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            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      “These dedicated scientists and researchers will usher humanity into a new era. It is with the highest respect and appreciation that we send them forward into the future. Your sacrifices are not lost on anyone here…” The head of LevenCorp speaks. Her words are translated into English through a large, clunky headset, but I’m still having trouble focusing. 

      This is my last day awake for the next hundred years. I know that we have to attend these celebrations and ceremonies, but I’m antsy to get out of here. 

      Everyone around me stands and I jump up, just half a beat behind. 

      “Dr. Abdul Sayyid, Afghanistan - Cytologist, Dr. Alma Perez, Argentina - Geneticist…” She reads through the list, each doctor walking across the stage to thunderous applause. This was cool the first time we did it, the ninth time? Not as much. 

      “Dr. Nicole Isbel, United States - Anatomist,” she reads my name and I walk the length of the circular platform and down the main aisle toward the door. Passing the cameras that are broadcasting this ceremony around the world, I beg silently to the universe, “Please, don’t let me trip.”

      “I wish we could drink tonight, I could use one,” I overhear a group talking on my way toward the back door. 

      I’ve overheard many similar conversations over the last six months. The extensive process for preparing ourselves to be frozen included a year of no drinking, drugs of any kind, and a very particular alkaline diet.

      Most of us would kill for a cheeseburger and fries before we deep freeze. 

      As I slip through the crowd, I try to keep my head down. I have one last task to complete before tomorrow. 

      Just as I reach the door, I hear my name. 

      “Dr. Isbel?” 

      Turning, I’m met with a microphone shoved in my face by a perky reporter.

      “Veronica Salter, channel four,” she holds her hand out, “would you mind speaking to me for a moment?” 

      Plastering on a fake smile, I nod, “of course.”

      Damn, I was so close to freedom. 

      “I’m here with Dr. Nicole Isbel, one of the fifty scientists being frozen tomorrow in LevenCorps groundbreaking research experiment aimed at learning more about the preservation of life.” She smiles at the camera. “Dr. Isbel, what made you decide to volunteer for this unprecedented project?”

      “This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Science, research, and the human body, that is my life. LevenCorp is giving me the chance to be a part of something bigger than myself, something that will change so many lives for the better.”

      “Are you nervous? Being put into cryosleep for one hundred years has to be frightening, plunging into the unknown like that…” she probes. 

      I get the feeling she’s hoping that I break down crying to boost her ratings. 

      “Of course I’m nervous. I turned twenty-seven this year. I only graduated last year, so I’m stopping my life before I’ve even started it. We’re prepared for this, though. The trial groups of one year, three years, and seven years had all positive outcomes. We’re learning from those experiences and doing more each time. There always has to be a first group for everything. We’re honored to be that group.”

      “Your parents both passed away. Did that factor into your decision to volunteer for this? Do you think that played a part in why you were chosen?” She smiles like she didn’t just ask that.

      Weeks of media training and script memorization have equipped me for these potentially awkward moments. Reporters keep trying to throw us off, to make us emotional. They’ve been digging around in our pasts to uncover any skeletons that might be hiding out in closets. Internationally, this is the biggest news story of the year. We’re being almost hunted by eager reporters hoping to have something new to break. 

      “Well, Veronica,” I hope my fake smile is convincing, “The criteria for eligibility to participate was extensive. Physical, psychological, and genetic factors, as well as credentials and health, were all factored into the approval process. There were over seventy-five thousand applicants. LevenCorp was very selective in their process of accepting applicants.” 

      I smile, blatantly ignoring her other, deeply personal questions.

      Quickly wrapping up the interview, I all but run to my car before someone else can stop me. Sliding into my backseat, I quickly change from my professional television-appropriate clothes to jeans and a t-shirt. 

      Letting the top down on my ‘76 Trans Am, I dart out of the parking lot and onto the open road. Blasting music for the three-hour drive makes me feel relaxed. I set my sights on the palm trees swaying in the breeze. 

      Leaving Lake City, I can breathe a bit easier. Passing the state line into Georgia, the weight in my chest dissolves. As I drive into tiny Spain, Georgia’s city limits, the comfortable familiarity of home washes over me. 

      Pulling off the quiet two-lane highway, I park in the tree-lined gravel lot. 

      My body moves on its own, muscle memory leading me to my little spot. 

      “Hey, Mom and Dad,” sitting cross-legged on the grass, I stare at the etched headstones for a moment. 

      “This is it. Tomorrow is the day, so I won’t be around for a while. I promise I’ll come to visit as soon as I’m able, after they wake me. I’m nervous.” I rub my hands over my dark jeans. “I wish you were here. I could really use some of that Jim and Nancy Isbel positivity right now.” 

      Picking at the tiny clovers that grow in patches in the grass, I just sit in silence until the sun goes down. 

      “I love you and I miss you both,” I blink a tear from my eye. “Next time I see you, I’ll be one hundred and twenty-seven years old, technically.” I chuckle. Staring at the headstones for an extra minute before I leave. I commit every crack in the stone to memory. 

      “See you on the other side,” I press a quick kiss to my hand before touching each of their names. 

      Settling back into my car, I drive. Letting myself follow the road, I just wander, no destination in mind, letting the wind blow through my hair.
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      A pit of churning, twisting nausea rolls around in my stomach. I didn’t sleep for one second last night. I figured I’d be getting plenty of rest starting today. I should spend my last hours doing anything else. 

      From the looks of it, the rest of the crew had the same idea. Everyone looks tired and slightly green. 

      “Doctors,” Mr. Fischer calls all of us. “If we can have everyone move to the holding bunker to begin.” 

      My hands tremble as I fall in line with everyone else. We’re herded down the hall and into the underground holding locker. An uncomfortable chuckle slips past my lips as I realize, for the first time, that we’re being stored underground. Buried. 

      Wow, a bit slow on the uptake there Nicole…

      We’ve been briefed repeatedly on each step of the freezing process. I know exactly what’s coming, but I’m still nervous. 

      The next three hours are filled with every embarrassing bodily fluid that they could think of. Blood is drawn, and we have decontamination showers and supplements to prepare our organs for freezing. Evacuations of the bowels and bladders… 

      Stepping toward my pod, I reach into the large tub of skin protective cream and start to slather it over my body.

      “Are you ready for your suit, Dr. Isbel?” One of the lab technicians steps forward to help me when I’m sufficiently greased. 

      “Yes, thank you.”

      She pulls my wetsuit-like cryo-suit out and helps me slide my gooey body into it. 

      “Doctors,” Mr. Fischer addresses the crew again, “if you would be so kind as to lie down in your pods, we will be administering the last round of muscle fortification shots. Please stow any personal items in your pod lockers now.”

      I know we’re supposed to put personal items safely away, but I sneak a picture of my mom and dad into a small pocket on the sleeve of my suit. I want them right beside me, watching over me for the next hundred years. 

      As I crawl into my cryo-pod I am filled with the sudden urge to run. What kind of stupid idiot am I? Who volunteers for something like this? 

      With frantic eyes, I scan the room. I’m met with the frightened faces of the rest of the crew. Everyone looks like they are working through similar feelings of panic. 

      “Oh my god, what the fuck am I doing?” 

      “Freaking out?” The man in the pod next to me attempts to smile, but I can see that he’s shaking. 

      “Why are we doing this? I feel like I’m about to throw up and then pass out. 

      It’s like dominos falling over. Unease spreads through the room, gripping everyone’s necks at once. 

      “Scheiße!” Dr. Schneider jumps out of her pod beside mine to retch into the trash can. We’re empty. There isn’t anything left to throw up. 

      The room is suddenly filled with the sound of sobbing, heaving, and labored breathing. Everyone is panicking. Everyone has lost it at once. My mind drifts back to the day, months ago, when we all sat in a room full of LevenCrop lawyers and signed our lives away. 

      “Under the terms of this agreement, upon defrost, if the signing party does not reawaken, LevenCorp is released from any and all legal liability…” 

      The point is to be unfrozen in one hundred years, but the legal discussion had to happen. It’s enough to make even the most excited applicants nervous to even think about it. One hundred years is a long time. So many things can go wrong. Each pod has backup generators and solar panels attached to keep them operational under any conditions, but that suddenly doesn’t feel like enough. 

      “Science is your life. You are a part of something bigger than yourself. This is something that could save thousands of people every year… people like mom and dad.” I whisper quietly to myself with my eye pinched tightly closed. Trying to ignore the panic swirling in the air around me, I cup my hands over my ears and repeat that sentiment over and over again. 

      I’m so panic-stricken that I almost notice the nurse poking the gigantic needle into my thigh. Almost. 

      “We will release Nitrous Oxide into the pods now, for your comfort.” 

      I jump into my pod and try to take deep breaths. I need as much laughing gas in my system as I can get, quickly. 

      The slight hissing sound of the gas being released swirls around me as the weight in my chest starts to lift. Calming gas is…lovely. 

      “The doors to your pods will now be sealed. Please film your final video logs.” The voice sounds hazy and far away. 

      A whooshing sound, then a click. I’m locked into my pod. I know that’s what’s happening but it doesn’t make me feel anything. Calming gas really is the best. When my screen lights up, I press record and try to think of something profound to say in my final log for one hundred years. These will be my last words for one hundred years. I want to make them count. 

      “Today is April third, 1983… in my last video log, I just wanted to say…It would have been nice if you could have given that horrible shot after we got the gas. Umm, also  I’m excited to see the world in 2083. I’m grateful for this opportunity even though I’m pretty sure I was about to pass out before the Nitrous Oxide, which is delightful by the way. Anyway, goodbye 1983. Oh! This is Dr. Nic Isbel… Nicole…Isbel, Anatomist. Pod twelve.” 

      Even in the state of mellow detachment, it occurs to me that our final videos should have been recorded before the drugs were administered. I’m sure that whoever watches these, whenever they watch them, will cringe at my drugged-out rambling. 

      “Doctors,” Mr. Fischer’s voice sounds far away now, “please, put on your face shields.” 

      Reaching up, I pull my helmet down snuggly over my head. A blue-tinted face shield comes down, which causes me to feel suddenly tired. 

      As the hissing sound of gas fills my pod again, I slide my parents’ picture out of its hiding place. Tears blur my vision as Mr. Fischer speaks.

      My eyelids flutter slowly closed as his voice fades, growing softer and more distant with each word. “Godspeed into the future. Good night and good luck.”
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      Everything is spinning. My eyelids are so heavy, that I can’t open them, but that’s probably a good thing. I feel like I’ve been violently pulled from a deep sleep, shaken, and spun around to the point of sickness. 

      Taking deep breaths, with tightly closed eyes, I try to talk myself out of nausea. 

      “You’re not nauseous, it’s all in your head. Mind over matter, mind over matter, mind over matter.” I chant over and over again. 

      When the piercing, stabbing headache starts to fade to more of a dull, thumping pain, I peel my eyes open. The glass door to my pod is still sealed shut. I can’t see out of it, though; it looks like there is some kind of gray cloth draped over my chamber. 

      “Hello?” 

      Reaching up, I pull my helmet and face shield off. 

      “Hello?” 

      The heat is sweltering. I can feel myself sweating in my suit. Droplets roll down my neck and collect uncomfortably under my body. 

      Pulling the emergency hatch inside of my pod, the door whooshes open. 

      “Hello? Is anyone here?” 

      Why isn’t anyone answering me? As I sit up in the dark bunker, I can’t wrap my head around what I’m seeing. Through the darkness, I can make out several pods but they look… broken. Is this a dream? Am I having some kind of cryo-sleep nightmare? They told us this wouldn’t happen. They said it couldn’t happen. 

      “Hello?” My voice is hoarse as I scream out into the eerily still silence. 

      My heart races as I sit, listening for anything. Why is it so dark? I can see the dim glow from the pods next to me, but beyond that, there’s nothing. My chest heaves rapidly. I can’t breathe.

      Sweat drips down the back of my neck. It’s so hot in here. 

      I’m not sure how long I sit here, listening, waiting, hoping that the lights flicker on and someone comes to check on us. If my pod malfunctioned and I was unfrozen somehow, there are supposed to be systems in place for our protection. LevenCorp told us that we would be closely monitored twenty-four hours a day. 

      Stumbling out of my pod, my feet hit the ground and my hands slide against the metal, slipping over a slick film coating the outside. It’s not cloth outside of the chamber, it’s…dust. Rubbing my fingers together, the thick grimy coating clumps together in my clammy hand. It looks like no one has been down here in years. 

      “Hello?” Each time I call out, I sound more frantic. My cracked, dry voice slips unheard into the dark.  

      My legs wobble as I stagger toward the next pod.

      “Dr. Clarisse Schneider - Germany - Epidemiologist” I vaguely remember her from our training and briefings. She was funny and surprisingly carefree for someone who studies diseases for a living. 

      “Hello?” This time, I don’t scream. I barely whisper. My eyes burn as the reality of this starts to become clear. Something is wrong. My brain is still in a fog, but I know this is not how the unfreezing process is supposed to happen. 

      Clearing the thick layer of dust from the glass on Dr. Schneider’s pod, I look at her face. She’s still frozen. The slightly blue tint her shield casts on her skin and the utter stillness makes her look like she’s dead. It’s unsettling. 

      Wracking my brain, I try to remember the very long and very technical explanation of this process. Letting my hand run over the pod, I let the dim glowing light strip guide me to the locked panel at the end. 

      “Fuck.” How am I going to break into this? 

      Wobbling back to my pod, I search for something to crack the metal box open. 

      Feeling around, the only thing I have that would be strong enough to break the lock is my helmet and face shield. Not wanting to damage her pod and harm her in any way, I start hitting the lockbox on my pod. 

      With each swing, my body feels more and more exhausted. I need fluids and my stabilization medication. Those things should have been given intravenously while I was being brought out of sleep. 

      The loud clanking of metal echoes as my helmet grows heavier. The box finally dents enough that I can pull the door open. Each bag of solutions was created specifically for us. Taking the two bags of liquid from my broken locker, I hold them carefully. I don’t want to lose even a drop. 

      Each pod is equipped with a medical supply kit if I can remember where it is. My memories are fuzzy. I remember the day of my mother’s funeral like it was yesterday, but my father’s funeral, which was only forty days later, is blurry. 

      Crawling on my hands and knees, I run one hand over the paneled sides of my pod, searching for the other doors that I know should be there somewhere. My fingers catch on a small metal latch. When I pull it open, the items inside bring a tear to my eyes. My backpack. The items inside make me laugh, even in this bleak moment. I definitely didn’t pack for an emergency situation. 

      Pulling out my miniature blue shoe keychain, I press it to my lips. It’s odd how something so completely useless can bring such a huge amount of comfort in this terrifying moment. It feels like my parents are here with me.

      Tucking the keychain into my pocket, I continue to run my fingers over the metal until I come to another latch. The medical locker. 

      Pulling the small red bag into the dim light of my pod, I search for a kit to start my drip lines. 

      When I find a package labeled “PICC Line,” I gather the bags of hydrating solution. My fingers tremble as I set everything up. I’m an anatomist. I spent eight years learning about the human body. I know every vein, every tiny bone, every system, and every function, but I have never placed an IV line. 

      Taking a deep breath, I insert the needle into the vein at the crease of my elbow and tape it down against my skin. Setting the bags of solution on top of my pod for elevation, I slump on the floor. 

      I don’t understand what is happening here. Where is everyone? Why did I wake up? 

      Leaning my head back, I let my eyes flutter closed. For someone who has been asleep for so long, I’m so tired. My body rests, but my mind is in overdrive. Nothing makes any sense. I can’t turn off my brain. I have to find answers to my questions. There must be some reasonable explanation for what I’m seeing around me. The fog of cryosleep is leaving me confused and unable to put all the pieces together. 

      Once I have regained some strength, I’ll wake up Dr. Schneider.
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      Watching Dr. Schneider come out of cryosleep is like watching grass grow. I’ve been sitting beside her pod for what feels like hours. When her chamber finally opened after starting the unfreezing process, I started her solution bags. They’ve been empty for a while now and she still hasn’t moved.

      “Please, wake up,” I whisper, leaning down to check her pulse again. I’m starting to feel desperate.

      The quiet is so still and so intense that it’s frightening.

      Before I started her unfreezing process, I searched for a light switch or something to brighten the room. None that I found worked. In addition to mine, there are only three pods with lights on. Beyond those, the room is pitch black. I ran into several pods as I moved around the room, but I couldn’t see inside of them.

      “Look, Clarisse, it’s time to get up! Get that blood pumping!” I try to cheer her on. Maybe she just needs a bit of encouragement.

      Checking her pulse for the fiftieth time, I go back over the other illuminated pods. Dr. Arturo Santiago of Colombia and Dr. Robert Newton of the United States… looking beyond their pods into the darkness, a shudder rolls down my spine.

      There is a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach, a rolling, gnawing anxiety that I’m trying to push to the back of my mind. Why aren’t any of the other pods illuminated?

      “How are things progressing over here?” I ask Clarisse enthusiastically, turning my attention away from the looming dread in my mind. If I don’t think about it, it’s not real. Reaching down to check her pulse, I am met with warmth. She still has no pulse, but her skin has lost the frigid stiffness that it held before.

      “Holy shit, Clarisse! You’re thawing!” I’m so excited that I momentarily forget the limitations of my body and try to jump up and down.

      Pulling myself off the floor, my cheeks are burning—embarrassment over eating it in front of a bunch of frozen people.

      “Are you ready Arturo? What about you, Rob? As soon as she’s awake, you’re next!” I ignore the silence and remove the IV from her arm. I find myself dusting the pods and straightening and re-straightening the medical equipment. The nervous energy I feel won’t let me be still for even a second.

      After several minutes of agonizing silence, I reach down again. I can’t stop checking her pulse. It’s probably a good thing she isn’t conscious. I’m being incredibly annoying.

      “Alright, Clarisse,” I whisper as I press my fingers to her neck. The gasp that leaves my throat almost echoes in the bunker.

      “Clarisse!” My voice is a shrill scream but I can’t seem to control the volume. “You have a pulse!”

      Turning to face the other pods, I shout excitedly, “She has a pulse!” No one joins in my commotion. It’s so weak it’s almost nonexistent, but it’s there. A pulse, a heartbeat...signs of life. 

      As I pace beside her pod, I keep hallucinating movements. Was that a finger twitch? Did her eyelid just flutter? I need to stop staring at her. It’s not waking her any faster.

      Just to be sure, I recheck everything again. The medical supplies are still straight, and the men are still frozen. As I make my rounds, her pod starts to beep. It’s a low, rhythmic tone, a heart rate monitor.

      With each passing minute, the beeps become more steady, closer together. I count the beats thirty per minute, forty per minute, forty-five, then fifty-five. They even out at sixty-eight. I keep counting, over and over, checking that she’s not slipping too low or climbing too high.

      I must count the minutes at least thirty times. It’s not an exact science as I don’t have a stopwatch so it’s left to my best guess to try to restart at the one-minute mark. I have no frame of reference for how long this is supposed to take. I think it’s been several hours.

      “Clarisse? Can you hear me?” I watch her closely, looking for any subtle signs.

      A loud, hoarse, gurgling sound that seems like it might be an attempt at speaking startles me so that I scream. I was looking for a tiny clue, but this was more like a huge, flashing red light indicating progress.

      “Dr. Schnieder? Everything is alright, try to stay calm.” I completely lie through my teeth. Nothing is alright.

      More gabbled, incoherent sounds follow until she finally peels her eyes open.

      “Wo bin ich?” She groans and raises her trembling hand to her head.

      “Dr. Schnieder, I’m Dr. Isbel, Nicole…I…”

      “Where am I?” She pulls herself to sit. It looks like she feels much better than I did.

      “We’re in the bunker…”

      “Where is everyone? Why is it so dark in here? Where is my nurse? Why are you waking me?” Her German accent is thicker than I remember it being.

      As I shrug, I hear a strange squeaky sound comes from my throat. I don’t know what to say, sorry, it looks like they abandoned us, seems like the wrong thing.

      “Who woke you?” She wobbles slightly as she gets out of her pod to stand beside me.

      “I just woke up… I think my pod malfunctioned, but no one came. I’ve been awake for what I can only guess is a day. It’s been dark and silent the whole time…”

      For the next hour, she goes through the same panicked, frantic motions that I did. Screaming loudly into the abyss, checking all of the pods, pacing, pulling at her hair, mumbling under her breath in German… the stages of anguish.

      She slumps to the floor in front of her pod and sobs. If her stages are anything like my stages, she should be almost ready to accept this.

      “We should try to wake the others.” She rolls her shoulders back after standing again.

      “Should we do both of them at the same time?”

      She shrugs, “I don’t see why not…”

      After we beat the lock boxes open and start the unfreezing process, we sit in our pods, facing each other.

      “This is the most difficult part. It takes several hours and there really is no way to know if they’re responding positively or if something is going wrong.”

      “That sounds nervenaufreibend…” she sighs.

      “Um… yeah.”

      She chuckles, “nerve-racking.”

      “Oh,” I laugh too, “it definitely is.”

      “Dr. Isbel?” She looks suddenly serious. “Thank you for waking me.”

      “Call me Nic, and, uh…” I suddenly become emotional, everything clumps together in my throat, making it difficult to speak. “Thank you for waking up…” my breath catches and try to smile despite the tears falling. The relief I feel at not being completely alone is indescribable. My whole body feels lighter. There are so many unanswered questions, but at least I have someone to face this uncertainty with.

      She nods understandingly and we sit in silence until she climbs out of her pod.

      “I’m going to check the other pods…”

      “Clarisse? Do you think it would be… awful if we look through the personal lockers… maybe someone has a flashlight or something we can use?”

      “I was just thinking the same thing,” she grimaces at the thought.

      “I’ll start here,” I make my way into the darkness.

      My skin crawls, it feels wrong digging through people’s personal belongings— it’s like I’m stealing. We need light to wake everyone else up. That is how I’m justifying this in my head.

      “I found a flashlight!” She yells from somewhere beyond where I can see. “Well, fuck! It’s not working… I think the batteries must be dead.”

      I drop my head down against the cool metal of the pod I’m searching through. I’ve been through six lockers and found nothing that’s even remotely useful. On to number seven.

      “I’m so hungry,” I groan as I break into the next locker. “Why didn’t anyone pack food?”

      “I found a lighter!” She yells out again. At least her searches are more productive than mine. Jumping up, I make my way toward her as she clicks the lighter. It creates a large circle of light around her.

      “Holy shit…”

      The bunker is… covered in dust. The long metal staircase that leads to the door is broken and rusted. It looks like nothing has been touched in years.

      We stand together in silence, taking in the bunker in disbelief. I feel her fingers against mine, our hands instinctively locking together as we step toward the closest pod.

      “I’m afraid to look,” her voice wavers.

      “Me too, let’s just do it, like ripping off a band-aid.”

      She holds her arm over the pod and we peer cautiously inside.

      “Jesus Christ…” I step forward, looking more closely. I’m not sure what I expected, but it definitely wasn’t this.
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      We run frantically from pod to pod, holding the lighter over the glass. Each pod is the same.

      “What the hell?” I think I might be sick.

      “This doesn’t make sense… for this to be real…” Clarisse starts counting in a frenzied panic.

      “They’ve been dead for at least one hundred years.” I don’t recognize the croaky voice that comes from my own body. This doesn’t feel real.

      “How?” She sputters, shining the lighter over another pod.

      Each pod is the same… dust and tattered pieces of cryo-suits. The aluminum helmets are the only things left intact.

      “That amount of decomposition means… at least one hundred years. For the bones to be almost completely gone, it’s been at least that, possibly more.” I don’t have the capacity to be gentle with this right now. “Everyone is dead. It’s just the four of us left down here…”

      Shouting in German, she starts to pace and pull at her hair.

      I slide down to sit on the floor. A thousand scenarios run rampant in my mind. Did they just decide to forget about the project…abandon the whole thing and let us die? Was the government overthrown and there was no time to wake us? Was there a revolution? A war? A pandemic? A flood?

      “Why did they all die, and we survived?” She eventually sits down in front of me.

      “I don’t know…”

      “They said that we were each placed in blocks, remember?” She stands and starts to do math again. “If four pods are in a block, maybe ours was the only generator and solar panel that didn’t stop working?”

      “I thought it was five pods per block…”

      She opens her mouth to speak, but the beeping starts from one of the men’s pods. After a moment, the next pod beeps too.

      I climb into my pod and she climbs in with me, both of us sitting cross-legged, waiting.

      “I know we signed paperwork, but… I’m definitely suing.” She purses her lips.

      “You and me both! I think we’ve got a pretty solid case.”

      The wait feels shorter with her here. The desperation isn’t as heavy. When their heart rates start to even out, a regular rhythm echoing through the bunker, I brace myself for the trauma we’re about to inflict on them as they wake.

      Dr. Santiago starts to move first, the deep, confused groan coming from his pod.

      “Welcome back, Dr. Santiago.”

      Bewilderment, disorientation, anger, frustration, disbelief… he moves through the stages with quiet dignity. Only the furrow on his brow shows the different emotions he’s working himself through.

      He climbs out of his pod and follows Clarisse around the bunker, looking at the pods. He stops, paying particular attention to the rusted, broken staircase.

      “We have to try to get out of here…” he starts pulling at some of the metal tables that line the walls of the room. “We’re going to have to climb.”

      The sudden, loud beeping of Dr. Newton’s pod catches all of us by surprise. The rapidly growing rhythm reaches at least one hundred beats per minute in no time, then quickly surpasses that.

      “His heart is beating way too fast,” I search around helplessly for something that we use to aid him.

      All of us work frantically, trying to wake him or move him into a position that might help. When the beeping stops suddenly, I start chest compressions while Clarisse tries mouth-to-mouth.

      After several minutes, when all hope is lost, I stop. My arms can’t keep up with the rigorous movements or strength needed to keep going. Clarisse stops and looks up with tears in her eyes.

      “He’s gone…” I sob and step away from his pod. Biting into the back of my hand, I try to stifle my cries. I can hear Clarisse and Arturo quietly sniffing and crying.

      I didn’t know Dr. Newton, but he survived all of this, whatever this is, only to die during reanimation. It doesn’t seem fair. The circumstances that led to only four of us making it through this are still unknown but to have lost him, a complete stranger is breaking my heart in a way that I can’t comprehend.

      Slamming my hands down on the metal in front of me, I’m suddenly so angry that my body shakes.

      “Why the fuck are we down here? Where is everyone… all the doctors and nurses that were supposed to be here, round the clock, watching over us? He shouldn’t have died! There should have been people here to help him! None of them should have died!”

      Clarisse comes to stand beside me. Her glossy eyes look toward the pods in the darkness.

      A loud scraping sound startles us both. Arturo is dragging a table across the floor again.

      “We can’t wait around. We need food and water. No one is coming for us.” He starts to put the tables together, creating a platform below the partial staircase.

      “How can we help?”

      “We’re going to need to stack a table on top of these, that way we don’t have to use so much arm strength pulling ourselves up.” He shakes the tables, finding one that doesn’t wobble.

      The three of us lift and adjust the table so that it’s sitting directly below the metal hanging onto the platform where the door is.

      We each pack all the items that we can from tables and lockers, we don’t know what we’re walking into.

      “Lightest should go first. The others will hold the table steady.” He says as we both look at Clarisse.

      She nods and climbs up onto the first table, then the second. The metal creaks as she reaches for it, pulling herself up onto the platform.

      “Open the door and wait there. Be ready to grab her if the metal starts to separate!” He holds the table steady, gesturing for me to climb up. My palms sweat as I climb onto the second table.

      “It looks abandoned…” she calls down after reappearing in the doorway.

      Light is shining in through the open door, beaming down on us. Sunlight. We’re almost there…if I make it.

      The way the metal creaked when Clarisse grabbed it keeps playing over in my mind. I’m on the shorter side, so it might take some pulling to get myself up there. I’m definitely heavier than she is.

      “Is this going to support my weight?”

      “It will!” She sounds so sure as she kneels down in the doorway, holding her hand out to me.

      Slowly standing up on the second table, I grab the handrail and swing my legs up onto the bottom step, crawling onto the platform and quickly out of the door.

      “See! Easy!” She smiles, ignoring my winded panting.

      “Alright, Dr. Santiago,” I can’t help the way my heart pounds.

      “Please, call me Santi, my friends do,” he smiles before climbing onto the second table. He looks nervous as he stands slowly, the table wobbling slightly below him. When he grabs ahold of the arm rail, I feel the ground shake beneath my feet. The metal screeches as he climbs onto the platform. On instinct, we both reach out and grab his arms, pulling as he jumps through the door.

      “See,” he puffs, “not so bad!”

      As soon as the words leave his mouth, the loud clanging crash of the platform and remaining stairs hitting the ground echo through the bunker.

      No one says anything, we just adjust ourselves and look around the room. This room is full of monitors, rows of desks with machines on each of them, covered in thick layers of dust. The large window on one side of the room is mostly broken.

      “The door is locked.” Clarisse shakes the handle, and it breaks in her hand. 

      “I guess we’re going through the window.” I use my backpack to knock the few remaining shards of glass onto the ground.

      Stepping outside, we’re directly behind a large, overgrown bush. Aside from the wind rustling through the leaves, it’s eerily quiet out here, too.

      “Sangre de Cristo!” Santi gasps.

      When I turn to him, he’s staring wide-eyed at the sky, using his hand to draw a cross over his body.

      “What?” I turn to look in the direction of his gaze and I stumble back. “What is that?”
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      Hanging in the sky, directly above us, is a planet. It’s so close that it looks like we could jump up and touch it. It has clusters of light spread across it, like looking at a city from far away.

      It’s beautiful and terrifying.

      “Did either of you see Star Wars?” Clarisse is the first to speak.

      “Did we get invaded by aliens? Intergalactic war… maybe that’s the death planet…” Santi’s voice is dazed and far away.

      “The Death Star,” I don’t know why I correct him. Who cares?

      Peeling my eyes away from the planet, I take in our surroundings here, on earth. It looks…new. Most of the LevenCorp building is demolished, with some heaps of rubble left. Beyond us, there is only grass and trees. Everything looks peaceful. Birds chirp in the trees. A gentle breeze blows through my hair.

      “What do we do now?” I try to get their attention, but both of them are still staring up, mouths agape and eyes wide.

      “I guess we should go look for help? Maybe…quietly, just in case?” Santi finally pulls his gaze from above.

      “Come on, Clarisse,” I take her hand and gently tug. I don’t think she even realizes that we’re walking.

      After several minutes, my mind starts to wander. Where is everyone? Are we in danger here? A large planet is hanging over our heads that definitely wasn’t there before but… what happened?

      Santi stops, turning around to look between us and the ground. Isn’t this where the road used to be? The entrance to the LevenCorp compound, the big gate… that should be right here, I think…”

      He’s right.

      There is nothing here, no road, not even pieces of broken asphalt or part of the gate. It’s like none of it ever existed.

      “Apples!” Clarisse screams as she runs across the grass toward a cluster of trees. Santi and I quickly follow. I’m already salivating before I’ve even picked one.

      “Maybe we should inspect them to make sure they’re safe to eat?” He suggests as Clarisse takes a large bite.

      “Tastes fine!”

      I grab two apples and eat them so quickly I’m not sure I chewed once. For several minutes no one speaks, our ravenous eating is all we care about.

      “Let’s pack as many of them as we can carry,” I open my backpack and start picking every fruit within reach.

      “Should we just walk until we find someone?” Clarisse looks nervous like she’s thinking the same thoughts that have been running through my head. What if we don’t want to find someone…

      “We could walk until we find a car or something…”

      “What if…” I feel stupid for even suggesting this, but at this point, I don’t have anything to lose. “We could walk toward my hometown. It’s about a four-hour drive so it will take a long time walking but⁠—”

      “Where is it?”

      “Northwest of here, in Georgia. Spain, Georgia.” I point to the left of where we’re standing.

      “Let’s go!” Clarisse adjusts her small leather backpack that is more for fashion than actually carrying anything.

      After at least a few hours of walking, I feel like I’m about to pass out from the heat. Cryo-suits are not ideal for hot Florida weather. I was born in the south and used to handle this heat and humidity. I guess I’ve become less tolerant in my old age. I can’t help but chuckle at myself. Old age.

      The grass starts to feel spongy like it’s full of water. Eventually, water pools around our feet with each step.

      “Are we approaching a marsh?” Clarisse bounces on the squishy grass.

      “We shouldn’t be. There are a few wetland nature preserves in between LevenCorp headquarters and home but we shouldn’t be inside of one. Unless I’m really lost…” I look up toward the sun. “This is the right way…”

      With cautious steps, we continue on, walking through the increasingly wet grass. In the distance, the air above the ground looks distorted. It’s either a mirage or there really is water ahead. It’s not just the puddles we’re walking through, there’s a lot of water.

      “Is that a lake?”

      Movement out of the corner of my eye catches my attention.

      “Look,” I point to the right. Something is moving out there.

      “What is that?” Clarisse takes a step forward. “It looks like…”

      It hits me all at once. With a panicked yelp, I grab her arm and yank her back. “We need to get away from this water! Crocodiles, it’s crocodiles!”

      This makes no sense, there shouldn’t be crocodiles this far north… in this area that didn’t use to have water…

      “We’ll backtrack,” Santi runs ahead, leading us further from the water. “It might take longer to figure out a way around, but we can’t go through.”

      As the sun starts to drop in the sky, a purple hue streaks through the atmosphere. No one speaks, but I know they are watching it as closely as I am. The more the sun sinks, the brighter the purple begins to glow.

      “Should we stop here for the night?” Clarisse looks exhausted, sweat dripping down her face.

      “Maybe we should find a place with a bit more cover…” Santi suggests as we flop down onto the grass.

      With a heavy sigh, he joins us in the grass. As we lie in silence, staring up at the sky, the distant memory of camping with my parents comes to mind. This sky would absolutely blow their minds.

      “We haven’t seen anyone all day,” Clarisse whispers, and I’m not sure if she’s talking to herself or us.

      Both of us hum quietly in acknowledgment.

      “We haven’t seen anything, not a car, not a building... a few crumbled remains, but
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