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Chapter 1: The Last Day on Earth
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My name was John Harlan, and this was the last day I would ever feel Earth’s sun on my skin.

I stood on the observation deck of the Equatorial Launch Complex, high above the sprawled megacity of New Kenya. The air was thick with the metallic tang of rocket exhaust and the sweet, earthy scent of tropical rain that had just passed. Below me, the city pulsed like a living thing—towering arcologies wrapped in solar ivy, maglev trains snaking between them like silver serpents, and the endless glow of advertisements promising a better future on distant worlds.

It was beautiful in the way dying things sometimes are.

I gripped the railing tighter, my knuckles whitening. Thirty-four years old. Systems engineer. Divorced. No children. The kind of man who could debug a fusion reactor at three in the morning but couldn’t keep a relationship alive for more than five years. My ex-wife, Lena, had sent a short message this morning: Safe travels, John. I hope you find whatever you’re looking for out there. No bitterness. Just exhaustion. We’d burned out years ago.

A soft chime sounded behind me. “Citizen Harlan, your final departure window begins in ninety minutes.”

I turned to see a sleek service drone hovering at eye level, its holographic face projecting a calm, androgynous smile. I nodded, but didn’t move right away. One last look.

Far to the east, the Indian Ocean glittered under the equatorial sun. I remembered swimming in those waters as a boy, back when the sea levels were still manageable and the coral reefs still had color. I remembered my mother’s laugh on the beach, my father teaching me how to fix an old solar scooter in our cramped apartment. They were both gone now—victims of the Resource Wars and the climate cascades that followed. Most of my generation had lost someone. That was why we were leaving.

The Colonial Initiative had sold Aurora Prime as humanity’s second chance: a lush, Earth-like world orbiting a stable binary star system, forty-two light-years away. Breathable atmosphere. Rich soil. No native intelligent life. Just virgin continents waiting for us to plant our flags and our futures.

Five hundred colonists. Ten thousand applicants. I still didn’t know why they chose me. My psych profile said “stable but solitary.” My engineering scores were excellent. My genetic profile was clean. Maybe that was enough.

I touched the small data crystal hanging around my neck. It contained every photo I owned—my parents, old friends, a blurry picture of me and Lena on our honeymoon in the Alps before they melted. I’d never see any of it again. Not really. Even with quantum relays, real-time communication across forty-two light-years was impossible. By the time anyone back home received my first message, I’d either be long dead or an old man on an alien world.

“Better get moving, mate,” a voice said beside me.

I glanced over. A stocky Australian named Tomas Ruiz—former hydroponics specialist—stood with a duffel slung over one shoulder. We’d met during orientation. He had a wife and two kids already in cryo on the ship. Lucky bastard.

“Yeah,” I said, forcing a smile. “Last chance to change my mind and stay on a dying planet.”

Tomas laughed, but it was hollow. “We both know there’s no staying. Earth’s got maybe fifty good years left before things really go to hell. This is the smart play.”

We walked together toward the skybridge that led to the sterilization chambers. The corridors were lined with hopeful murals: smiling families on green hills under twin suns, children playing beside crystal rivers. The slogan glowed in soft gold lettering: One Humanity. One Future.

Inside the prep room, I stripped down with the other colonists. Modesty was long gone by this point. We all stood naked under harsh UV lights while medical drones scanned us for contaminants. I caught my reflection in the polished wall—average height, lean from years of zero-g training, short dark hair going gray at the temples, a faint scar on my ribs from a welding accident in my twenties. Just an ordinary man.

“Any regrets, John?” Tomas asked as we pulled on the gray launch jumpsuits.

“Too many to count,” I admitted. “But none big enough to stay.”

They led us in small groups to the embarkation hall. The Aurora dominated the view through the massive transparent dome—five kilometers of gleaming white alloy and sweeping solar sails, a cathedral built for the void. Cryo-pods gleamed in neat rows through the observation windows. My home for the next four decades.

A young woman with a Colonial Initiative badge approached me. “Pod 472, Mr. Harlan. You’re in the prime section. Best possible placement.”

I nodded, throat tight. “Any word on the other passengers in my sector?”

“Mostly engineers and botanists. Good people.” She gave me a sympathetic smile. “You’ll sleep through the boring part. Wake up ready to build something that lasts.”

I wanted to believe her.

They marched us single-file into the umbilical. The gravity shifted subtly as we entered the ship’s field. The air smelled of ozone and chilled metal. I found my pod easily—sleek, white, with my name and designation etched on the side in glowing blue letters.

John Harlan – Colonist 472 – Systems & Infrastructure

I climbed inside without hesitation. The interior was surprisingly comfortable—gel padding that would cradle me for forty-two years, neural interfaces, nutrient feeds. The technician, a tired-looking woman in her forties, began attaching sensors to my chest, temples, and wrists.

“Any last words before we tuck you in?” she asked, the same line they probably said to everyone.

I thought for a long moment.

“Tell Earth... we tried. And if we make it, maybe one day our kids will come back and visit.”

She smiled gently. “They’ll be proud of you, John.”

The lid began to close. I stared up at the ceiling of the pod as the first cold mist curled around my legs. My heart hammered. This was it. The point of no return.

As the sedative flooded my veins and the world grew heavy, I whispered one final thing to the darkness:

“Goodbye, old world.”

The last thing I felt was the gentle pull of cryo-sleep wrapping around me like a shroud. Then nothing.

For now.
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Chapter 2: Boarding the Aurora
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The skybridge connecting the launch complex to the Aurora felt like stepping into another universe. One moment I was breathing humid Kenyan air; the next, I was inside a pristine, humming vessel that smelled of chilled metal, ionized oxygen, and something faintly floral—probably the artificial atmosphere blend designed to calm anxious colonists. My gray jumpsuit whispered against my skin as I walked, the fabric smart-woven to regulate temperature and wick away sweat. Tomas Ruiz kept pace beside me, his duffel slung over one broad shoulder.

“Feels like we’re walking into a bloody cathedral,” he muttered, eyes wide.

He wasn’t wrong. The main embarkation corridor stretched ahead like the nave of some futuristic basilica—vaulted ceilings thirty meters high, glowing with soft bioluminescent panels that shifted gently between ocean blues and dawn golds. Holographic star maps rotated lazily overhead, showing our projected route through the void. Five hundred of us moved in quiet, awed lines, our footsteps echoing softly despite the acoustic dampeners.

I clutched my small personal case tighter. Inside: two spare jumpsuits, my multitool, the data crystal with every memory I cared to keep, and a single physical photograph—my parents on their wedding day, printed on archival polymer because I didn’t trust digital alone for something so precious. Everything else I owned had already been digitized, archived, or left behind.

Security drones floated overhead, sleek black orbs scanning faces and implants. A soft chime sounded every few seconds as someone was cleared. Ahead of me, a young couple clung to each other, the woman visibly pregnant even though colony regulations technically discouraged it. They must have gotten special dispensation. I felt a strange pang watching them—envy, maybe. They were carrying the future with them in the most literal way. I was carrying nothing but ghosts.

We passed through the sterilization arch. Warm UV light bathed us, followed by a fine mist that tingled on my skin and smelled faintly of citrus. A calm synthetic voice spoke directly into our implants:

“Welcome aboard the Colonial Vessel Aurora. You are now entering controlled environment. All personal microbial flora will be preserved via stasis protocol. Please proceed to your assigned cryo-deck.”

Tomas nudged me. “You in C-Deck too?”

“Pod 472,” I confirmed.

“Nice. I’m 481. We’ll be neighbors in the deep freeze.”

The corridor branched. Families peeled off toward the larger group pods, while singles and childless couples like me funneled toward the prime individual sections. I caught glimpses through transparent bulkheads into the vast cryo-bays—row upon row of sleek white pods, each one looking more like a high-end coffin than a bed. Thousands of them, most already occupied, their occupants visible only as faint silhouettes through frosted lids.

My throat tightened.

This was real. I was really doing this.

A Colonial Initiative officer—a tall woman with silver-streaked hair and the calm authority of someone who had done this fifty times—met our group at the entrance to Cryo Deck C.

“Welcome. I’m Lieutenant Commander Vale. You’ll find your pods clearly marked. Once sealed, you will remain in induced stasis for the duration of the forty-two-year journey. The ship’s AI, Elysium, will monitor every one of you. Any questions before we begin final prep?”

A nervous man behind me raised his hand. “What if something goes wrong out there?”

Vale’s smile didn’t waver. “Then Elysium will handle it. She is the most advanced AI ever built—capable of independent decision-making within strict ethical parameters. You’re safer in her care than you ever were on Earth.”

I wanted to believe her.

We filed into the bay. The temperature dropped noticeably. My breath fogged slightly. The pods were arranged in neat hexagonal clusters, each with its own monitoring station. Soft blue lighting bathed everything, making the white surfaces glow. Gentle ambient music played—something orchestral and soothing, designed to lower heart rates.

I found pod 472 easily. My name and face were projected above it in crisp holographics. The pod itself was beautiful in a clinical way: smooth curves, status lights pulsing slowly, a faint hum of active systems. I set my case in the small receptacle beside it. A tech drone immediately whisked it away to storage.

“Mr. Harlan?” A human technician this time—mid-thirties, kind eyes, name tag reading Dr. Amara Patel. “I’ll be handling your prep. Let’s get you comfortable.”
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