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The hum of the elevator, a gentle vibration against my spine, was the only tangible thing in this preposterous situation. Up, up, up. Past the clouds, the blue, and the very air itself. Me, Mr. Machiko. A middle-aged man who's really into herbal tea and crossword puzzles is getting ready to be shot into space. Crazy, right? But here I am, all strapped in, my heart racing like a nervous dance against my ribs. Wonder if I packed extra tissues.... I probably should have thought of that. 

They told me to be positive and enthusiastic. "A giant leap for mankind," they said, all bright eyes and scientific jargon. "A slumber into the cosmos," they added as if that made it any less terrifying. Slumber... that's a nice way of saying "frozen in a metal box for twenty billion years."

The doors hissed open, and there it was—black. Not the darkness of night but a profound, star-dusted blackness that swallowed light and thought itself. It was beautiful, terrifying, and utterly captivating. A thin walkway led to my capsule—a sleek, silver pod, more coffin than spacecraft. And there they were—the scientists, Dr. Chen and Dr. Ito, faces etched with excited anticipation. Dr. Chen's hair... oh my, it looked like spun sugar.

"Hello, Mr. Machiko. Are you ready for your journey?" Dr. Ito asked, his voice a little too cheerful for the gravity of the situation.

"For my slumber, you mean," I replied, a nervous tremor in my voice.

"Think how many beautiful dreams you'll have during this long trip." Dr. Chen said, a twinkle in his eye.

"You speak like that because you'll drink with your friends tonight." I couldn't help but hear the wry note in my voice. 

I knew it was childish, but the thought of them celebrating while I was drifting in the cold vacuum of space made me slightly bitter.

Dr. Chen cracked a grin, the cotton candy hair bobbing slightly. "Actually, if you return the okay signal as soon as you arrive, we'll start the evacuation. Depending on your choice—we'd receive your message from the future in a couple of hours, even though it'll take twenty billion years to get here. Don't despair. We'll follow you and reach you soon after your arrival. Twenty billion years would mean nothing to you as you will be frozen, so the body's function will stop completely until your capsule will orbit MJS0023. Who knows—that planet might be our future." 

He made it sound so simple, so... casual, as if twenty billion years were just a nap. My future—this rusty old man's future—depended on this gamble.

The view was just...breathtaking. A panorama of swirling galaxies and distant, diamond-like stars. I had seen a few photos, but nothing prepared me for reality. As I climbed into the capsule, nerves, and excitement swirled in my stomach. The cramped space felt both foreign and thrilling, and I could hear my heartbeat echoing in my ears, heightening the anticipation. I lay down on the hibernator bed, the cool metal a surprise against my skin. The glass cover seemed to hum as it descended, enclosing me in my little world.

"Don't forget to press the button when you wake up," Dr. Ito reminded me, peering down at me. You ask the computer to inform you about the planet's atmosphere... well, you know that, right?"

I nodded, trying to sound more confident than I felt. "I've done my homework." A blatant lie. I read the reports, but how could one be truly "ready" for this?

The glass sealed shut, and a soft hiss was the last sound I heard before the automatic systems clicked to life. The capsule lurched, a gentle push back into the seat, and then I was adrift, a silver speck against an infinite canvas. I closed my eyes, a strange calm descending. It could be a long, peaceful sleep.

They said years would pass, like turning pages in a book. I imagine the silence was deafening, the emptiness profound. Just me, a collection of frozen cells drifting further and further away from everything I knew and loved. Did the scientists have that drink? Did they laugh? Did they think of me every now and then? Those thoughts, small and mundane compared to the enormity outside of my capsule, kept me grounded and human. The scientists probably had their own problems and concerns. I hope they did achieve something great.

The self-regenerating material Dr. Chen had been so insistent about could save me. It worked, thank goodness. After three millennia, the system woke me up. The computer's voice told me the capsule had skimmed something. Mercury, I thought, a small, rocky thing. No, not Mercury, of course. It just resembled it.

Then... I returned to my slumber, and nothing happened for a very long time. Vast, endless, unchanging nothing... until the computer woke me a thousand years later. The robotic voice, surprisingly gentle, broke the silence.

"What's going on? Why are you waking me up here? We haven't started traveling yet," my voice sounded rusty, foreign.

"Wrong, Mr. Machiko. You have traveled nineteen billion nine hundred million thirty-four thousand seven hundred thirty-two miles. Your target has been reached." 

I practically leaped to the window, fumbling with the shutter. And then... more blackness. No planet. Just the same endless, star-dusted void I'd left behind.

"There's no planet here. Why?" A surge of anxiety, like a cold compress against my skin.

"Because MJS0023 had been whipped out seven million years ago," the computer said, sounding like a weather report.

"Why didn't you calculate that?" My voice was tight, each word a jagged edge.

"Because we estimate results with 85.5% percent certainty. I am afraid this case belongs to the 14.5% one." 

It felt like a cosmic joke.

My hands, clumsy with disuse, moved across the control panel. Time to go somewhere else. "Take me to AHG2229," I said. The name, a jumble of letters and numbers, felt like a lifeline.

"Yes, sir. You will be there in eight billion years. Please enter the hibernation machine." The voice remained calm and unfazed, unlike me.

Another sigh, another round of sleep. I lay back down. The metal was cold and familiar. I closed the glass, pressed the button, and drifted into the abyss again.

"Mr. Machiko? Mr. Machiko? Wake up, please. You have reached your destination." The voice this time seemed even more soothing and somehow... motherly. I rubbed my eyes, the world coming into focus slowly.

"Where're we?" I asked, the words still tasting of a long sleep.

"We are orbiting planet AHG2229."

"Check its atmosphere."

"Atmosphere suitable."

"Open the windows." I held my breath, eager to see.

"Windows opened."

Then I saw it. An orange rock, a bit disappointing, a bit like Mars. "Aw, how ugly. Are you sure it's suitable for life?"

"Ninety-nine percent sure, Mr. Machiko." 

Ninety-nine percent? That meant a one percent chance of trouble? My mind was always finding a way to worry.

"Start checking the ground to place the elevator." 

"Ground checked."

"Release the elevator." With a loud clang and vibration, the capsule shuddered. I felt the rumble in my chest. It was finally happening. A thin metal cylinder extended from the capsule's underbelly, reaching down towards the planet's surface.

I watched for hours, a strange mix of anticipation and trepidation swirling within me. The planet remained an odd, unwelcoming sight. It wasn't like the lush, green worlds from science fiction movies. This was rust-colored
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