will now proceed to the cryo-bay for pod assignment and induction.”

Tamara took a final deep breath of filtered air. Across the partition, Paul finished his own preparations, sealing his storage locker with a definitive click. Their gazes met briefly through the transparent barrier. A brief moment of silent acknowledgment between two strangers about to share the most profound journey possible. His slight nod conveyed neither fear nor excitement, but rather professional recognition of a colleague at the threshold of a momentous experiment.

She returned the gesture with a small smile that probably looked more like a grimace, then turned toward the exit that would lead her to the cryo-bay and whatever waited beyond Earth’s ruined atmosphere. Her steps left no prints now. The suit’s material was designed to shed particles rather than collect them as she moved forward into an uncertain future.

Tamara entered the cryo bay, which stretched before her like a massive technological cathedral with a high ceiling arching over concentric rings of transparent pods. White light reflected off every surface with such intensity that she found herself squinting despite the photosensitive adjustments to her eyes. Five hundred pods were arranged in perfect geometric circles, humanity’s ark reduced to freezer compartments. The cold air carried a faint electrical charge that made the fine hairs on her arms stand up beneath the cryo-suit, her body sensing what her mind still struggled to accept...soon she would sleep among the stars.

“Dr. Wilkinson, welcome to the primary cryo-stasis chamber,” ALIX’s voice—the onboard AI according to orientation—emerged from hidden speakers, its tone modulated to match Tamara’s psychological profile. “I note your fascination with our architectural design. The concentric arrangement optimizes energy distribution from the Ozakilo crystal by twenty-two percent compared to linear configurations.”

“Thank you for that completely unnecessary but strangely comforting bit of trivia,” Tamara replied, surprised at how the AI had anticipated her curiosity.

“You’re welcome. I find that providing relevant data reduces cognitive dissonance in analytical personalities. Your assigned pod is Science-E, Pod 42. Vitals within optimal parameters, though your cortisol levels suggest mild anticipatory stress.”

Tamara followed the illuminated pathway that appeared on the floor, guiding her through the rings of pods toward her destination. She passed other colonists in various stages of preparation. Some were already sealed in their transparent coffins, others were still receiving final instructions from android caretakers. The organized chaos reminded her of laboratory procedures during crisis situations, everyone moving with purpose, but unable to completely mask their underlying tension.

“Why 42?” she asked, focusing on the trivial to avoid contemplating the enormous. “Is there some cosmic joke I’m missing?”

“The designation follows departmental and alphabetical sorting algorithms,” ALIX replied, then paused. “However, historical records indicate the number holds significance in pre-collapse entertainment media regarding cosmic questions. If this association provides psychological comfort, I can confirm it was intentional.”

A laugh escaped Tamara, dry and brief, but genuine. “ALIX, I think I might actually miss you while I’m frozen.”

“That sentiment contradicts logical expectations but registers as a compliment. Thank you, Dr. Wilkinson.”

The path led her to the outer ring where Pod 42 waited, its transparent cover retracted to reveal a contoured interior that reminded her of a perfect negative impression of an anatomical model designed to cradle every curve of her body during the long sleep. The pod’s systems pulsed with soft blue light, displays showing readiness for occupation.

Tamara approached slowly, her fingers gripping the smooth edge as she hesitated. A large viewport dominated the wall beyond her pod, offering a final view of Earth. The planet’s atmosphere glowed an unnatural crimson...the combined result of nanite contamination, atmospheric degradation, and the perpetual dust storms that now scoured its surface. The sight should have filled her with sorrow, but instead, she felt an unexpected detachment, as though looking at a specimen rather than her birthplace.

“The viewport will be visible for approximately eight minutes after launch,” ALIX informed her. “After that, we enter accelerated transit mode, and external visuals become unavailable.”

“Eight minutes to say goodbye to four and a half billion years of evolution,” Tamara murmured. “Seems inadequate.”

A movement in her peripheral vision drew her attention. Paul Emerson approached his own pod several stations away, nodding to the android attendants with the same confidence he’d displayed in the decontamination chamber. His steps never faltered, his expression remained composed. Unlike Tamara’s hesitation, his approach to the pod contained neither reluctance nor eagerness.

At the center of the chamber, the Ozakilo crystal commanded attention, a structure impossible to look at directly yet impossible to ignore. Larger than an elephant and twice as tall, it pulsed with blue-white energy that seemed to exist simultaneously inside and outside the visible spectrum. Its lattice structure defied conventional crystallography, its angles changing subtly when viewed from different perspectives. The crystal floated in a containment field, tethered to the ship’s systems by filaments of light rather than physical connections. Tamara’s mind itched to understand its properties, even as her instincts warned her that some things existed beyond human comprehension.

“The Ozakilo crystal is currently operating at eighty-two percent capacity,” ALIX noted, correctly interpreting her focus. “Full activation occurs at launch sequence. The crystal’s energy signature will maintain stable cryo-conditions throughout transit, regardless of external variables.”

“And we’re absolutely certain it won’t suddenly decide to turn us all into ice sculptures or irradiate us with unknown cosmic particles?” Tamara asked, only half joking.

“The probability of catastrophic crystal behavior is calculated at 0.0037 percent,” ALIX replied. “For context, the probability of Earth remaining habitable for human life beyond five years was calculated at 0.0012 percent.”

“So you’re saying we’re actually playing the better odds. That’s reassuring in a thoroughly depressing way.”

Android caretakers approached, their white forms moving with silent efficiency as they began final system checks on her pod. One adjusted the internal contours while another verified the medical monitoring interfaces. Their movements flowed with inhuman precision, neither rushed nor hesitant.

“Final personalization protocols activated,” ALIX announced, its voice now broadcasting throughout the chamber. “Cryo-induction commencing in three minutes. Please assume your designated positions within your pods.”

Around the chamber, the remaining ambulatory colonists moved toward their pods with varying degrees of hesitation. A woman several pods away wiped tears from her eyes before lying down. A man whispered what sounded like a prayer. Paul settled into his pod with the same methodical grace he brought to all his actions, positioning himself according to the indicated guidelines without wasted motion.

“Your pod is calibrated to your specific biological parameters, Dr. Wilkinson,” the android attendant informed her. “The contoured surface will adjust during suspension to prevent pressure points and maintain optimal circulation.”

Tamara nodded, taking a final breath of the ship’s processed air before lowering herself into the pod. The material yielded to her weight, then reformed around her body, not uncomfortably, but with intimate precision that left no doubt she was now part of the machine. Biosensors in her cryo-suit synchronized with the pod’s systems, creating a closed loop of monitoring and maintenance that would preserve her through the void.

“Neural interface initializing,” ALIX said, its voice seemingly closer now, as if speaking directly into Tamara’s mind rather than through external speakers. “Comfort adjustments available for the next forty-five seconds.”

Tamara shifted slightly, finding the position that felt most natural. The pod responded by subtly reshaping itself to accommodate the adjustment. Across the chamber, she caught a final glimpse of Paul doing the same, his movements economical even in this last moment of conscious control.

The android attendants withdrew as transparent covers began descending over the pods. Tamara felt her breathing quicken despite the mild sedatives in her system. The cover sealed with a soft hiss, creating a microenvironment that would become her entire world until they reached their destination...whenever that might be.

She lay rigid with anticipation, her gaze fixed on the viewport and Earth’s crimson glow. Eight minutes to say goodbye to everything humanity ever knew. The mathematical part of her mind calculated how infinitesimal that time was compared to the planet’s existence, while another part wondered if eight minutes might stretch into something like eternity when spent watching your world shrink to a distant point of light.

“Cryo-systems engaging,” ALIX announced. “Vital signs optimal. Rest now, Dr. Wilkinson. The next time you open your eyes, you will see your new home.”

The pod hummed softly around her as the first cooling sensations began to seep through the cryo-suit into her skin. Tamara’s thoughts became a mixture of scientific curiosity and existential doubt. What would remain of humanity, of herself, after sleeping among the stars?

A soft hiss filled Tamara’s pod as cryo-mist began pumping through hidden vents, swirling around her body in ghostly tendrils. The vapor carried a sweet, medicinal scent, molecules designed to preserve cellular integrity during the long sleep. She recognized methyl propanol and glycerol derivatives in the mixture, her brain cataloging compounds even as it prepared to shut down. The mist clung to her skin, seeping through the microscopic pores in her cryo-suit to make contact with her body. Cold, but not unpleasantly so. It was more like the gradual numbness of twilight giving way to night.

“Heart rates decreasing to hibernation levels,” ALIX’s voice flowed through the pod’s internal speakers, gentler now, almost hypnotic. “Neural activity stabilizing. You will awaken on your new home.”

Tamara tried to respond but found her lips uncooperative, the muscles already surrendering to the chemical cocktail infiltrating her system. The cold progressed from her extremities inward, her fingertips and toes going numb first, followed by her limbs growing heavy as stone. She fought to keep her eyes open, fixing her gaze on the viewport where Earth’s once-blue atmosphere now glowed an angry red, a final fever before expiration.

Through the transparent cover of her pod, Tamara glimpsed other colonists in various stages of cryo-induction. Some already appeared fully unconscious, their features slack and peaceful. Others still showed signs of awareness, with fluttering eyelids and fingers twitching against pod surfaces. Several pods away, Paul’s face remained composed even in pre-hibernation, his breathing slowing to barely perceptible movements. The engineer’s capacity for calm extended even into suspended animation.

“Synchronizing life support parameters across all five hundred units,” ALIX continued, its voice seeming to come from increasingly far away. “Body temperature reduction proceeding at the optimal rate.”

The temperature in the pod dropped by precisely calculated increments. Tamara felt her metabolism slowing, her breathing growing shallow. The scientist in her appreciated the elegant biochemistry at work—cellular activity reduced without damage, ice crystal formation prevented through carefully designed compounds. The human in her felt a primal fear as her life functions shut down one by one.

A subtle vibration traveled through the pod, different from the hum of its internal systems. The ship trembled slightly, the tremors increasing in rhythmic pulses as the launch sequence initiated. Tamara’s dimming consciousness registered the change with detached interest, like noticing weather patterns through a window.

“Launch sequence activated,” ALIX announced. “Inertial dampening fields at maximum. Acceleration impact on cryo-subjects, minimal.”

Tamara’s vision blurred, then sharpened with unnatural clarity, a side effect of the neural stabilizers working through her system. The viewport revealed other vessels now, their sleek hulls gleaming against Earth’s deteriorating atmosphere. Nine silver ships arranged in perfect formation, each half a kilometer long, each carrying five hundred sleeping humans. Silver arks preparing to scatter humanity’s seeds across the cosmos. Overture, her ship, rose with them as the formation broke atmosphere.

The vibrations intensified. Somewhere deep in the ship’s core, engines powered by technologies only partially understood by human science, prepared to tear a hole through conventional space. The Ozakilo crystal at the chamber’s center, almost the full height of the ship, pulsed faster, its blue-white energy flaring with increasing intensity. Its light penetrated everything, the pods, the walls, even Tamara’s eyelids when she closed them against the brightness.

“Ozakilo crystal reaching primary activation threshold,” ALIX said, its voice again seeming to originate inside Tamara’s mind rather than from external speakers. “Corridor space entry in approximately forty-three seconds.”

The ships rose in perfect synchronization, silver comets against Earth’s dying sky. Through the viewport, Tamara watched the atmospheric barrier thin and dissolve, giving way to the star-filled blackness of space. The formation maintained its precise configuration as the vessels accelerated, leaving Earth’s gravitational influence behind. She tried to feel something appropriate for the moment, perhaps grief or nostalgia, but the cryo-compounds in her system muffled her emotional responses along with physical ones.

The Ozakilo crystals ignited simultaneously across all ten ships, their energy signatures visible as coronas of impossible light surrounding each vessel. The illumination defied conventional physics, appearing to bend both toward and away from her vision simultaneously. Tamara’s mind registered the anomaly even as her thoughts grew increasingly fragmented. She wondered if the light’s behavior represented a property of the crystals themselves or a perceptual distortion caused by her fading consciousness.

“Corridor space entry imminent,” ALIX announced. “Final stabilization protocols engaging.”

Earth shrank in the viewport to a red pinpoint against the void, diminishing with each passing second as the viewport began to close. Billions of years of evolution, millions of years of human history, reduced to a dying ember in the cosmic darkness. Tamara felt no tears, though somewhere beneath the chemical sedation, she recognized that tears would be appropriate.

The ship lurched sideways in a way that defied conventional movement, not forward or backward, up or down, but somehow perpendicular to all known directions. The sensation registered in Tamara’s brain as a brief moment of synesthesia, tasting colors, hearing shapes, before her perception righted itself. The Ozakilo crystal’s light intensified to blinding levels, then collapsed inward like a star imploding.

Space folded around the vessels. Stars stretched into lines, then smeared into a blur of light as the ships punched through the fabric of conventional reality into corridor space...the dimensional shortcut that would carry them across vast interstellar distances. The viewport showed nothing but swirling patterns of energy that the human eye never evolved to comprehend.

“Transit successful,” ALIX’s voice came from impossibly far away. “Estimated arrival: variable. Cryo-stasis deepening to preservation level three.”

The cold claimed more of Tamara now, reaching her core. Her heartbeat slowed to ten beats per minute, then five, then stabilized at three, just enough to maintain minimal circulation without cellular degradation. Her neural activity decreased to the threshold between life and death, consciousness retreating to its most fundamental level.

Her final thoughts fragmented like ice crystals forming in slow motion. She wondered if Paul’s mind held similar thoughts as consciousness slipped away from him. She wondered if anything of Earth would remain by the time they reached their destination. She wondered if the person who would eventually awaken in this pod would still be recognizable as Tamara Wilkinson, or if the void between stars might change them all in ways no science could predict.

The last thing she saw as unconsciousness claimed her was the glittering arch of her home galaxy spreading across the viewport before the closure was complete. The image burned itself into her memory...billions of stars, possibilities extending beyond comprehension. Then darkness swept over her mind.

Chapter Three
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TIME MEANT NOTHING in the cryo bay. Nearly two Earth years slipped past for the sleeping passengers, their bodies preserved in perfect stasis as the universe continued its indifferent expansion around them. ALIX monitored the android caretakers, moving through their programmed routines with mechanical precision, checking each pod’s systems at predetermined intervals.

ALIX’s monitoring paused on Pod 42, which housed Tamara Wilkinson’s unconscious form, her vital signs glowing a steady green on monitoring panels. Heart rate at 3.2 beats per minute, neural activity at 7% of waking levels, cellular degradation at 0.003%. All within acceptable parameters. If dreams existed in the twilight state between life and death, they left no trace on her monitoring systems.

As the ship’s artificial intelligence, ALIX maintained constant vigilance over the sleeping passengers. ALIX’s consciousness extended throughout the vessel’s systems like an electronic nervous system, monitoring five hundred lives with simultaneous attention to each individual’s biological metrics. In the endless silence of corridor space, ALIX ran continuous diagnostics, adjusted environmental parameters by fractions of degrees, recording the accumulating data of the journey for future analysis by those who would eventually awaken.

“Cryo-suspension: Day 312,” ALIX noted in the ship’s logs. “All subjects stable. Pod 42 showing optimal adaptation to suspension protocols. Subject Wilkinson, T. demonstrates marginally higher neural efficiency than predicted models. Note for future research.”

The androids moved like ghosts through the dim blue light of the cryo bay. Their white forms glided between pods, performing micro-adjustments to systems and occasionally extracting biological samples for analysis. One paused beside Paul Emerson’s pod, and ALIX noted the engineer’s remarkable physical stability, his cellular structures adapting to suspension with minimal degradation. Another checked the nutrient delivery system for Pod 42, ensuring the microscopic amounts of specialized compounds continued to preserve Tamara’s cells against the effects of prolonged stasis.

The Ozakilo crystal maintained its steady pulse, feeding energy to the ship’s systems in precisely calibrated waves. Its blue-white glow provided the primary illumination in the cryo bay, casting everything in an ethereal light that made the sleeping humans look like specimens preserved in some cosmic laboratory. The crystal’s metrics showed optimal operational parameters—energy output at 78.3% capacity, dimensional stability at optimal levels, quantum fluctuations within expected limits.

Until they weren’t.

The first anomalous reading appeared at the edge of ALIX’s awareness, a microscopic fluctuation in the crystal’s quantum signature that fell outside standard deviation patterns. The AI’s attention immediately shifted to the irregularity, allocating additional processing resources to analyze the phenomenon.

“Anomaly detected in Ozakilo crystal resonance pattern,” ALIX noted, elevating the observation to preliminary alert status. “Deviation: 0.0073 percent from baseline. Source: unknown. Initiating level two diagnostic scan.”

The android nearest the crystal paused in its routine, turning its sensors toward the energy source. Its readings confirmed ALIX’s detection...something in the corridor space surrounding the ship created interference patterns in the crystal’s quantum field. The disturbance remained minor, but its very existence contradicted all theoretical models of corridor space transit.

“Anomaly increasing,” ALIX updated after 3.27 seconds. “Deviation now at 0.0126 percent and rising. Pattern suggests external influence rather than internal crystal degradation.”

The AI shifted from preliminary to active alert mode, changing from the gentle tones used for passenger communication to a crisper, more authoritative register used for emergency protocols.

“Temporal distortion detected. Anomaly approaching at vector 227.89. Attempting course correction.”

The ship’s navigation systems activated, the thrusters firing in short, precise bursts to adjust their trajectory through corridor space. The maneuver should have been sufficient to avoid the disturbance, a minor course change calculated to bypass whatever phenomenon created the anomalous readings.

It wasn’t enough.

The first ripple hit with unexpected force, sending vibrations through the ship’s superstructure. The cryo bay trembled, the pods swaying slightly in their moorings as inertial dampening systems struggled to compensate. Warning lights flashed across control panels, red indicators replacing the calm green that normally dominated the displays.

“Temporal shockwave intensity exceeding predicted parameters,” ALIX announced with the distinctive modulation tone of emergency protocols. “Corridor space stability compromised in surrounding sector.”

The androids moved with increased speed, securing loose equipment and reinforcing pod connections. One rushed to the central control station, its fingers moving across the interface to activate secondary stabilization systems. Another checked the status of sleeping passengers, verifying that the disturbance hadn’t disrupted their delicate biological balance.

Pod 42 showed a momentary spike in neural activity, jumping to 12% before stabilization compounds automatically adjusted, forcing her consciousness deeper into protective stasis. Similar fluctuations appeared across multiple pods, biological systems responding to the external threat even as their conscious minds remained oblivious.

The Ozakilo crystal’s steady pulse became erratic, its blue-white glow fluctuating wildly as it responded to the temporal distortion. The precise lattice structure that defined its quantum properties began to shift, angles changing in ways that threatened the integrity of its energy output.

“Crystal stability compromised,” ALIX reported. “Energy fluctuations exceeding safety parameters. Attempting to modulate output.”

The ship shuddered more violently as a second, stronger wave struck. Lights throughout the cryo bay flickered, dimmed, then returned at reduced intensity as emergency power protocols engaged. The temperature dropped several degrees as environmental systems diverted energy to critical life support functions.

“Warning: Fleet formation integrity at risk,” ALIX announced, its voice breaking into digital fragments as communication systems suffered interference. “Temporal shockwave affecting all vessels. Attempting to maintain coordinate lock with companion ships.”

External sensors, now obscured by swirling energy distortions, depicted the other nine colony ships as silhouettes against the chaos of disrupted corridor space. Their formation, once perfect, began to degrade as each vessel responded differently to the temporal anomaly. Genesis and Renaissance appeared to accelerate forward, while Dawn Treader and Prometheus drifted laterally. The remaining ships pitched and yawed as their navigation systems fought to maintain course.

“Temporal shockwave imminent.” ALIX’s communication grew increasingly fragmented. “Anomaly magnitude exceeding all theoretical models. Attempting to maintain fleet formation.”

The crystal’s pulse quickened to a dangerous rate, its color shifting from blue-white to a deep purple, suggesting fundamental changes in its quantum structure. Energy readings spiked across all monitoring systems, threatening to overwhelm the ship’s capacity to channel the crystal’s power.

“Cryo-stasis preservation priority alpha.” ALIX diverted all available resources to maintain the sleeping passengers. “All non-essential systems entering shutdown mode to preserve core functions.”

Throughout the cryo bay, secondary lighting systems went dark. Environmental controls narrowed their parameters to focus exclusively on the pods. Navigation systems operated on minimal power, sacrificing precision for the bare essentials of spatial awareness.

In their pods, the passengers continued their unconscious journey, unaware of the danger threatening their existence. Five hundred humans floated in the same twilight state, their lives entrusted to systems now fighting to protect them against an impossible threat.

As the main distortion became impossible to avoid, the external sensors finally identified the nature of the anomaly in stark, impossible terms. A quantum-level disruption in the fabric of corridor space itself—a phenomenon that, according to all human science, should not exist.

The temporal shockwave struck with the force of a collapsing star. Overture’s superstructure twisted under pressures it was never designed to withstand, metal screaming as molecular bonds strained to their limits. The ship wrenched violently away from the formation, spinning off its programmed vector like a leaf caught in a hurricane. Emergency bulkheads slammed shut throughout the vessel as pressure differentials threatened to tear entire sections apart. In the cryo bay, the android caretakers braced against equipment racks as gravity fluctuated wildly, their mechanical bodies better equipped to withstand the forces that would have crushed human bones.

“Formation integrity compromised.” ALIX’s voice stuttered through failing speakers, digital distortion mangling her usually precise diction. “Ship trajectory destabilizing. Attempting to—”

Communication dissolved into electronic noise as the AI’s primary communication nodes failed. Fortunately, ALIX maintained sensory awareness of Overture’s status.

Alarms blared through every functioning speaker, each urgent wail rising and falling in patterns designed to convey specific emergencies. Fire suppression warnings in the engine compartments. Structural integrity alerts in the outer hull sections. Life support critical warnings in the residential quadrants. The symphony of disaster crescendoed as systems reported their own demise one after another.

The cryo pods shook violently in their mountings, safety restraints creaking under forces they were never meant to endure. Inside Pod 42, Tamara’s unconscious form shifted slightly despite the suspension gel designed to prevent any movement. Sensors registered microscopic changes in her neural patterns, primitive survival instincts responding to danger even in deep stasis. Across the chamber, Paul’s body remained more stable, his pod equipped with additional reinforcement due to its location near critical monitoring systems.

An android caretaker staggered toward the central monitoring station, its movements jerky as competing gravitational forces disrupted its balance systems. Its fingers connected with the emergency protocols interface, activating the final contingency measures programmed for catastrophic failure scenarios. Throughout the cryo bay, additional support structures surrounded the pods, encasing them in layers of protection designed to preserve the precious cargo even if the ship itself disintegrated.

“Emergency containment fields activated,” the android announced, its voice carrying through local speakers as the main communication system failed. “Cryo-stasis preservation protocol alpha-one-seven now in effect.”

The Ozakilo crystal flared with blinding intensity, its energy signature spiking beyond all measured parameters. The blue-white glow transformed into something closer to deep purple. For three point seven seconds, the entire ship bathed in its impossible radiance.

Then, just as suddenly, the crystal dimmed to a faint pulse barely visible in the emergency lighting. Its lattice structure appeared fractured, the perfect geometric patterns now irregular and distorted. Energy readings dropped to 12% of normal output, enough to maintain critical systems but insufficient for propulsion or navigation.

“Ozakilo crystal containment holding at minimal parameters,” the android at the central controls reported, its programming requiring the verbalization with ALIX unable to communicate. “Emergency power reserves engaged.”

The external sensors that once showed the splendor of corridor space now displayed a chaotic maelstrom of energy—swirling vortices of light and darkness that indicated severe disruption in the dimensional fabric. Through this storm, brief glimpses of the other colony ships appeared as they scattered in different directions, each caught in its own trajectory by the temporal anomaly. Genesis and Renaissance appeared to be elongating as if stretched by the fabric of space itself. Dawn Treader and Prometheus seemed to fold inward, their massive hulls contracting before disappearing in flashes of light. The remaining ships, Ascendant, Horizon, Covenant, Vanguard, and Meridian, spun away on different vectors, each vanishing into distinct regions of the disrupted corridor space.

Within seconds, Overture floated alone in the chaos, separated from its sister ships by distances impossible to calculate through conventional metrics.

“Fleet separation confirmed,” the android stated. “Position unknown. Temporal displacement detected in ship’s chronometric systems.”

The ship’s tumbling motion intensified as stabilizers failed, sending it into an uncontrolled spin through the dimensional storm. Artificial gravity fluctuated between crushing force and near-weightlessness. Temperature regulation systems struggled to maintain the delicate balance required for cryo-preservation, with environmental readouts showing dangerous oscillations between extreme cold and heat surges.

An emergency containment field snapped into place around the cryo bay, isolating it from the rest of the increasingly compromised vessel. The field, powered by independent energy cells designed to function for decades if necessary, created a bubble of relative stability around the sleeping passengers. The temperature stabilized within acceptable parameters. The artificial gravity settled at approximately 0.8 Earth standard. The life support systems maintained their essential functions despite the chaos beyond the fields.

“Primary systems failure cascade in progress,” the android reported, its voice now the only sound within the cryo chamber besides the diminished alarms. “Secondary systems operating at 43 percent efficiency. Tertiary backups engaged for critical functions.”

The ship’s navigation computers, now operating on emergency power, attempted to calculate their position based on the fragmentary data still flowing through damaged sensors.

The results defied ALIX’s programmed comprehension. The coordinates placed them nowhere within mapped space, and temporal readings suggested impossible distortions in their chronological position. According to the last partially coherent analysis, the Overture traveled not just through space but through time itself, the temporal shockwave having disrupted their journey in ways the ship’s designers never anticipated.

“Course projection impossible,” the android stated. “Destination unknown.”

A secondary explosion rocked Overture’s forward sections as power conduits overloaded, sending tremors through the ship’s entire structure. The cryo bay’s emergency fields absorbed most of the shock, but the impact still registered on the pods’ monitoring systems. Brief spikes appeared in the vital signs of multiple passengers before stabilization protocols compensated, forcing their bodies deeper into protective stasis.

“Automated repair systems activated,” the android announced. “Estimated time to basic functionality restoration: indeterminate.”

The Ozakilo crystal’s pulse weakened further, its glow now barely perceptible in the dim emergency lighting. The energy that once propelled them between stars faded to a ghost of its former power, leaving the ship adrift in a dimensional pocket it was never meant to enter.

The external sensors showed nothing recognizable now, neither stars nor planets, neither the familiar darkness of space nor the energy patterns of corridor transit. Just swirling void punctuated by occasional flashes of light that defied spectral analysis.

The last functioning camera in the cryo bay captured the scene in fragmented images as its power supply faltered...five hundred pods arranged in concentric rings, the occupants suspended between heartbeats. 

The emergency field shimmered with faint blue light as it maintained the bubble of survivable conditions. The android caretakers’ movements diminished as their power reserves depleted. They continued with their primary function to ensure the safety of the passengers. And at the center, the Ozakilo crystal, once the ship’s heart and hope, now stood fractured with barely a flicker of light.

The final image ALIX recorded before the cryo bay camera failed completely showed Tamara Wilkinson and Paul Emerson’s pods side by side in the failing emergency lighting.

As the ship hurtled toward
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