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The blond man took a long, painful gasp of air. His lungs burned with the effort.

The second breath didn’t come any easier, but the constriction against his chest and abdomen lessened; with it, the hold that was helping keep him upright gave way, and he fell face first against a cold, damp surface located barely inches from his head. His hands lifted in an attempt to push away from the slippery wall, but before he could think of the added discomfort, the wall slid away from his grasp, giving way, and gravity sent him down the rest of the way face first against the dusty ground.

This time his blue eyes did open, the blurred forms around him making no sense until he’d blinked them a few times and things finally started coming into focus. His hands sought purchase on the floor, weakened muscles trying to push him back into an upright position, and keep him there.

Disoriented, that’s what he was. Looking around didn’t do much to help him at first. The room he was in was barely illuminated by red pulsating lights that seemed to indicate some kind of imminent danger. It was cold, damp and dirty. The pod he’d fallen out of was now open. In big, block letters over it was the word: Talbot.

Talbot.  That was his name. Ty... Tyler Talbot. Remembering something made him feel a little better, a little more confident. He looked around a bit more purposefully this time.

His wasn’t the only pod in the room. At least 19 more remained; some closed, intact but dark; some closed, glass somehow broken by debris; some open, their occupants lying dead on the ground before them. Most of the bodies inside the closed pods were preserved perfectly. The rest – his friends, he reflected, people he’d gotten to know through the cycles – as well as the few fallen from their own pods were found in various stages of decomposition, but thankfully all past smelling. The sight was grisly, but if he’d been able to smell the decay, it would have been much worse. It seemed no one had survived. No one but him. Tyler shivered, not only at the cold still coming steady from his pod, but at the sight that greeted his awakening.

He only began to notice the noise around him when his senses seemed to start returning to him, his awareness too slowly waking. No, not noise, but rather a voice, droning on the same warning in a calm female voice, through unseen speakers.

“... lure... nent... ... pe... er... lure... ... ... ...ed ... it... ”

The message kept repeating itself, but did not become any clearer.

Though his chest still burnt with the effort, Tyler realized his breathing was coming much easier now. His muscles were warming up, and while he would not be able to run a marathon anytime soon, he would hopefully be able to stand up within the next few minutes. He hoped so, anyway. It was hard watching his fallen comrades, harder yet to try and not think about it, and what could have been or could still become of him. Just how long had they been asleep? What had happened to them? Certainly, the room around him showed heavy signs of damage: the walls and ceiling were cracked, there was debris everywhere, and part of the walls and floors looked wet and moldy. The dust seemed to have settled long ago, there was a thick layer of it all over the place. Tyler shut his eyes for a moment and tried to fight a wave of nausea. He didn’t want to think about what the dust was composed of. That hideous dust that was sticking to his damp body, to the tank top and tight shorts he was wearing. To his skin.

Slowly, he forced himself to open his eyes and attempted to stand up. His legs gave in, but he tried again. He stumbled, reached for the pod for support. After a few tries, his legs held, with a bit of help, bare feet hurting as he stepped on jagged edges of small bits of fallen concrete.

The initial disorientation was fading. The shock from waking from the cryo-sleep was disappearing, but not the damage from the length of the sleep, nor from the sight surrounding him. His stomach felt odd, his body weak, his brain muddled. He vaguely remembered having read about the symptoms... it was, yes, it was what happened when you slept for far too long. The longest cycle a body could withstand without starting to degenerate was a hundred years. Had he slept more than that, then? How long? How long had his friends been dead? His hands trembled, but he sought to strengthen his resolve to survive them. He had to survive, survive and find out what was going on.  

He stumbled around, careful of the fallen bodies, but forcing himself to inspect the pods better. Power failure in some. Others had clearly been punctured by the debris and caused the death of the people inside. The opened ones were a mystery. Had they been dead before or after? Had he woken just to die like the rest... ? Tyler shook his head, averting his gaze. He couldn’t afford to think like that.

His own pod made a weird, hissing sound and turned off. His heart skipped a beat. Power failure. A moment later and he might have died within his pod too.

“... lure... nent... ... pe... er... lure... ... ... ...ed ... it... ” the voice droned on.

Right. Power failure. There was an energy leak somewhere... that was what the voice wanted to tell him.

“Focus, Tyler,” he whispered hoarsely. He hurried to the door of the cryo-sleep room, trying his best to ignore further waves of dizziness and nausea. In an automatic gesture, he pressed his palm to the panel on the left of the door. It hissed, slid one third of the way open, and stopped.

“Shit... ”

He hooked his hands through the opened door and tried to pull it open further. The door didn’t budge. He tried again. And a third time. This time it slid with a strong clunking noise until it was halfway open. Enough. Panting with the effort, he stepped out into the hallway.

Curiously, most of the damage seemed to have happened in the cryo-sleep room. There was dust and broken concrete in the hallway, cracked walls along the way, but none in quite as bad condition. He pressed onwards, checking room by room.

The first door – the shower and locker room – needed some effort to open up. The lights were flickering here, some of the locker contents strewn on the floor, most clothes. The place was damp, his mind registering that it made more sense in here, and also smelled of mold. Tyler went in. He tried the water in one of the showers, the pipes made odd gurgling sounds, a spurt of rust brown water came out, then stopped. Nothing more came out of it. He retreated to the lockers, found his. Slowly, he slipped out of the damp clothes and slipped on a pair of dry underwear and pants, as well as a blue t-shirt with his last name embroidered over his heart. He sat on the dusty bench and tried to clean the soles of his feet, to pull out what little rubble had caught on his skin. He slipped on socks and shoes next.

Tyler sighed. He felt more human like this. A bit... safer, certainly warmer. He carefully pushed back to his feet, legs supporting him a little better by now, but still every now and again he felt a bit queasy. He moved on.

The second and third doors – the botany room and the mess hall – had yielded little help. Most of the plants were now either ruined or completely outgrown and making the place hard to look through. Tyler had managed to salvage a couple tomatoes and one potato. The mess hall was in no better condition. Most non-canned food was spoiled.

The doors opened easier the further away he got from the cryo-sleep room. Tyler chose to bypass the other areas for now, merely peering into a few of them, and finally headed straight to the command room. The lights flickered and went out when he placed his palm on the panel, it took a bit of time for them to come back on, but the door slid open as soon as they had. The room was large; consoles, computer screens, buttons and levers and panels... until Tyler got his bearings, entering the command room felt overwhelming. He swayed slightly at the door, waited until his feet could hold him steady again, and once more pushed on.

The other rooms had all been empty. This one, however, held another dead body, probably someone on their waking cycle had been working when... whatever had happened, happened. Tyler approached the body, long since decaying, the console before it was burnt and no longer functional. It’d probably exploded on him, though Tyler was no doctor, and he couldn’t be sure that was the cause of death. He moved along the console, trying various buttons, switches and touch screens. Most screens remained off, very few were either already on or turned on as he touched the buttons. He tried to remember his lessons, things slowly coming back from the fog in his mind. He finally sat down before one of the consoles, settling into trying to get the system back online. The computer responded.

The first thing he did was turn off the pulsating red lights and the alarm; the silence, and the change from that hideous red tonality on his surroundings, made things feel a bit more normal. Then, carefully, he started working on the system to identify the failure. This he was more familiar with. He remembered his role in this place. He was an engineer. He could fix this. There had definitely been a power leak, one he could thankfully fix from there without having to go further into the bowels of this place. He remembered the generator and all the machinery that kept everything working was two levels under, and he didn’t think he could brave the stairs leading down just then. There was no way he would try the elevator under these circumstances, either, assuming it was even still functional.

He focused on fixing what he could from that station, and thought he’d check out the rest once he’d regained some strength.
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“Power restored,” the computer finally said after what seemed like a lifetime, the voice was still cutting off a little here and there, it seemed to depend mostly on which room one was situated at.

With the impending disaster averted, Tyler focused on the matter of his survival. The first thing he did was return to the mess hall. He ate some of the food that was still edible, tried some of the bottled water, and finally braved the stairs to head one level under, to the living areas, and to his room.

When they had first been brought to finally live in the bunker, it’d been an emergency. They’d run for their lives, and had not had time to gather many personal belongings. The only belongings Tyler Talbot found in his rooms were some he’d brought during the set-up of the bunker and his training sessions: A couple pictures, some clothes, a couple of his favorite books in paper form, the rest stored digitally on his personal computer. His fingers ran over the worn cover of one of the books, but he left it where it was. The living area had suffered about the same damage as the rooms above, but his room had thankfully been spared the worst of it. He only found a couple items toppled over, and he bent down to put them back in their rightful place.  

What was he going to do? He wondered. He was alone now. He knew there were other bunkers but... where? Had they survived? Would they have gone through the same as his? Could he brave the outside? Was his bunker in danger? Was he dying a slow death without even realizing it? What if the contaminated air from outside had leaked in? How long could he last in the bunker by himself? The power had been restored, but the glimpse he’d gotten to the power reserves indicated they were far too low, and he would need to find an alternative source of energy soon if he didn’t want to be left in the dark. They wouldn’t last long enough to support his life span, and he could not go back to sleep. What would become of him?

Both emotionally and physically exhausted, Tyler pulled at the dusty covers on his bed to leave a cleaner layer of sheets, lay down, and closed his eyes.  He was asleep before he could count to three. He slept too deeply to have any nightmares.

***
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When Tyler woke next he had made a choice. Determined, he headed up straight to the command room. Definitely the power, and thus the life support systems, were both low. What few sensors in the outside still worked seemed to indicate there was no further danger of radioactive contamination, nothing in the air, no contamination of any sort, at least not in the immediate area. It was a shame the cameras were not functioning. It was frightening having to go out into the unknown, with little idea of what to expect other than ‘possibly decent environment’. But he’d made up his mind. He just couldn’t stay there. Between dying cooped up alone and braving the outside in search of survivors... he chose the outside.

And for the outside he’d need his strength. Tyler knew he should eat, but he was still rather nauseous, and though he’d managed to keep down the food from the day before, he didn’t dare try again just yet.

In the biggest backpack he could find in the bedrooms he packed up several cans of food along with an opener, raided the sick bay for whatever emergency items he might need outside, and finally rummaged through the lockers for a functioning wristband. The small computer looked like nothing more than a silver wristband until he woke the screen with a touch. It marked the air as clean and the area radiation free. He set it to turn on automatically if it detected anything dangerous in the air, and turned it back off with another touch until he would need it. He hesitated on bringing a handgun, and finally packed it in as well. Who knew what he would find out there? Better safe than sorry, his mother had always said. Lastly, he packed a change of clothes, something warmer and something lighter, and set out for the main entrance.

The main entrance was in the hangar, where a few cars and boxes were stored. It was a garage-sized door that was activated by a console in the back of the room. The console was functioning, but the door was not answering. Even when Tyler tried the manual override, the door wouldn’t budge, there was no way to open the door. That certainly screwed his plans of grabbing one of the cars and trying to find the other bunkers this way. After plenty of consideration, he ended up using one of the emergency escape hatches. They were small and cramped and consisted mostly of ladders leading up and doors that required manual cranking. Some hissed as the seal broke between the sections. What seemed like a lifetime later, Tyler finally opened the very last door and was greeted by the brightest light he’d seen in a long, long while. He had to close his eyes for a moment, until his eyes had stopped immediately hurting.
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