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The comms were full of chatter today, as they usually were. Hundreds of different people from all parts of the universe communicated their daily doldrums across vast distances. Those who were thousands of lightyears away grumbled and talked about their boredom and loneliness, choosing to talk about the mundane things that kept them going.

The chatter was, as usual, broken up with the occasional scream of annihilation on one of the comm channels before it was silenced forever, and the people who heard it stopped for a moment, before resuming whatever inane conversation they had before.

It was funny for Elisabeth whenever this happened. When she started out her job as an ARC Captain so many years ago, there were a full one thousand different Captains each manning their own ship into the ether of space. The ships had left Earth full of wonder and excitement at the possibility of expanding humanity and saving their species. It was a promise to each other, and for the billions (or trillions) who came before, and would come afterwards. A promise that the human spirit would endure.

Many cycles later, as they started to get picked off one by one over the course of many cycles, Elisabeth had grown numbed to the screams. What had at first horrified her had now just become another facet of her life. The first time she heard one of her fellow Captains scream over the communication lines, it shocked her to her core.

Now? It was routine.

In a way it reminded her of the impermanence of existence out here in the vast nothingness of space. That something, or anything could go wrong at a moment's notice if one wasn't wary. It didn't make her anymore cautious though, but loneliness often had a way of scrubbing away one's self preservation when faced with an infinite that never ended.

Once the chatter resumed, Elisabeth merely quieted herself and listened in to what everyone was talking about. It was always the same with them. Either how they were bored with nothing to do, lonely when their crews went back to cryo-sleep, hungry despite there being unlimited food for them to enjoy, or any number of things.

There were never anything new with any of them. No hobbies they indulged in, nothing they built upon, or any sort of improvement they made to themselves. In a way she was guilty of that herself, but Elisabeth had her reasons for keeping herself the way she was. Those that were interesting to talk to - those who 'figured out' the magic key to making this Captain job any interesting - eventually got obliterated and killed as their ARC ships got lost in that vast black ocean.

So really, what was the point of even improving oneself if in the end it didn't matter?

Elisabeth didn't have an answer for that.

"Hold on a moment," One of her fellow ARC Captains, a man named Josh Whitmore, said. "My AI is telling me that something is heading our way. The scanners are going nuts since this thing is moving faster than anything should be out here."

"Well, you better be careful with that," a woman named Jane Calloway said. "Not like we can turn these things on a credit. We're piloting these big tubs at near the speed of light."

Everyone else darkly chuckled at that. They knew that once they were on a course there was no stopping their ARC ships. Even Josh chuckled, and then, there was silence on the comms as everyone waited for him to return.

Then a moment later, his voice turned panicky. "Woah, wait. Hold on. Hold on. What is that? What the hell? Woah woah woah! Ah! Ah! AHHH!" and then, a horrific scream, a loud explosion, the crunch of decompression, and the silence.

No one said anything for a moment, before Jane broke the silence. "Damn, and I liked him. Ah well. Anyone up for some sim-black jack and guess who is the next one to go?"

Elisabeth thought this was strange that this was the third time this happened this cycle. Normally it was one Captain every other cycle, but somehow, their destruction seemed to ramp up. She didn't have time to think that, however, as her own scanner blipped next to her on the console signaling that the AI needed her attention.

"I'm going to sit this one out," Elisabeth said. "I just got something on my scanner too."

"Nice knowing you, Beth," another male voice snorted. "Do me a favor and keep the comm line off though. I've been getting nightmares lately."

Elisabeth flipped off the video feed, hoping they all saw her before she turned off the quantum intranet, and swiveled in her Captains seat.

The front of the ship was as it had always been: A simple comfortable seat at the front of a large console that spanned the entire front of the bridge. A wide screen equally as wide spanned the front as well, giving her a camera view of the outside of the ship and to the endless dark as motes of light occasionally whipped by. Various buttons, digital screens and more were lined up in different parts of the bridge, meant for a whole crew to look over, analyze, and work.

At least, it would have been if she had an actual crew to work with her. As with all the ARC ships, it was just the Captain and the AI that were left on full standby.

Though soon she'd have her wish. A small circular device the size of a basketball hovered into her view. The front interface was blank, but lit, while a mass of wires, mechanical claws, and a thrumming engine that pulsed with negative energy floated up to her with a digitized greeting.

"Captain. I need to remind you right now that you are prioritized to begin the awakening process for the main ARC crew. You are late for this procedure. Failure to do so could lead to potential problems."

It was one of the ways that the AI used to get around the ship.While technically the whole ARC ship encompassed the AI, it was controlled through about a hundred or thousands of different machines all throughout the ship. This small drone being one of them that followed Elisaebth wherever she went.

"Fine," Elisabeth said, exasperated at what she felt was the robot nagging her. "Bring them up on the console, let's take a quick look at them."

She slid across her seat as the chair moved beneath her, swiveling on creaky wheels towards the other end of the console where the AI brought up a visual image of the bay room area, and the vital monitors that signified their current health status.

Everything seemed fine from what she could tell. The room itself was dark - as there was no need for spending energy to light an area no one went to or was conscious in - and the monitors to each member showed that they were relatively healthy and in stable condition. Blood pressure, heart rate, brain activity and more showed that despite them being chilled to the point of near absolute zero, they still lived and functioned within normal parameters.

"See? Why does it matter if we need to bring them up every 100 cycles? Can just let them sleep a little bit longer. I doubt they'll really miss much anyway," Elisabeth huffed, leaning back in her seat as she crossed one leg atop the other. "In fact, they might even be having happy dreams in there. Heck, I kind of wish I was there right now."

"Correct that they look okay now. But safety protocol states that after every ninety to one hundred cycles, the crew must be awakened for at least a full twenty-four hours to prevent cryo-necrosis, and avoid sickness and nausea when they fully awaken." The AI chimed.

Then continued on. "Every ten cycles afterwards increases the odds of cryo-necrosis and organ disruption by an additional .010%. As of now, I calculate that since we are thirty cycles behind, there is a 0.030% chance of necrosis in spite of the positive vital signs."

"Okay, okay, you win, God preserve," Elisabeth said, finally getting it and just being annoyed with the whole thing. She flailed her hands, and then slumped back into the comfort of the seat, staring up at the pristine, smooth metal ceiling while she closed her eyes, and pinched her nose.

"Fine," she relented. "We'll go and wake them up. I've got a feeling if we don't, you'll nag and bother me about it till eventually we do."

"Affirmative."

She grunted and sat up, quickly moving to stand with a stretch of her arms, looking out towards the vast emptiness that was before her. There was always something beautiful about the infinity of space when she was expecting company like this. The solitude and loneliness was in a way a welcome reprieve from dealing with people. People that she had to deal with for years before the ARC program was assembled. There was a beauty in loneliness like this even if there was someone that she missed that she wished she could spend it with. With the right person, being alone was so much better.

Staring at the infinite, Elisabeth eventually turned away to head in the direction of the crew quarters and to the VIP Cryo-chambers. She had only made it a few steps before the AI caught her attention again, calling out to her.

"Captain Anderson, one last thing." it said.

Venomously she ground her teeth in annoyance, and spoke back harshly. "What? What is it that you possibly need right now?"

"You might wish to put pants on before you awaken them. It's only proper decorum."

She looked down at herself, and forgot that she was having a 'lazy day', and was wearing just a stained, oversized shirt that belonged to someone else, one ankle sock, and a pair of panties that she had been wearing for several days. She sniffed herself, and pulled back with a crinkle of her nose.

"And a shower, too," the AI said.

She thought maybe that was a good idea...

——
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An hour later, she felt she was in a much better state. She showered, dried off, showered again for good measure, dried off, and put on her standard Captain's uniform all within several hours. The uniform itself was snug around her belly and hips, having not been worn in around eighty cycles (or a few years by her guess), but she loved the way that she looked in it.

The silvery streaks mixed with black lines along the side, shoulders, and arms made her look sleek, and her silhouette striking. The white of the chest area along with five gold bars on her shoulders indicated her rank, and wearing the outfit soothed her ego out and made her feel a lot better. It wasn't often she wore it anymore unfortunately. After all, who was there to see her in it? There weren't civilians on the ship - they all were in cryosleep themselves and wouldn't be awakened for however long it took. All the crew were only awake for a day or two at most before they went back to cryosleep. And the AI didn't particularly care, nor could it appreciate it.

There used to be one person she wore it for, but that was years ago at this point. As she looked at her reflection with the outfit on, Elisabeth started to feel saddened by the memory and the loss of that time. When things felt so certain and she was pleased with the way things progressed. Lost in the endless dark, but someone to make it feel bright and wonderful.

She swallowed thickly and bottle the memory and emotions up for now. There was no point in dwelling on the things that had been when there were the things she needed to do at the annoying behest of the AI and the protocols it reminded her of. Smoothly she ironed out the wrinkles of her Captains uniform with her hand, and then went to the crew's cryo quarters.

The path there wasn't anything special. it was right next to the main living quarters she was used to. The door opened quickly with a shuffling hiss as Elisabeth entered into the pentagonal room. The floor dipped down at an odd angle, while the walls were smooth plasteel, and blue LED lights guided her along the floor, with the lights above slowly turning on.

It was a pretty interesting room, though Elisabeth thought it was made to be too 'high-tech' instead of comfortable. There was no carpeting, and everything was utilitarian in design and certainly looked like it came from a classic sci-fi book. Why did it look as it did, she could only surmise. The military had a budget, even though no civilian was ever going to see this room to be impressed by it.

At each of the corners of the pentagonal room was a cryocasket that was set up at an angle so Elisabeth could see inside the tubes. Wires from the top connected up to the ceiling, filtering in the cryofreeze chemicals, filtering out contaminants, and bringing in oxygen and more meant to keep the sleepers inside alive.

Slowly she walked to each of the cryocaskets, and reached out to sweep her hand across the outermost viewing panel, sweeping away the frozen condensation from the surface so she could look inside. It was dark inside, but she could see the outline of every person inside as they laid there unmoving. Frozen for what could be eternity, if cryo-necrosis didn't eat away at them in the dozens, hundreds, or thousands of years they could theoretically sleep in.

"Wakey, wakey," Elisabeth said with a giggle to herself. She made her way to the back panel where the console that controlled the room was kept, and slowly made her way through the security measures to access the command controls.

Firstly she checked the vitals once more, looked at the recommended options and notes that the AI had left her, and then pressed a few buttons that commanded each of the pods to release their contents.

There was a small alarm that played - a blipping, whimsical jingle that was less an alarm and more a song - and then the lights suddenly brightened up till the entire room was bathed in light.

Elisabeth turned, watching the pods open up as they were slowly lifted up off the floor with the outer tips dragging back along a rail beneath them. Steam hissed out from the top, as the cryofluids within were released and seeped out before eventually, the hinges that locked it in place were released with a click, and the doors started to swing open.

More mist from within spilled out as filtered air whooshed out suddenly, and chilled the room into an icy pallor that caused goosebumps on Elisabeth's arms. She shivered as she watched, less from the dramatics of the scene before her and more from the sudden cold that she wasn't used to, but soon it dissipated and the controlled temperature in the room returned to its comfortable normal.

Then the figures within emerged from their pods. Five in total though one was empty, leaving just two men and two women that made the crew diverse. The first was a man named Micheal - a tall black man with a buzzcut that was the lead technician. The second man was named Kadir, a south asian man with short black hair, and wide eyes who was the resident Computer Scientist, and AI Technician. The first woman to emerge was a short woman with wide hips and shoulders named Asumi who hailed from the Pan-Japanese Confederation, and was the roboticist on the team. The final woman who emerged was a blond woman from North America named Melissa, who was the Biologist on board whose job it was to monitor the genetic geneseeds used for the artificial birthing process once they made planetfall.

The last pod that normally would have housed the third man among them was empty, much to Elisabeth's disappointment.

Each of them were groggy as they stumbled out of their cryocaskets and tried to find their feet. Elisabeth had been there and knew that the effects of waking up after a long time - especially from a slumber that brought one down to near absolute zero in a flash - took a while to recover from, and she gave them their time. Each of them were dressed in the traditional body-tight jumpsuits that one wore when they went in; black and sleek that hugged each curve and was form fitting to each person that wore it.

The first of them - Michael - looked up towards Elisabeth as he groggily saluted with three fingers, and stood straighter as he saw her.

"Captain Anderson. Been a little while. How long have we been out for?"

Elisabeth saluted back, and tried to play it cool. "Oh not too long Micheal. Was almost like no time had passed at all."

"Actually it was one hundred and thirty eight cycles. One hundred and thirty nine, if the numbers are rounded up." The AI chimed in, and Elisabeth darkly looked at the AI drone.

All of them stopped and looked at Elisabeth in shock. "Wh-what? Are you sure?" Micheal asked.

"Affirmative." The AI replied.

"Wh- Captain, why? You know protocol states we need to be awakened every ninety to a hundred cycles, and to never go above a hundred and ten!" Micheal said, jaw dropping in shock from the revelation. "It's to prevent any possibility of cryo-necrosis or any other worsening conditions."
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