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      I really have to thank everyone who listened to me ramble on and on about this series for months while I worked out the plot and figured out where we were going. It’s a totally new genre for me. (Well, I mean except for the fact that it’s still erotic romance! Let’s not get carried away.) So, it took a lot of planning.

      The concept came to me in the early hours of the morning in a dream when I wasn’t quite awake yet. (Okay, gotta pause again here to say that “early” is a relative term. I don’t do “early.” Nothing in my world is actually “early.” I just mean whatever time the last hour of my sleep occurred. Probably more like ten in the morning.)

      In my dream, there were these scientists in a government bunker. They were studying diseases. They got sick. They had to be cryonically preserved… And from there, a series was launched. I spent a great deal of time studying cryonics and learning the difference between cryonics, cryobiology, and cryogenics--which are very different things.

      I worked very hard to ensure that my terminology was correct with respect to the field of cryonics, though I obviously took a great deal of artistic liberty when reviving the preserved since alas, as far as we know, no one has been reanimated to this date.

      Many thanks to Christa Soule for plotting with me when we were in the early stages, and then when we were in the middle stages, and still to this day.

      Thanks to my husband and countless friends who listened to me and added their two cents.
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      Project DEEP (Disease & Epidemic Eradication & Prevention) is a steamy military/government series that takes place in a government bunker in Colorado where the world's most renowned scientists work to cure and prevent diseases. Unfortunately, ten years ago an accident in the bunker infected all twenty-one medical professionals with a rare form of fatal anemia. They were unable to find a cure in time, so they were cryonically preserved in the bunker. Follow the lives of several of these men and women as they are reanimated a decade later and go on to find love and happiness.
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        It’s been ten years…

      

      

      
        
        For Ryan it’s been the longest ten years of his life.

      

      

      
        
        For Emily it’s been days.

      

      

      
        
        He spent those ten years developing a cure for the virus she contracted.

      

      

      
        
        She spent those ten years in a cryostat, her life suspended.

      

      

      
        
        She’s not the only one to be reanimated, but she is the first.

      

      

      
        
        The media is surrounding the compound.

      

      

      
        
        The religious zealots are picketing.

      

      

      
        
        But people have lives to live, and somehow they have to move forward.

      

      

      
        
        Ryan still has work to do. People to revive. A disease to cure.

      

      

      
        
        Emily has a blank slate. She can go anywhere. Do anything.

      

      

      
        
        She can’t stay in the bunker. It casts a pall over everyone.

      

      

      
        
        Now is not the time for distractions.

      

      

      
        
        Now is not the time to fall in love.
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      Ryan watched in stunned silence as his mother cried, tears running down her face on the other side of the protective glass. She held his gaze. He would give her credit for that. But her words were bone-chilling and completely unacceptable to twenty-year-old Ryan Anand.

      Lifting his hands to flatten them on the glass, he shuddered. It wasn’t the first time he’d compared his mother’s self-imposed prison to a real penitentiary. After all, it had been months since the last time he touched her. She’d been living behind that damn glass for much longer than originally anticipated.

      And now this bombshell.

      “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. The intercom system was cutting edge, perfect, not a single flaw. Too bad he couldn’t say the same for the work being done on his mother’s side of the glass.

      Ryan’s gaze shifted slightly to the right as his father, the renowned Lieutenant Tushar Anand, stepped up to set a hand on his wife’s shoulder. Ryan’s mother, Lieutenant Trish Wolbach-Anand, was no less esteemed in the medical community. The two of them had met at West Point before going on to attend the same medical school. Instead of being sent overseas to serve their country, they had married and been assigned to this secret government research facility outside the rural town of Falling Rock, Colorado. Project DEEP: Disease & Epidemic Eradication & Prevention.

      The building was more like a bunker and thus the occupants referred to it as the DEEP bunker. It operated like the CDC except completely under the radar. Their research focused mainly on potentially life-threatening diseases from around the world, developing vaccinations and cures when possible.

      Ryan had always known his parents’ work was dangerous, but never more than right this moment. As he glanced back and forth between his mother and father, he realized that although they had been married for over twenty years, he was pretty sure they hadn’t spent more than a few hours alone together on any given week in the last several years.

      “Mom…” There were no words to express how devastating this day was. His parents had been researching a rare form of viral-onset anemia for five years. They’d always known the risks involved in working in the DEEP bunker, but no one anticipated this level of devastation. Of the original twenty-one-member team of medical professionals, Ryan’s parents were the last two survivors, and his mother had obviously succumbed to the symptoms of the disease.

      “It won’t be forever.” She forced a smile that did nothing to assuage Ryan’s frustration and deep sadness.

      Anemia AP12. Ryan had first heard the term five years ago when General Winston Custodio was brought into this remote bunker in Falling Rock, Colorado, after spending several months at a small village in Africa where he contracted the disease. So far it hadn’t spread to many other parts of the world, but people in Africa were dying every day. The team hadn’t been able to save General Custodio’s life—unless being cryonically preserved was considered still living.

      Ryan glanced at his father again, knowing he too was not far behind his wife. The symptoms were there—bruising, fatigue, pallor. Ryan knew enough to realize his father had about another month, maybe two.

      “I hate that you’re in there alone,” he told his parents. “I should be with you.”

      His mother shook her head. “No. I would never take that risk. You need to stay out there where you’re free to come and go without threat of quarantine. You have school.” She slid into the padded chair on the other side of the window and leaned against the frame. “Follow your dreams, Ryan. You’re so bright. You can be anything, do anything.”

      His dreams.

      Ryan would never know what those dreams might have been under normal circumstances in a normal world with normal parents. His parents had worked in this secret underground bunker for as long as he could remember. It was all he knew.

      “I’m going to medical school, Mom. You know that.”

      She smiled. “I think we’ve done you a disservice never introducing you to other opportunities. Maybe you’d rather be an English professor or an engineer or an artist or something.”

      “An artist?” Ryan laughed. “Have you forgotten the crayon drawing you stuck on the fridge when I was a kid?”

      She giggled, causing a round of coughing that made Ryan cringe. He hated to see her sick like this. “I remember, but maybe you could have honed your fine-motor skills if you hadn’t been surrounded by beakers and petri dishes.”

      “I love science, Mom. You know that. I dream in science.” He wasn’t kidding. He’d had a brain for science from a very young age. Perhaps it was genetic. “I won’t veer from my plans. Two more years of undergrad and then I’ll be in medical school.” He hadn’t told his parents his specific field of interest yet, but it didn’t matter right now.

      What mattered today was that he would never see his mother again. Or at least he had to assume that would be the case. Every member of the team was now cryonically preserved in a special room one story beneath Ryan’s feet. Thank God the bunker had been built with this future consideration in mind, including everything a cryonics facility would need—not just the cryostats in which to preserve the bodies but also the equipment needed to vitrify each member of the team.

      At the age of twenty, Ryan knew every bit of the cryonic terminology. He doubted there were many other university juniors who could explain the vitrification process used to remove 60 percent of the body’s water, replacing it with a cryoprotectant that prevents the human body from a literal freezing when submerged in liquid nitrogen.

      Finding a cure for anemia AP12 was within reach. The team had worked frantically for the last five years to develop a drug that would reverse the effects. But an unforeseen lab accident meant time had run out for them. Now, finding a way to resuscitate everyone once a cure was found would be the next hurdle. Possibly insurmountable.

      The next person to join the Hope Room, as his parents called the eerie room filled with two dozen cryostats, would be Trish Wolbach-Anand. Her own husband would ensure she was safely stored. Ryan couldn’t imagine how difficult that would be for his father.

      His father finally spoke, his voice choking up. “Your grandmother has all of our papers in order. Monthly deposits will show up from the government in your bank account for the rest of your life.” He spoke without stating the obvious—he had less than a month himself. Ryan would be left without either parent.

      Ryan had practically been raised by his maternal grandmother, Patricia Wolbach, since his parents had often spent days and even weeks inside the bunker. Until Ryan left for college two years ago, he’d lived in the small ranch home a few miles from the bunker most of his life. His grandmother still lived there, staying in touch with Ryan all the time, always there for him on holidays and vacations.

      She too would mourn this loss. Trish was her only child. Her husband, Ryan’s grandfather, had died before he was born. It would be Ryan and Patricia from now on. Alone. Waiting. Wishing. Hoping.

      A tear ran down his mother’s face. “I’m sorry we didn’t spend more time at the park, the zoo, the science center. We didn’t travel as much as I would have liked.”

      “Mom, those things don’t matter. You know that.” Quality time was far more important than quantity, and although Ryan’s parents had been absent for most of his life, when they had been present, they were completely his. Christmases and vacations had been devoted to family time. Sundays had been spent playing games, building forts, doing science experiments. Compared to other people Ryan knew, he wouldn’t trade his life for anyone’s.

      Tushar kissed the top of his wife’s head and set his chin on her silky blond hair. She’d kept it long all these years. At forty-five, she still wore it in long waves down her back when it wasn’t pulled in a bun while she worked.

      The contrast between his pale, blond, blue-eyed mother and his dark-skinned, Indian father was striking. Ryan had been told all his life he’d hit the genetic jackpot, his brown, wavy hair and tanned skin the perfect shade women found attractive. His eyes were dark. Mysterious, they said.

      He’d ignored any overture from women, however, his interests far more academic. He would much rather have his head inside a book than anywhere else.

      “I know what you’re thinking, son,” his father said, interrupting Ryan’s memories. “And I want you to stop it. Live your life. Find love. Find peace. Find…happiness. Do not dwell on this. It’s not your responsibility.”

      Ryan stared at his father, understanding what his words meant while at the same time calculating how long it would take him to get through school if he added a class every semester and studied nights and weekends.

      He wouldn’t let this be the end.

      He couldn’t.

      After all, finding cures for rare blood diseases was going to be his specialty. And he would find a cure for anemia AP12 if it was the last thing he did.
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      Ten years later…

      

      “I need those funds, Damon. Now. Yesterday. What’s taking so long?”

      Dr. Damon Bardsley spun his entire desk chair around to face Ryan, his glare of irritation not unexpected. “Do I look like I have an accounting degree to you? I don’t work for the bank, Ryan. I’m a scientist, just like you. And besides, we’re not ready. Let’s focus on how we’re going to reanimate these people, instead of how we’re going to pay for it. The money will be here when we need it.”

      Ryan blew out a breath, his grip on the doorframe tight. “You’re right. I just get so frustrated with the bureaucracy. The clock is ticking.”

      “Yeah, and you’d better keep your temper under control, or you’re going to find the powers that be yanking you from this project. Half of them are already leery about you leading this team as it is.” Damon pointed at the computer in front of him. “Take a breath. Look over this data with me. Data always calms you down,” he joked.

      Ryan stepped into the room and pulled a second desk chair up next to Damon. The two of them had been working together for two years. They spent a lot of hours in this bunker with little outside human interaction. Ryan’s motivation was personal. Damon was just a geeky scientist with a vision.

      While Ryan had spent a year after medical school and residency buried in a lab developing a cure for AP12, Damon had gotten his doctorate in cryobiology and then moved into cryonics. They met two years ago when Damon was brought on board to help with his end of the project. Both had been hired by the government to put together a team of doctors and scientists to revive the twenty-two people cryopreserved inside this bunker—twenty-one scientists and General Custodio. Now that they had the cure for AP12, all they needed was the technology and the funds to reanimate the team and administer it. They were so close.

      “I’ve been poring over the stats on all twenty-two victims, and I think we need to start with Lieutenant Emily Zorich. Twenty-nine. A doctor of hematology, same as you. West Point graduate like your parents. She was the one who came the closest to developing a cure before she succumbed to the disease.”

      Ryan ran a hand through his hair. Naturally, he wanted to bring his parents back first or at least as soon as possible. But he was also reasonable, if not a little selfish. After all, if his team failed in their attempt to revive anyone, he didn’t want the first experimental reanimation to be on his mother or father.

      Ryan stared at the vibrant photo of Emily Zorich and nodded. Dark hair, smooth pale skin. Green eyes. He had never met her in person. He’d known ten years ago that she was crucial to the project, but every time he’d been in the bunker, she’d been either involved in something on another floor or not around.

      Since then, however, he’d gotten to know her well. After all, her notes were the most comprehensive of anyone’s on the team. She had been so close to a cure. After years of studying her extensive research, Ryan felt like he knew her better than he knew himself some days. “You’re right. She’s the best choice.”

      “It’s a longshot, but we could use her advice. If we’re lucky, and we succeed in bringing her fully back to life, hopefully we’ll have enough time for her to look over our data before we start injections.”

      They didn’t really need Emily to peruse their work. Damon was being overly cautious. The cure had been perfected months ago and used to save the lives of thousands of people since, but Emily would probably still be able to add some insight, given the opportunity. Particularly because there was no guarantee the disease hadn’t mutated enough that the cure wouldn’t work on these victims from ten years ago.

      Ryan set his hands on his knees and lowered his gaze toward the floor. “This is really going to happen, isn’t it?”

      “Yep. And you’re really going to be a part of it.” Damon slapped him on the back. “Your parents are going to be so proud of you.”

      “Let’s hope,” he murmured, still worried about the practicality of reanimating twenty-two people.

      In the last year since the technology existed to bring people back from cryopreservation, seven human beings had gone through the reanimation process at a civilian cryonics facility in Arizona. The difference was that in every one of those cases the people had completely succumbed to their illnesses when they were vitrified. Only two had been successfully brought to consciousness. Neither of them had survived more than a few weeks.

      Ryan would give anything for the opportunity to see the files on the individuals reanimated in Arizona, especially the two who had lived. What did they die of so quickly if the reanimation was successful? The facility hadn’t released enough information for him to do much digging on his own. However, if all seven people had been clinically dead of natural causes at the time of vitrification, it wasn’t hard to believe doctors would have struggled to revive them.

      In contrast, the government employees of Project DEEP, most of them high-ranking military physicians and scientists, had been cryonically preserved before they would have died naturally. It wasn’t legal in most of the world. It wasn’t even legal in the US—with the exception of this secret government venture.

      For years Ryan hadn’t been completely privy to this detail. He was a civilian. Even though his parents were among the preserved, it wasn’t until the government hired him as a full-time employee to restart the exploration into AP12 that the truth of their preservation was confirmed. He’d suspected, but no one had come right out and told him.

      The original team working in this bunker were considered invaluable members of society, their knowledge and expertise important enough for the government to permit them to be vitrified in the last stages of the fatal disease, instead of waiting until they were legally dead.

      Every member of that team—twenty-one scientists—had made the conscious decision to be cryonically preserved before death. Each of them now stood a chance at a full and happy life, albeit ten years later.

      With the exception of the general, the original scientific team had succumbed to the disease within months of their exposure to the live virus. General Custodio had been preserved fifteen years ago.

      A precedent had been set that day fifteen years ago. One that paved the way for the entire team of doctors and scientists inside the bunker to argue for their own preservation five years later when a beaker of the virus that caused AP12 shattered, spreading the virus throughout the containment area of the facility. All twenty-one souls inside knew immediately they would not survive and worked rampantly over the next weeks and months to find a cure before the last man standing—Ryan’s father—had to be preserved.

      “I know this has to be emotional for you,” Damon whispered. “I can’t imagine if my parents were among those we’re about to reanimate.”

      “Yeah, it’s hard to believe,” Ryan conceded. “It’s been ten years, but in a way it seems like weeks. I’ve devoted my life to this project.”

      “I know, and no matter what happens, you should be proud. You’ve done your best. We have the cure in our hands and the technology to revive these people at our disposal. However, be prepared that we might not save all of them.”

      Ryan blew out a long breath. “I know. I try not to think about it.” If he had even five more minutes with either parent, he would consider himself blessed.

      “So, we’re going to start with Lieutenant Emily Zorich,” Damon declared. Unspoken was the order of revival after Emily. They both knew Ryan’s dad would be second. He was the last man to be preserved, and the healthiest. Weeks after preserving his own wife, he turned to Ryan, looked him in the eye, and said his goodbyes. He claimed he didn’t want Ryan to see him sick.

      Ryan didn’t know the true circumstances for many years. The general in charge of Project DEEP—General Temple Levenson—had brought two men in from another classified government bunker to preserve Tushar Anand weeks before it was imminently necessary, as there was no way he could do so himself.

      Although Ryan had known his father was preserved in the same fashion as his mother, he had not had proof neither of them had been legally dead at the time the decision was made to preserve them. That detail had lit a fire under him to find a cure for AP12 and bring his parents back to the land of the living.

      “Looks like it. Shall we go over the procedure again?” He sat up straighter, tugged over a stack of file folders, and opened the top one. The last thing either man wanted was to be unprepared to care for each individual as they were brought back to the living.
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      Emily Zorich blinked her eyes several times while she swallowed past the driest throat she’d ever felt in her life.

      Two seconds later a man leaned over her, smiling. He set a hand on her forehead soothingly. “Emily, can you hear me?”

      She furrowed her brow. Why wouldn’t she be able to hear him? She had no idea where she was, but God had been on her side if this man was her doctor. She licked her lips and cleared her throat.

      “You don’t have to try to speak yet. Just blink for me.”

      She did as instructed, batting her eyes several times.

      “Good.” He beamed, extremely pleased with her ability to blink. What the hell? Had she been in an accident? She searched through her mind and came up blank.

      “Relax,” he crooned. “You’re going to be okay.”

      She attempted to lift a hand and found she didn’t have the strength. Only managing to wiggle her fingers, she at least assessed she wasn’t paralyzed.

      The gorgeous doctor was joined by several other doctors and nurses, but Emily couldn’t keep her eyes open. As soon as someone adjusted the IV bag near her head, she drifted off.
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        * * *

      

      The next time Emily awakened, she was startled to find the same doctor in her room. He’d been sitting in a chair near her side and jumped to his feet as she turned her head his direction. His infectious smile was huge.

      He also set a hand on her forehead once again, stroking her skin soothingly with his thumb. “How do you feel?”

      She parted her lips, swallowed, and found her voice. “Like I’ve been in a coma.”

      He chuckled. “That would make sense. Do you remember what happened?”

      She closed her eyes, focusing. She knew this room. In fact, she too was a doctor. She worked here. She was a hematologist. She was working on a cure for anemia AP12.

      And then she’d gotten sick… Had she somehow lived?

      No… She’d been cryonically preserved.

      Her eyes popped wide. “What is today’s date?”

      He smiled again. “You remember. That’s great.”

      Her hand felt leaden, but she managed to lift it enough to grab onto the doctor’s wrist. He seemed vaguely familiar. His smile. Those dimples. Did she know him? “You brought me back?” She hadn’t really believed it was possible. A long shot.

      “Yes. Well, my team did.”

      She glanced around, still holding his wrist, the contact grounding her as if she might otherwise float away. The room looked normal. She was still in the bunker. At least she wasn’t on a spaceship or another planet. If she’d had the energy, she would have laughed at her rambling thoughts.

      There were two other people in the room. They looked…relieved? Pleased? She didn’t know them.

      He flipped his hand over and clasped hers, gripping it tightly. He was real. “You’re going to sleep a lot for several weeks. Your body needs the rest as we pump you with nourishment and fluids.”

      She met his gaze again. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “I know.” He cocked his head to one side. “I want to make sure you’re stable before I answer too many questions. This is all going to be a shock to you.”

      “How long?” she demanded as someone else came in the room and then checked her pulse. Everyone’s faces dropped as their brows furrowed. What were they keeping from her? “How long?” Her voice was louder that time, and she squeezed his fingers tighter. Or perhaps it simply seemed like it.

      He twisted his body to halfway sit on the edge of her bed, bringing his other arm across her and propping himself over her, his face closer to hers, his expression serious. “Ten years.”

      She gasped. “My God.” She jerked her gaze around the room again. There was new equipment, some machines she didn’t recognize. A few more people were in the doorway. And then she yanked her attention back to the doctor’s unwavering presence. “The others?”

      “You’re the first. We thought you might want to look at the data before we injected you with the AP12 cure.”

      Her eyes widened. “So, I’m still sick?”

      “Yes, but the fact that we filled your body with clean blood will buy you time.”

      “You developed a cure?”

      “Yes.”

      “Has it been tested?”

      “Yes. It has worked to cure thousands of people in the last several months.”

      “Then what are you waiting for? Why do you need me to look at it?” Her mouth was so dry.

      He must have realized this because he sat up straighter, released her hand, and picked up a cup from the bedside table. A moment later, he offered her an ice chip. As he watched her lips, he spoke again. “We have no way to be sure the disease hasn’t mutated enough to render the cure ineffective on you.”

      “Who developed it?”

      “I did. Me and my team.”

      “How long have you been working on it?”

      “From the moment you were preserved. It was my entire life’s work until a few months ago.” His voice dipped, and he lowered his gaze to the cup in his hand before taking a deep breath and meeting her eyes again. “I’ve done all the research I can. Everyone in this bunker has spent years of their lives developing the cure. I have every confidence it will work, but there’s time. So, as a professional courtesy, I waited for you to look at the data first.”

      She relaxed her shoulders slightly. He was right. With a fresh blood transfusion that would have completely replaced her own blood from before being preserved, she would have time. Weeks perhaps.

      “We also developed an immunization that will eventually eradicate the disease. Everyone working here is immune. And we have drugs that drastically slow down the effects. I’ve already administered them to you. You shouldn’t even notice the symptoms. Although it will take several days for you to have the strength to sit up, and then weeks of physical therapy to get your muscles to respond properly to instructions from your brain.”

      “How do you know so much if I’m the first one you’ve brought back?”

      “There have been others. Several people have been reanimated at the cryonics facility in Arizona. Two of them survived the process. They only lived a few weeks, but I’ve studied what little information was released concerning their progress. None of them had been preserved before clinical death, however, so your situation is different. Your body was still functional when you were vitrified. That makes your case unique.”

      She concentrated on every breath. I’m first. The others are still in suspension. “Why did you choose me?”

      “You were the most knowledgeable about the cure. Your research is the most advanced. I’ve read all your notes. I’ve memorized them. I could recite them in my sleep.”

      She searched his eyes. Deep brown. Beautiful eyes. Mesmerizing. Sleep was tugging at her, but she powered on, wanting to keep talking. “Your entire adult life has been dedicated to AP12?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What will you do now?”

      He smiled. “There are seven other diseases currently being researched in this bunker. I’ve already shifted some of my time to those other projects.”

      She returned his smile wanly, her eyes too heavy to continue, but for some reason she was relieved to know he wasn’t going to leave Project DEEP anytime soon. Even though she felt like she’d only been asleep for a few days, she still craved human connection. Particularly from this kind doctor who proved to be such a calming presence.

      He squeezed her hand. “You need to sleep more. The next time you’re awake, I’ll bring you some of your research and something to eat. You’ll need to start slow and give your digestive system a chance to wake up, but I think you can handle something small. What’s your favorite food?”

      “Do you still have McDonald’s?” She grinned without opening her eyes. “Seems like it’s been a decade since I had fresh, hot fries.” She slid into slumber again before she could hear his response.
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      Ryan stared at his patient without moving. He’d done so a lot lately. Nearly every waking hour. He couldn’t bring himself to leave her side. He told himself it was because she was the most interesting research subject of his career, but he knew he was partially lying.

      She was stunning. Even in a hospital bed with no real shower for ten years, limp hair, and pale features, she was gorgeous. Her smile lit up a room. It was irrational for him to be attracted to her, but if he were honest, he’d already held a torch for her from years of studying her research notes. He understood how her brain worked—so much like his it had always sparked an interest. Seeing her… It was like meeting someone he’d known online for years.

      He probably needed more sleep. And perhaps he should have taken more time to date in the last decade. It had never seemed as important as his research, however. His parents were preserved in this bunker. He never once felt like he had the right to be out partying and enjoying himself while they were stuck in the underground facility, waiting for a cure.

      He still didn’t have that luxury. His focus needed to be on his parents, reanimating them, and bringing them back to health. A woman had never distracted him from this task before. Why now?

      He kept telling himself his attraction had less to do with Emily herself and more to do with the fact that he hadn’t dated in a long time, she was stunning, her brain was amazing, and he was so fascinated by her case. Several factors could explain why he was so drawn to her. Combined, they made perfect sense.

      If he managed to bring his parents back to life, they would reprimand him for not living life, but it couldn’t be helped. The few times in college he’d allowed someone to lure him out to a bar or a party had left him feeling restless, guilt climbing up his spine.

      So, no. He had not lived life as his parents had instructed. He had dedicated himself to finding a cure and gathering other scientists to help him. The task had been monumental. For one thing, there had been a constant need to acquire funding.

      Luckily, the government had made a particular arrangement with every member of the original team to pay out what essentially amounted to death benefits to their families. The benefits would be paid for as long as the twenty-two people were in a state of suspension. The benefits would end when and if the people were able to return to their regular lives, or, in the event of their deaths, the benefits would switch to a lump sum to be paid out to the families.

      For Ryan, the money was enough to live off of. It covered his tuition, and it provided him with the means to begin researching on his own after graduating at the top of his class in med school. Luckily, he always had his grandmother to fall back on. She still lived in his childhood home. The two of them were close, and Ryan always knew he had somewhere to get away and someone who cared about him.

      For the first year after residency, he’d worked alone, often from the small bedroom in his childhood home. He spent half his time with his head buried in research and the other half pleading with the government to reopen the study and fund him. Eventually, they had acquiesced, giving him three people for the first six months and then gradually increasing his team until they numbered a dozen in total.

      He had no illusion that the reason the government let him form a team initially had nothing to do with the twenty-two suspended souls. The reason they’d permitted him to continue the research where his parents had left off was because a cure still needed to be developed before AP12 took hundreds of thousands of lives.

      It wasn’t simply the disease that needed to be cured, though. He simultaneously needed cryonicists working on a way to reanimate the team. The cure itself would be useless to the team if there was no way to bring the preserved people back to life.

      When Ryan discovered Dr. Damon Bardsley working in a research facility in the fields of cryobiology and cryonics, he’d approached him and brought him on board. The two of them were the only two people on the team who weren’t military. The only two civilians who had any knowledge of the project and its possibilities. The other ten members were all military, as were all twenty-two of the people who had been preserved.

      A soft sigh jerked his attention back to the woman lying on the bed as she blinked her eyes open and then smiled. “Is it real? Or am I having a dream? I keep waking up to find you leaning over me. If I’m dead, this is certainly what I would have wanted heaven to be like.”

      He blinked, speechless. What had she implied?

      Her smile broadened. “You heard me. You’re not hard on the eyes.”

      He chuckled, but he did it while brushing a lock of hair from her face and then continuing to stroke her cheek with his thumb. He was drawn to her like a magnet, unable to stop himself from touching her. “Well, Emily Zorich, if we’re having a confessional, you’re not hard on the eyes either.” Some alien being had possessed his body. Since when did he flirt with women?

      She rolled those eyes at his statement. “I haven’t seen a mirror yet, but I also haven’t had a shower in ten years. Nor have I had a comb or makeup or a toothbrush or a manicure.”

      He glanced toward her hand, lifted it, and held it in front of his face. “Did you get a lot of manicures back then?”

      She giggled, the sweetest sound. “I’ve never actually had one. It just sounded like something I should list.” She narrowed her gaze. “Did I know you? It doesn’t seem possible. Obviously you weren’t working here ten years ago. You can’t be more than about twenty-five. And I so rarely left the bunker. You must just look familiar.”

      He gave her hand a squeeze. “I’m thirty, technically a year older than you. I don’t remember meeting you, but it’s possible you saw me or even interacted with me at some point when I was in my teens. My parents are Tushar Anand and Trish Wolbach-Anand.”
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        * * *

      

      Emily gasped as her brain processed what she’d been told. “Oh God. You’re Ryan Anand. Are they…?”

      “They’re both here. There’s no reason they can’t be revived just like you.”

      “So every member of the team succumbed?”

      “Yes. Eventually. My father was the last. He preserved my mother, and two cryonicists from another government facility came to preserve my father. They wore hazmat suits so they wouldn’t become infected.”

      “I’m so sorry. You’ve been without your parents for ten years.” Her heart hurt for the young kid who’d lost his parents and then gone on to spend his life trying to save them. She also owed him her life.

      He shrugged. “Everyone has burdens they carry. At least I always had hope. And now it looks like I’ll be reunited with them soon.”

      She swallowed over the lump in her throat, lifting her own hand to cup his cheek, mimicking the way he was touching her. For a long time she stared at him, enjoying the human contact. It felt good, as if it had been a long time since she’d last touched anyone. In a way, it had.

      In the months before she had been preserved, she had been too busy to do anything but concentrate on finding a cure. The stress of that workload had increased tenfold when she’d gotten sick. Any human contact had been minimal. Dating had been nonexistent. The last time she’d looked a man in the eye with any level of interest had been… She couldn’t remember when it might have been.

      She hadn’t ever had time for men when she was last breathing. The truth was she needed to shake herself out of this trance and get to work. She still needed to receive the cure, and then she needed to oversee everyone else’s.

      Someone else stepped into the room, clearing his throat, breaking the weird connection with Ryan.

      Emily yanked one hand from Ryan’s cheek and the other out of his grip as if she’d been caught breaking some sort of contact rule.

      She shifted her gaze to the newcomer as he stepped up to her other side. He set a hand on her shoulder, shaking his head. “Every time I see you I’m still amazed.” He smiled wide. “I’m Dr. Damon Bardsley. I’ve been working with Ryan in this bunker for two years. It’s about time someone else joined us. We were getting bored with only twelve of us jammed in here with little entertainment.” His tone was teasing.

      “Do you all live here?” She didn’t know why she was asking. The answer should be obvious. She’d practically lived there herself a decade ago. Everyone had. Or at least they might as well have. Each of them had homes in the nearby town, but she stood a better chance of remembering her old office and the comfortable, worn, brown leather couch she often slept on than her bedroom in her apartment in town.

      “We do,” Dr. Bardsley acknowledged. “It’s easier this way. We’re working on so many projects. In the last few years an entire wing has been built, adding living quarters to the bunker above ground. Everything we need is brought in. Except human company. We get tired of each other.” He smiled, squeezing her shoulder. “But it was totally worth every minute of it seeing you alive and hearing your voice. Everyone is waiting to meet you.”

      Ryan spoke next. “A few high-ranking generals will be here to visit later this week too. You’re about to become the most famous human being no one even knew existed,” he joked. “And you’ll remember General Temple Levenson. She was in charge of this bunker from the beginning, and she still is.”

      Emily nodded. It would be strange to meet someone she’d known a decade ago. The woman would be older.

      “You won’t be able to leave the bunker until the government can figure out how to reassimilate you into society,” Damon added.

      “Where would I go?” she quipped in return, and then another thought struck her as she stared at Damon. “My family. My parents. Oh God. What do they know?”

      “They only know you were cryonically preserved for future scientific research. No one has breathed a word about reanimating any of you yet. The entire mission has been just as classified as your work was in this bunker ten years ago.”

      Grabbing her hand again, though perhaps tighter, Ryan asked her another question. “We read through your file and found you have two parents, Joy and Roger Zorich, and a brother, David. They’re all still living. Was there anyone else special we overlooked?” His eyes drew together, his expression serious.

      “No.” She shook her head. Was he asking if she had a boyfriend? Would it even matter? If she’d had a significant other ten years ago, he would have moved on, married, had kids. It would have been devastating to her now. She was grateful that wasn’t the case.

      Ryan was still holding her hand during a few moments of silence before several other people stepped into the room. He released her and stepped back, his gaze locked on hers, and then someone fiddled with her IV and someone else began to speak about physical therapy, forcing her to shift her attention.
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      Two weeks later…

      
      Emily was walking gingerly down the corridor toward her newly assigned living space, one hand skimming the wall for balance, when Ryan rounded the corner and startled her. She’d seen him nearly every day for at least a few minutes in between the constant barrage of doctors and scientists coming in and out. No matter how busy Ryan was, he always managed to pop in and check on her.

      It wasn’t as if she should be surprised to run into him. There were only twelve people living in the bunker besides her. The only other humans she’d encountered so far were government employees—high-ranking military in every instance.

      She teetered slightly as Ryan caught her off guard, and he reached out with both hands to grab her shoulders and keep her from falling backward. “Damn. Sorry. Didn’t mean to sneak up on you.” His fingers were warm and welcome on her biceps as she flattened her back against the wall and let him take the brunt of her weight.

      “Don’t worry. Not your fault. I’m still unsteady. It’s like my muscle memory isn’t one hundred percent yet. My brain fires directions, but my limbs don’t respond quickly enough.” She calmed under his touch, her mind going back to how he held her hand when she’d first woken up.

      Still holding one of her arms, he shifted his body to help her down the hallway. “I can’t imagine the frustration. I wish I could tell you how long it will take to regain total movement, but I just don’t have anyone to compare it to.”

      That was an understatement. “What? You don’t have case studies of hundreds of twenty-nine-year-old women who’ve been vitrified for ten years?”

      He chuckled. “Nope.”

      The truth was she knew the entire team was watching her closely and taking copious notes every day on her recovery before they were willing to awaken the next member of her team. Part of her couldn’t wait. She had pored over Ryan’s data and felt confident his injection would cure her as well as all the others. People she knew. Colleagues.

      The only familiar person she’d reacquainted herself with was General Temple Levenson, though everyone called her by her first name. Temple lived in one of several housing units scattered on the four-acre government property. The other units were occupied by the security team tasked with protecting the facility.

      Without Temple, Emily would feel like she’d dropped into another dimension. Without Ryan’s friendship, she would also be losing her mind.

      They reached her suite, and Ryan took her keycard from her hand to swipe it over the panel at the entrance. She was still impressed by the new technology, and she was well-aware there were dozens of other things she had yet to encounter that had changed in the last ten years. It was too overwhelming to tackle everything at once.

      He led her inside, shut the door behind him, and helped her maneuver her way to the couch where she flopped down with a sigh.

      “Can I get you anything? A drink or something?”

      “Water would be great. There’s a bottle in the fridge.” She glanced around at her temporary home, still enamored by the improvements to the bunker in the last few years. Each member of the team had a set of rooms that reminded her a bit of hotel suites. They weren’t luxurious or anything. Standard stuff. All of them identical and done in a lovely shade of beige. But they were a hell of an improvement over leaving the bunker each night or sleeping on a loveseat somewhere underground.

      She took a seat in the main living area on the khaki couch facing a television she had yet to turn on. The room also had an attached kitchenette with a fridge, microwave, and sink. There was an armchair catty-corner from the sofa and a small table for two in a light wood with two slatted kitchen chairs. Behind her was a separate bedroom and bathroom. It was tight, but it gave everyone someplace to spend time alone.

      The team ate together in another part of the bunker in the same larger kitchen where she’d spent countless days dining with her previous team. It had been updated and renovated so that it was hardly recognizable, but at least she felt a slight connection to the old days dining in there.

      Ryan returned to sit next to her, holding out a bottle of water. He pointed at the remote for the TV. “Have you managed to use that yet?”

      She smirked. “Nope. I haven’t even tried. I wasn’t a big television watcher before I took ten years off from society. I don’t imagine I will be now either. Besides,” she pointed at the pile of folders on the coffee table, “I have a lot of work left to do. It feels like I need to go back to med school to catch up.”

      He nodded. “It’s not that bad. Technology has changed a lot in the last decade, but doctors still treat patients in much the same way they did before.”

      “And this bunker is still working on the latest challenges and discoveries.” She’d been given a briefing from several people in the last two weeks, but her primary concern was the disease she still carried and ensuring the cure would work on her the same way it worked on current victims all around the globe.

      He took the water bottle from her shaky hand. “You sure you’re not overdoing it? You need to take it slow.”

      She lifted a brow. “You say that like I have all the time in the world.”

      He scrunched up his face. “Good point. I realize the clock is ticking, but you’re not in any danger so far. The total blood replacement and the drugs we administered to minimize the effects are buying you time. You’re not even showing symptoms yet.”

      “Yet. The operative word.”

      He leaned back against the couch next to her, having left enough space between them that they weren’t touching. His palms were on his thighs, gripping. When he tipped his head back to stare at the ceiling, she felt the tension coming from his body.

      “You must be anxious to bring your parents back,” she whispered, reaching out to set her hand on top of his. What possessed her to touch him like this? She glanced at their connected hands, unwilling to release him. It felt good. Human. He didn’t pull away.

      He turned his head slightly in her direction and smiled. He looked tired. As though he’d spent the better part of the last decade working his ass off. And she knew he had. “I’ve waited ten years. Another few weeks or months won’t kill me. We need to be sure we’re doing everything right before we revive the next person.”

      She nodded, feeling awkward about touching him so intimately. As she started to remove her hand, however, he flipped his over and threaded their fingers together, holding on to her. When he lifted her hand to his cheek and closed his eyes, she stopped breathing.

      His touch was welcome. She was living in another dimension. She hardly understood the world around her or even who she was or what her place would be in this new universe. It was nice to have this connection. Ryan was kind. Caring. Concerned.

      She stared at him, learning his features, the way his nose tipped up slightly at the end, the way he licked his full lips often as if he either had a serious need for lip balm or was always about to say something he held back.

      He sighed as he pressed her knuckles against his face, blinking his eyes open to meet her gaze. “You ground me. You give me hope.”

      She nodded slightly, unsure how to respond. She knew he was referring to his parents, and she was glad she could help him through the process. He needed a friend. She could be that friend. She was the only person alive who had walked in those shoes.

      He continued, “I’ve had my head buried in books for half my life. I started working on the cure for AP12 as far back as fifteen years old when General Custodio was first brought into the bunker.”

      She gasped. “Wow.”

      “Yeah. It interested me. I researched everything I could about blood disorders. Before I even went to college I knew more than most medical professionals about anemia. It became a hobby, or an obsession.”

      She nodded, not interrupting him. If he was anything like her, he hadn’t had the time in the last ten years to share his concerns with someone else. He probably kept them bottled up, ignoring his fears because what good would it do to wallow in self-pity?

      “I’m rambling.”

      She squeezed his hand. “It’s okay. I don’t mind.”

      He met and held her gaze for several moments. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For listening.”

      “Thank you, for bringing me back to life, for helping me find myself, for being a calm presence when the world feels like it’s upside down. I have no idea what I’m going to do next with my life. It helps having someone to talk to.” She turned her hand around in his grip and cupped his face with her palm.

      He smiled. “You’re not alone there. I worry about what I’m going to do next with my life. After all, I’ve accomplished what I set out to do. I found the cure. It works. I also found the people who specialized in cryobiology to solve my other problem. I put together a team.

      “I got the government to back me. The highest ranking members of the military are involved in a project I spearheaded. I did it. It’s almost over. I can see the finish line…”

      “Totally understandable.” She would be lost in his shoes too.

      “I’m definitely scared. My parents are trapped in suspension one floor below me as I speak. But I have so much hope. And I’ve done everything I can. It’s like the end of a chapter.” He took a breath. “On the flipside, I’m not done. My parents are still waiting. Nineteen other people are also waiting. I feel guilty every time my mind wanders to the future instead of focusing on what I’m supposed to be doing.”

      She understood every word. In many ways the two of them were the same. She too had devoted her life to finding a cure for AP12. She also had no idea what the next chapter of her life would look like. She still had to reconnect with her family and figure out what role she might play concerning Project DEEP going forward.

      She got him. They were in the same boat. “You said you were already involved in other projects here. Do you see yourself continuing with Project DEEP or leaving the facility?”

      He nodded. “I’ll be honest, every time I dig into another project, my blood pumps faster. I love the thrill of curing the next mysterious disease. It’s awkward for me at this stage because half my mind is focused on finishing this project and bringing the entire original team back to health.” His eyes twinkled with excitement that made her heart lurch in a manner she was extremely familiar with as he continued. “But I itch to move on to another virus, another mystery, another cure.”

      She smiled. “I get that,” she whispered. They were so much alike.

      He licked his lips again and then sighed. “Thank you for listening. I mean it.”

      She nodded. “Any time. I hope you know that. We’re in the same place in a way.”

      He held her gaze, not moving a muscle.

      A shudder rushed down her spine, and she jerked her gaze away at the same time she pulled her hand back.

      She pointed at the pocket on the front of his scrubs—the only clothing she’d seen him in so far. Inside the bunker everyone wore scrubs most days. It was just easier. Logical. “Show me this fandangled phone of yours. Eventually I’m going to have to learn modern technology.”

      He pulled it from his shirt and handed it to her.

      “How do you turn it on?” she asked.

      “You don’t. Not without my thumb print.” He winked. After unlocking the screen with his thumb, he tapped the front, making her flinch.

      “The screen responds to your touch?”

      “Yep. It’s called a smartphone. It’s come a long way in a short number of years. It’s a tiny handheld computer. I can do anything on it I can do on my laptop. It even takes pictures. It also holds books. As many as I want.”

      “That’s insane. No wonder no one ever sets their phone down since I woke up. It’s like you’re all possessed. Addicted.” She settled back on the sofa, touching the screen to see what would happen.

      “There’s an app for everything.”

      “And app?”

      “Application. A software program. Let’s you connect to almost anything.”

      It was truly amazing. And exhausting. It was going to take her forever to catch up with technology. After several minutes she jerked her head up. “Oops. Sorry.” She handed him his phone. “I’m sure you have places you need to be.” Half of her wished it weren’t true. She enjoyed spending time with him. More so by the day.

      This accidental meeting had to come to an end. He was supposed to be in the lab. People were probably wondering where he was.

      He nodded as he pocketed his phone.

      She pointed at the pile of folders on the coffee table. “I’m almost done going through all your notes. I was thinking you could give me the shot sometime tomorrow.”

      “Of course, if you’re ready.” His brow was furrowed.

      “Hey,” she added. “It’s going to be fine. It’s going to work. And then we’re going to reanimate your parents and everyone else on the team. You’ll see.”

      He blew out a long breath. “Thanks. I need to take a page from your book of optimism. I haven’t had much of that lately. Not until recently. But as I get closer and closer to the possibility of seeing my parents…”

      She smiled and then reached out to grab his hand again. “It’s all going to go perfectly smoothly. I can feel it.”

      Emily stayed on the couch as Ryan pushed to standing and headed for the door. As he was leaving, he turned around and tipped his head to one side. “Thank you.”

      She stared at the door for several minutes, wondering what the hell was happening between them. They were friends. Of course. Could it be more someday? The idea was foreign to her. In her previous life, she hadn’t had time for a man. She seriously doubted he’d dated much either. She couldn’t blame him. He’d had more at stake than she’d ever had. She’d been driven by the desire to save the world. He’d been driven by the desire to save his own parents.

      She shuddered as she considered how unbelievably lonely he must have been for all these years. A decade inside his head, always thinking, formulating, calculating. Hoping.

      Ryan Anand had given his life to this project, and it was coming to an end. He would suffer a letdown. He needed to sleep for a month. But that would all happen after he reunited with his parents and spent time with them. As much as she liked him, it was senseless to consider something more than friendship with him. He wasn’t going to be emotionally or physically available to anyone for some time. And the truth was, neither would she.

      She needed to reconnect with her own parents and brother, none of whom knew she was back in the land of the living, nor did they know such a concept was even possible. They were going to be shocked. They were also going to be older. She was not. It would be most strange seeing her younger brother. He would be eight years older than her now. On the flip side, anyone who saw her wouldn’t have trouble recognizing her. She had literally not changed. At least not physically. She was concerned that her personality was altered, but not necessarily in a bad way.

      She sighed as she picked up the file in front of her. Yes, she would have Ryan give her the shot tomorrow. It was time. She needed to move forward. Her life was in limbo. She didn’t even know what she wanted to do next.

      She was under no obligation to serve in the military. In fact, as far as the government was concerned, she had died. That had been her official classification. It wasn’t as though anyone expected her to return to active duty. There was a good chance they wouldn’t even permit it. There was talk of changing her status from “deceased” to “medically discharged.”

      In addition, she didn’t know what new projects were being worked on in this bunker, and there was every possibility she wouldn’t be anywhere close to up to speed with the latest medical research. It would take time and education to get back up to par. Did she want to devote herself to that work again? Like re-entering medical school in a way. Ten years was a long time. A lot of changes and advances had occurred.

      What worried her was that her entire life had been devoted to medical research. Not just this AP12 project but many others as well. She used to literally get giddy at the prospect of spending days on end with her head buried in research. Now? She wasn’t sure who she was now. She wasn’t positive she still had the passion for the kind of work she did.

      It was crazy since as far as her mind was concerned, she’d been that mad scientist just weeks ago. How could she wake up from what amounted to a coma with a changed outlook on life? She supposed it was possibly the result of facing death head-on. Something like that changed people. There was plenty of evidence to support the idea.

      Closing the file, she pushed to standing on once-again wobbly legs. She needed to get to her next appointment, round three of physical therapy for the day. For a group of world-renowned scientists who were all in the military in some capacity and worked for the government, it was amazing how many of them knew enough about physical therapy to get her body back up to par.

      It was working too. She was getting stronger every day. In spite of the fact that she still had anemia AP12, she was gaining ground.

      Ten minutes later she was in the rehab room where one of the team, Dr. Michelle Houston, was waiting for her. Emily was out of breath. Not unusual. “This place isn’t large enough for the length of time it takes me to get from one end to the other,” she joked.

      Michelle laughed. “With the new wing of suites, it’s also a maze. Don’t feel bad. You’re getting stronger every day. I’m impressed.” She had Emily lie on a thick blue mat on the floor and began to stretch her legs. “How are you doing emotionally? We don’t really have the support staff in here to handle that side of things yet.”

      “I’m doing okay so far. It’s weird and stressful, but I’m hanging in there.” Largely because of Ryan. At least she had her friendship with him to look forward to.

      “Before we start waking up twenty-one other people, we need more staff, and frankly I don’t see where we’re going to put everyone,” Michelle pointed out. “I’ve made a few calls. We need to bring in some temporary mobile homes to house the increase in staff. There aren’t even enough beds for twenty-one more souls. And definitely not enough medical staff to support their needs, emotional and physical.”

      “I could work up a proposal for you if you want. I’m kind of useless for much else right now. At least I could figure out how many hours a day each patient is going to require therapy and mental healthcare. Calculate how much outside help you’ll
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