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Space yawned open, black and endless.

The sleeper ship floated without sound, a relic from a forgotten age. Its hull, battered and silver, bore the scars of uncounted collisions with dust and unseen debris. Along its spine, dormant lights pulsed once, then stilled. It had no one left to signal. Only purpose.

Near the forward quarter, the ship's primary radar dish shuddered, frozen bearings screeching faintly against vacuum. With mechanical deliberateness, it swung outward, carving a long, invisible arc across the black.

For a moment, it held still.

Then, a signal—something unseen.

Without ceremony, the vessel’s side thrusters ignited in a cold, brilliant flare, casting stark white-blue light into the void. It corrected course, pivoting gently, patiently.

In the vastness ahead, a blue sun gleamed — wrong, sharp, too cold.

A hard pinprick of light in an ocean of dark.

The ship tilted toward it, as if recognizing a final destination.

Scene 2: External Transition — Slingshot

Weeks or months—or years by the ship’s dead reckoning—passed in silence.

Drawing closer to the blue star, the ship's inertial dampeners failed first. Warning signals blinked unnoticed inside frozen systems.

Its frame groaned under brutal, corrective thruster burns.

The ship fought momentum, bleeding speed with every furious engine pulse.

As it carved a wide slingshot arc around the blue giant, barren planets spun by like forgotten gravestones:

A burnt rock, its crust split into molten scars.

A smothered world, wrapped in endless hurricane cloudbanks.

A dead ice giant, fractured and listless.

The ship ignored them all.

Beyond, orbiting a monstrous gas giant, loomed a smaller world — vivid greens and shimmering silvers against black.

A habitable world.

A living world.

The ship corrected one final time, thrusters flashing briefly like the dying heartbeat of some long-extinct beast. It dropped into approach vector, spiraling closer.

Scene 3: Interior — The Cold Wakes

Inside the ship, silence ruled.

Cryochambers lined the walls like sarcophagi, each one rimmed in frost thick enough to blur the names etched across their glass faces.

Warning lights flickered weakly above them, half-blinded by layers of ice.

Pipes trembled against their mounts as the ship’s long-dead life support systems coughed back into service.

Air hissed through clogged vents, bringing with it the sharp scent of rust, old plastics, and something far older—stagnation baked into every sealed pore of the ship.

Near the central core, a single cryopod unlocked with a hollow, mechanical gasp.

Frost bled from its seams like smoke.

Inside, Captain Elena Vos floated in a shallow pool of thawing fluid, her body limp, pale, her breath invisible in the bitter cold.

There was no sudden movement.

No convenient, cinematic jolt awake.

Her eyes twitched beneath sealed lids. Her chest spasmed once, violently, as her brain fought to remember how to command a body it hadn't controlled in millennia.

Around her, the chamber creaked and groaned with temperature shifts.

Thin sheets of frost spiderwebbed across steel.

Old insulation crumbled from piping like dead skin.

The pod lid, thick with ice, shuddered slowly upward, hinges screaming in protest.

Elena's fingers stirred weakly against the cryo-restraint webbing.

Her nails scratched against the frozen metal without making a sound.

Still half-trapped in half-death, she shivered uncontrollably, her skin white as frostbitten bone.

Overhead, soft lights flared to low life, painting the cryochamber in pale, sickly blue.

The ship, perhaps aware in some ancient subroutine, began bleeding warm air into the space—barely warmer than freezing, but enough to raise mist off the deck plates.

Elena blinked once. Twice.

Her breath came ragged and wet.

Her heart hammered against her ribs like an animal clawing at a cage.

She dragged a shaking arm free from the restraint webbing and collapsed forward, half-falling out of the pod onto the deck with a heavy, graceless thud.

The impact jarred her awake further.

The pain made her real again.

She lay there, face pressed against cold metal, gasping.

For a long time, she didn’t move.

She simply listened.

Listened to the ship creak, listened to the faint sigh of air, listened to the groan of something vast and mechanical slowly remembering its duties after three thousand years of dreamless drift.

There were no voices.

No footsteps.

No signs of anything living except the slow drip of thawed frost from the ceiling to the floor.

She was utterly, terribly alone.
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The cold was a living thing, crawling under Elena's skin, gnawing at the marrow of her bones.

She pushed herself upright with the slow, fumbling stubbornness of a drunk in winter—elbows slipping on the frost-slicked deck, body refusing orders her mind barked with growing desperation.

Her head hung low for a moment, hair matted with frozen fluid, eyes squeezed shut against the spinning blur of the world.

Gradually—painfully—she forced herself to her knees.

Above her, a pale strip of emergency lighting stuttered along the ceiling, casting the cryobay in jagged slashes of light and dark. Vapor curled upward from her body with every shallow breath, wrapping her in a fragile, ghostly cocoon.

Elena braced one hand against the lip of her cryopod, feeling the metal's cruel bite against her palm.

It wasn’t just exhaustion. It was alienation. Her own body felt... wrong. Heavier. Colder. Like she had been dipped in tar and left to harden.

Her stomach twisted violently, bile rising into her throat.

She spat dryly onto the deck, nothing coming out but a bitter cough.

The ship hummed faintly, as if clearing its own throat.

Above the pods, a series of mechanical shutters began grinding open, inch by reluctant inch, revealing a thick panel of cracked glass beyond which dark space glittered—cold stars wheeling silently over the gas giant’s massive crown.

Elena staggered to her feet.

Her knees buckled once, hard. She bit down on a gasp, caught herself against the pod’s frame, and stood trembling in the half-light.

Breath after ragged breath, she straightened.

Only then did she see the other pods.

Rows upon rows.

Frost-caked, still locked down.

Each one bearing the faint outlines of figures sealed inside—men and women and shapes that looked too small, too broken.

She limped forward, scanning them.

Names etched along the seams — blurred by time, but still there.

Faces obscured by rime.

None stirring.

None answering.

The ship spoke softly, its voice a flat monotone that still somehow managed to sound exhausted.

"Primary operator conscious. Vital signs within acceptable thresholds. Initiating secondary crew revival sequence."

Elena’s heart gave a small, stuttering jolt of hope.

Not alone.

Not yet.

From somewhere farther down the chamber, behind the rows of pods, a faint mechanical hiss answered.

No human voice.

Just hydraulics. Pressure release. A faint electronic chime.

Then another hiss.

And movement.

Slow, heavy, precise.

A containment cradle disengaged with a brutal metallic shriek, shaking a fine mist of frozen crystals into the air.

Out of the corner of her eye, Elena turned—

And saw the figure emerging.

Not a fellow officer.

Not one of the civilians.

It unfolded itself from a smaller, reinforced pod—its frame slimmer, its outline wrong.

Hairless. Skin pale to the point of translucence. Musculature perfect and clinical. No blemishes, no scars.

Silver, reflective eyes like twin mirrors caught the stuttering light.

It moved mechanically, joints clicking faintly, stepping barefoot onto the freezing deck without a shiver, without hesitation.

The clone.

Designation 47A-19, though she refused to call them by their numbers.

She had no name for it.

And it had none for itself.

The clone moved toward her without speaking, without reaching out, simply waiting in silent attendance—its presence not offering comfort, but a hollow shadow of company.

Elena wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, tasting nothing, and forced herself to straighten fully.

Her voice cracked from the inside out.

"Status," she rasped.

The clone blinked once, slow and artificial.

"We are in orbital approach," it said, its tone flat, uncurious. "Target body classified habitable. Life support systems operating at sixty-four percent. Auxiliary power rerouted for crew revival. Primary ship functions nominal within survival parameters."

Elena closed her eyes against the ice pick behind her forehead.

"Bridge crew," she croaked. "Wake them."

The clone tilted its head, emotionless.

"Compliance acknowledged."

Without waiting for further instruction, it moved toward the other pods—hands gliding over control panels, initiating thaw protocols with brisk efficiency.

Steam rose around them, thickening the cryochamber into a fog-drenched mausoleum.

Elena staggered back against the wall, feeling its blessed cold, and slid down into a seated crouch, heart hammering like a wounded thing.

Above her, through the skeletal stretch of the observation glass, the blue sun loomed ever closer—its alien light washing the thawing world in an icy, indifferent glow.
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Moments later...

The restroom was barely larger than a coffin.

Elena gripped the sides of the narrow steel sink, her knuckles white against the chill, struggling just to remain standing.

Steam hung thick in the air, swirling around the broken remnants of old antiseptic smells and rust.

The room's single vent coughed fitfully, doing little to clear the haze.

The mirror above the sink was slick with condensation, the reflective surface fogged into a dull, shimmering smear.

Elena exhaled slowly, watching her breath ghost against the glass.

Her arms trembled as she reached out, fingers splaying weakly against the mirror.

With one shaky pass, she wiped a ragged swath clear.

The face staring back at her was both familiar and alien.

Blue eyes — sharp but tired, set deep into sockets rimmed with faint purple shadows.

Brunette hair matted against her forehead, dark with thawing cryo-fluid and years of oil she could feel but not yet smell.

Skin pale, almost bloodless, drawn tight across cheekbones sharpened by hibernation atrophy.

Small lines webbed from the corners of her mouth and eyes — the inevitable scars of long service, of survival.

For a moment, she simply stared.

No grand revelation.

No melodramatic collapse.

Just... existence.

Frail. Thin. Real.

The ship creaked faintly through the walls, as if reminding her she was not alone.

Elena leaned down, cupping water from the sluggish tap into her palms.

It came out ice-cold, stinging her skin, shocking her more awake than she wanted.

She splashed her face once, twice, wincing each time.

The cold water streaked down her neck, soaking into the collar of the thin cryo-shift clinging to her body.

The fatigue pressed harder, a hand around her throat.

But she refused to sink.

Gripping the sink harder, she shoved herself upright, jaw clenched, forcing her legs to remember how to move.

Corridor Transition: Cryochamber to Bridge

The hallways leading away from the cryobay were narrow, utilitarian, little more than ribbed corridors of exposed piping and aging bulkheads.

Emergency lights flickered overhead, bleeding tired illumination down the passage.

The ship groaned as internal temperature regulation systems fought their losing battle against centuries of entropy.

As Elena limped forward, her bare feet slapped wetly against the freezing deck, leaving faint footprints that steamed faintly in the cold air.

She passed cryopods stacked in rows against the walls—

Rows of people—faces she half-recognized in passing—trapped inside their own slow reawakening.

Some twitched weakly against their restraints.

One or two pressed trembling hands against the fogged glass, struggling to rise.

Eyes rolled. Mouths worked silently, trying to breathe air not yet fully their own.

Elena didn't stop.

She couldn’t.

There would be time to wake them properly once she understood where the hell they were.

And how bad things really were.

The ship's heartbeat pulsed faintly beneath her feet — the slow thrum of engines shifting power from idle to active.

The closer she moved toward the bridge, the more the ship seemed to come alive around her.

Conduits buzzed faintly with renewed energy.

Pipes creaked as warm water began to flow again after centuries frozen.

Somewhere behind her, the soft mechanical hiss of another pod opening echoed down the hall.

She didn’t turn back.

The bridge awaited.

Scene: The Bridge Awakens

The armored door to the command deck groaned open with a painful mechanical shudder.

Elena stumbled inside, steadying herself against the nearest rail.

The bridge was dark at first, only the faint glow of standby systems casting blue outlines across the consoles.

She moved toward the captain’s station out of instinct, dragging herself up the shallow stairs leading to the raised platform.

As her hand brushed the activation panel, a surge of power shivered through the air.

Lights flared overhead—soft, slow, not the brutal glare of emergency activation, but the steady, ancient rhythms of a ship coming awake.

Screens along the walls came to life one by one—

Primary navigation.

Secondary life support.

Orbital tracking.

Power distribution.

The forward viewing screen flickered open to reveal the cold, terrible majesty of space—and beyond it, the distant green-and-silver curve of the alien world hanging in the shadow of a massive gas giant.

Elena stared.

Not at the beauty of it.

At the sheer wrongness of it.

A place no colony surveyor had ever charted.

No beacon ever tagged.

She wiped the back of her hand across her forehead, smearing condensation and exhaustion alike.

The ship’s voice cracked the silence, dry as old paper:

"Awaiting command input."

Elena swallowed past the rock in her throat.

"How long..." she croaked.

Then steadied herself.

Stronger.

"How long have we been in transit?"

The ship hesitated.

A faint flicker of doubt—a momentary pause in its normally cold certainty.

"Initial launch date: Earth Standard Year 2236. Current ship clock: Earth Standard Year 5634."

The numbers didn’t register at first.

They simply floated there, meaningless.

Elena’s lips parted slightly.

Her fingers tightened around the edge of the console.

She did the math.

Not forty-three years.

Not even close.

Three thousand, three hundred ninety-eight years.

The bridge lights seemed to tilt, to swim in her peripheral vision.

She gripped the console harder, forcing herself to remain upright.

This was wrong.

This was impossible.

The clone’s voice broke through the rising roar in her ears from the open bridge hatch behind her, flat and emotionless:

"Secondary officers approaching, Captain."

Elena didn’t move.

She simply stared at the alien world outside the glass, the blue sun blazing above it like a dead god's eye—

And finally understood that everything she had ever known, ever trusted, ever loved, had turned to dust long before she opened her eyes.

The numbers on the console didn’t change.
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They simply burned there, cold and unmoving.

Elena stared at them.

The bridge lights flickered once, briefly dimming as auxiliary power finished shifting from cryo to operational systems.

The subtle hum of fresh air cycling into the chamber buzzed faintly behind her ears.

But she didn’t move.

Didn’t blink.

Her hands had fallen slack against the edge of the console, fingers pale and bloodless. Her chest rose and fell shallowly, like she was underwater, too deep, too far to surface.

All she could do was stare.

5634.

The year carved in ghostlight across the screen.

A number so large it meant nothing. A gravestone she could not read.

She didn’t even hear the bridge hatch behind her grinding open.

Bootsteps scuffed against the deck — uneven, clumsy, the gait of someone who hadn’t walked in years but refused to show it.

"Captain," a voice called — too loud, too forced — the crackle of someone trying to mask shock with manufactured cheer.

"Would you look at that? Home sweet home."

Second-in-Command Vermillion Turion limped across the bridge, one hand braced against the rail, the other wiping cryo mist from his short-cropped hair.

His uniform hung loose on his frame, fabric not yet adjusted to his newly thawed body.

Still he grinned — tight, mechanical — the way a man grins when he’s supposed to, when his brain isn’t ready to process anything else.

He stumbled up beside the forward viewing screen, dragging his gaze outside.

There it was.

The planet.

The lush swirl of green and silver caught in the dying orbit of a massive gas giant.

Vermillion’s grin faltered.

Just a fraction.

Something about it... the way the world spun.

The way the light hit the clouds.

The sheer size of the gas giant eating half the sky.

It didn’t fit.

The training models burned into his mind—the expectations, the charts—they didn't match what he saw.

His brow furrowed.

He placed one hand against the glass, steadying himself.

Then he turned toward Elena, finally noticing how she hadn’t moved.

She hadn't spoken.

Hadn’t even acknowledged him.

"Captain?"

His voice dropped lower, cautious now.

No response.

He took a slow step closer.

Her face was frozen, slack.

Not from cold.

From shock.

Her blue eyes locked, unblinking, on the console readout.

"Elena," he said again, voice softening, familiarity cracking through the forced discipline.

Still nothing.

Vermillion crossed the space between them, his movement unsteady but urgent.

He leaned down, following her line of sight.

And saw it.

Earth Standard Year: 5634.

The breath punched out of him.

He rocked back on his heels instinctively, as if the numbers themselves had struck him.

"No..."

It escaped without his permission, a whisper dragged from somewhere deep and raw.

He blinked, rubbed his eyes, rubbed them again.

It didn’t change.

"That’s not..."

He shook his head, trying to summon words, summon logic.

"We—" His voice cracked. He forced it down. "We launched 2236... It was supposed to be forty-three years. Forty-three, tops."

The console remained silent.

The numbers remained silent.

Only the soft, endless hum of the ship answered them both — a sound that, suddenly, seemed unbearably loud.

Vermillion’s hand hovered in the air for a moment, useless, not knowing whether to reach for her or for the console or simply to not exist in this terrible, impossible space.

He swallowed hard, throat clicking in the quiet.

"Captain Vos..." he said again, softer.

Not as an officer.

As a human being.

"Elena."

Finally, something flickered across her face — not understanding, not even emotion.

Just a twitch, a flicker in the muscle at her jawline, like a machine trying to reboot.

Her hand twitched against the console.

But she didn’t look at him.

Couldn’t.

Together, they stood there — the ship groaning quietly around them, the alien world rotating slowly outside the glass, the blue sun burning above it like the last witness of a crime no one had survived to report.

Slowly—painfully—Elena Vos turned her head.
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Her gaze lifted from the console, her eyes finding Vermillion Turion’s face at last.

There was no strength in her look.

No orders.

No captain’s fire.

Just a hollow, shivering bewilderment barely hidden behind a mask of discipline.

He opened his mouth, hesitated, then said quietly, as if afraid the bridge itself might hear:

"Elenea... where the hell are we?"

She didn’t answer.

Couldn’t.

Instead, Elena staggered forward, the soles of her bare feet whispering against the damp deck.
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