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Prologue
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The earth was changing.

It was subtle at first. The changes were blamed on global warming, caused by mankind. But it was so much more than that. So much more than the change mankind could have affected during their brief existence in the vast universe. The changes were happening from within, man not even realizing how Mother Earth was expanding, stretching, growing. 

As the temperature steadily moved upwards, the world changed to accept it. 

And the change grew progressively worse.

It was simply the Earth aging from a child to a teen. The growing pains kept mankind guessing until one day they could guess no more. They tried to adjust. They tried to move with the rhythms of their earthly Mother.  It did them no good. She was more powerful than their structures of concrete and steel. She took back what they had taken from her tenfold.

It started with the oceans, the warming waters rising slowly, creeping ever higher up the shoreline, deeper into the river valleys, flooding the low-lying areas and chasing mankind further inland. And then the volcanoes spewed molten death into the sky, sleeping giants waking from their slumber. The plates shifted, moving the land into new patterns that cared nothing for geographical borders between countries. Fires blazed out of control, started by the lightning storms that lit the sky. And the earth shook, shook in places that it had never rocked before

Mankind looked to the heavens for answers. Some said it was the apocalypse. Some said it was the beginning of a new era. Some believed it was the end of time. Mankind prayed to gods to take them to the next life, to Heaven, to Nirvana, to Valhalla. They prayed for the earth to stop shifting under their feet, for the lava to stop flowing, for the winds to die down and the water to subside. It was no use. Mankind was helpless to stop the shifting of the world. All they could do was hold on for dear life.

The day the Pyramids of Giza fell was the day mankind finally came together in a last vain effort to endure. They stopped fighting with each other and banded together to save what was left of their culture, the world they knew, the life they once led. They went back to Mother Earth, deep into her heart to save those they could, using science to survive; science that was once only found in science fiction novels and television shows. For decades they sat on the science that would save them, utilizing it only when they knew they had no other choice. In an effort to save the last of mankind, no one asked where this technology came from, how it was obtained, why it was never revealed before.

Mankind was fighting to survive. They didn’t know how to quit. If that technology saved the dying human race, then did it matter where it came from? 

Even that fight was fragile and fleeting in the overall design of Mother Earth. 

And if no one emerged from the Mother’s womb once she stopped shifting, time would continue marching on as if mankind had never been there.

Only time would truly tell.

But how much time was needed?

How much time was left?

Part I

Awakening
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Chapter One
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Earth, 4021 C.E., Area 51, Nevada, United States of America

Computer systems tend to be touchy things, easy to reprogram, easy to corrupt. In some cases, a single glitch, a broken line of code is all that is needed to disable the whole system. A delayed signal could botch up the whole works. Programmers hold their breath the first time they compile a computer program in the hope that it runs as planned. Nine times out of 10, when it doesn’t, they are looking for a missing piece of punctuation to fix whatever causes the program to crash.

In the case of the computer system that kept the underground bunker beneath Area 51 functional, it booted up exactly when it was supposed to, which was just short of a miracle since the system was never tested before being put into operation. The lights in the main chamber illuminated slowly, chasing away the shadows, forcing them to retreat to the corners. The cryogenic chambers that lined the walls of the bunker also came to life, venting the chemicals that kept their occupants in deep stasis. The occupants were about to return to the ranks of the living after a very long sleep. The only thing was...

...there was no one waiting to greet them, to help them acclimate to the new world that they were about to face.

There was no one in the base that could tell them what happened after they went to sleep. As planned, generations had passed. The world the survivors were about to enter was quite different from the world they had left behind. Some people thought they wouldn’t wake at all, the Earth having torn itself apart with all her storms, her shifting plates, her temper tantrum. But she didn’t. She had a good shake up, and eventually things settled and calmed.

To say cryogenic stasis was a pleasant experience was not the first description Army Colonel Morgan Langtree would use if anyone asked her. As a matter of fact, she had terrible nights sleeping with a rock for a pillow with mortars exploding around her in the Iraqi desert that had been more restful. 

And that included the discomfort caused by the sand that burrowed into her boots and other bodily crevices.

It took her a full 10 minutes to clear the sleep-induced haze from her mind after stepping free from the coffin sized stasis unit mounted against the rock wall. She took the time to work the stiffness from her neck and shoulders, making a mental note to never knock the physicality of basic training ever again. She rotated her wrists then her ankles, holding onto the edge of her cryo-chamber for a few deep knee bends. It helped work the wobbly feeling from her calves and thighs. That’s when the tingling kicked in, the blood moving through long dormant muscles. She breathed in sharply through clenched teeth as she kept moving, marching in place until it passed. 

She worked through math tables and the alphabet as she marched in place, trying to get her mind to function after the long sleep. It helped dispel the strange feeling that permeated her body, the feeling of waking up from a nightmare she couldn’t remember. In her mind, she went through the motions of taking apart and putting back together her Sig Sauer M17 sidearm. That feeling... that apprehension left by the nightmare finally subsided.

Once Morgan was sure she wasn’t going to fall flat on her face, she took a step toward the console at the center of the chamber, her boots quiet on the stone floor. She was surprised at how wobbly her legs were as she moved like a pale red-haired ghost past the console and across the room to the main power grid. She observed as much as she could as she walked, a habit she cultivated long before she joined the Army and became the leader of ‘Wraith Operations,’ a Ranger squad hand-picked for this mission. She noticed that some of the cryo-chambers were dark, some flickering as if there was a short in the wiring. It was disconcerting. A wave of uneasiness washed over her as she reached the control panel for the main power grid. She wrapped her hand around the lever and pushed it upwards.

At least she tried to push it upwards. The lever didn’t want to budge, almost as if it was frozen in place. She wiped her hands on her BDUs and grabbed the lever again. It took her a few minutes and a lot of upper arm strength, but she finally got it to move. It was stiff from disuse, but she wrestled it in place. The remaining systems flared to life, filling the chamber with the soft whir of computers and ventilation fans.

Morgan took a deep breath of the slightly fresher recycled air. She stood by the vent for a moment, letting the cool air blow over her face before she headed back to the computer console that faced the cryogenic chambers. She expected to find a thick layer of dust coating everything, including the floor, but everything was as clean and pristine as the day they had been put under. And, so far, the equipment seemed to be working as it should, recording everything her team needed to know about the complex’s environmental systems. A single blinking light on the console caught her attention and it was enough of a distraction to make her shove aside the idea of a hot shower and fresh clothing. She turned, approaching the console to investigate the blinking light. The snap-hiss of another cryo-chamber opening brought a slight smile to her face.

“System’s operational?” Major Alexander Brandon asked in a thick gravelly voice.

“So far,” Morgan responded, her own voice just as rough from disuse. She cleared her throat as she looked up to see Alex brushing white residue from his green tank top and camo BDUs. He stretched with a satisfying groan, running through the same routine as Morgan. “Looks like we might have lost a few,” she stated, pointing to the darkened pods.

“We knew it was a possibility, Colonel,” Alex responded as he approached, rolling his neck and wrists. “Not that it makes losing anyone any easier.”

Morgan stared at the computer monitor as it came to life. “No, it doesn’t. But it does make me wonder how much information we may have lost as well.” She rolled the chair away from the console and sat down as her fingers typed in command codes. “I feel like I have cotton in my mouth.” Her brow drew down as the monitor flickered once before going black again.

Alex stepped up behind his commanding officer, moving his jaw as he tried to muster up some spit. “I was thinking a pair of old dirty gym socks. Probably my own at that,” he quipped. He walked around the back of the computer monitors when he noticed the one before Morgan flickering. He looked over all the connections, making sure none of them were loose before leaning over the monitor upside down to see it still flickering. “What is wrong with this thing? The connections are all good. We’ve got enough juice to power everything,” he remarked. He decided to check the junction boxes running to the power grid.

“I was wondering the same thing,” Morgan answered. She scratched the back of her neck before pointing to the last monitor in the bank of seven. “According to the readings,” she started as she rolled the chair over to it, “the reactors are only running at half capacity until we can bring them completely online. There should have been a full system restart, but still...” Her words trailed off as one of the functioning monitors went blank. “What did you do? Another one has gone out.”

“I didn’t do anything,” Alex answered, standing up from where he knelt checking the connections. 

Morgan shook her head as she stood, banging the palm of her hand on the top of the monitor, bringing the screen back to life. Considering when they were put into stasis, she questioned why they were stuck with old CRT monitors. They were work horses, that was for sure, but archaic even by her standards. “Something’s wrong. This base seems to be falling apart. The monitors are malfunctioning, some of the pods are dark, some flickering...” She sighed, pointing to the pods, and not even trying to hide the worried look that crossed her freckled face. “We better check them.” Morgan headed toward the stasis chambers.

“Hey Colonel? You may want to look at this first,” Alex called. He had started to follow his commanding officer when one of the monitors began to scroll of its own volition. He sat down in the chair she had vacated, tapping the computer keys, his eyes narrowing a little as he paused the data scroll to read it. He felt Morgan lay her hand on the back of the chair, the other on the console as she leaned in to read the information over his shoulder. The data seemed normal enough until Alex saw the discrepancy. He paused the data flow. “We entered stasis in 2020. Why is the system clock only reading 2030?” He looked up at Morgan.

The colonel’s uneasiness turned into an uncomfortable apprehension. “We were supposed to be in stasis for 500 years.”

“Right. But according to this, we’ve only been under for 10.” He shook his head. “Morgan, what is going on?” Years of serving together allowed Alex to drop formal protocol for a moment. He couldn’t hide the concern in his own voice. 

“I don’t know.” Morgan reached over Alex’s shoulder and tapped the ‘Enter’ key, sending the information back into its slow scroll. They read the data as it went by, a comprehensive log of the base’s daily routine. The data also recorded information about the world outside, including decreasing radiation levels, natural storm occurrences, tremors, quakes...all of it. “This can’t be right. There is too much information here for us to only...wait. Go back.” Morgan leaned in closer as Alex stopped the data and scrolled back. “There.” She tapped the monitor.

“That’s the same date as earlier,” he stated.

“Same date, but the data is different,” Morgan pointed out. “Look. It resets the year to 2020 every time the date hits 2099.” 

Alex tabbed up and looked at it. She was right. The data was vastly different. “Did the system restart? A Y2K-type issue, maybe?” he posed.

“Beats me. I’m not the computer geek. But there is definitely a pattern here.” She tapped Alex’s shoulder. “Let me sit.” She slid into the chair and paged the data back to the beginning. She scrolled down, counting the number of times the clock reset. 

Alex stared at Morgan over the top of the monitor as he started toward the cryo-chambers to wake the others. “How many times did it reset?”

“About 26.” She watched Alex do the math in his head.

“Holy mother of...”

“We need Averton. He’s the one that was brought up to speed on all the unusual tech in this place. And Finney. The two of them worked on this together.” Her tone was dark, filled with concern. She leaned back in the chair, running her fingers through her long red hair. “Let’s wake Mark first, then the rest of the team. I want to make sure the base is secure before we unfreeze the civilians.”

“Got it, Colonel.” Alex started toward the cryo-chambers, the implication of the data they looked at rolling through his head. He had been friends with Morgan since boot camp and he could tell by the way the colonel was chewing her lower lip that she was not happy. Alex stopped at the first bank of pods, the ones that housed the members of ‘Wraith Operations.’ Two were open, the ones he and Morgan came from. Two were still lit and he could see Captain Mark Averton and Stephen “Sarge” Williams still slumbering inside. The rest, four chambers in total, were dark.

Alex reached out cautiously, rubbing his fingers over the clear cover of the chamber to wipe away the residue that had gathered on the window. A mummified face stared back at him, its mouth open in a silent scream. “Jesus H. Christ,” he hissed, turning to the next pod. It was still sealed, yet it held a skeleton. “Morgan, you better get over here,” he called.

“What’s the matter?” She moved quickly to the bank of chambers and her second-in-command. She peered into the first pod. “Oh no,” she whispered. She looked at the name above the pod, her heart slamming in her chest. It was General Crane, their superior officer, the man in charge of leading the survivors into this new world. His uniform hung limply from his desiccated body. She swallowed past the bile that rose to lodge itself in her throat. “Finney? Spark?” Alex shook his head, his expression saying it all. “McDonald?”

“They’re all gone, Morgan. It’s just us, Averton and Sarge.” Alex walked back over to her, seeing how pale she had gone under her freckles.

Morgan took a moment before inhaling deeply and exhaling. “Can we tell how it happened?” she asked, slowing her breathing to keep calm. She fell back on her training, going into analysis mode to determine the best course of action to take. 

“Finney and Mac’s pods look like they just malfunctioned. Spark and the General’s pods have cracks in the covers.”

She nodded, pinching the bridge of her nose for a moment, saying a silent prayer for her fallen comrades. “Get Sarge and Averton out of those fucking things,” Morgan hissed in irritation. She returned to the computer terminals. She needed the space to compose herself. They had been her team. They had been together for almost 15 years. They were her family. 

And she didn’t have time to mourn them the way she wanted.

Alex tapped the keypad on Averton’s pod and then followed with Sarge’s, starting the sequence that would wake them from the cryogenic sleep. “Colonel how are we going to tell the rest of the survivors that we’ve been asleep for 2,000 years?” he asked as he walked back to the computer console. He leaned on one of the monitors.

Morgan shook her head, staring at the monitors but not really seeing them. The severity of their situation weighed heavily on her mind. 

As did the weight of command she suddenly found herself with. She looked up and met Alex’s gaze. “I have no fucking idea.”
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Chapter Two
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By the time Morgan and Alex had roused the remainder of their team, there was no doubt in their minds that they were in serious trouble. Out of 500 cryo-chambers, only 219 were still functioning. What they discovered in the units that had malfunctioned was the stuff of nightmares. Many of them contained mummified bodies, frozen in various positions of horrid death. They had been awake when the chamber seals had cracked.

The chamber that would haunt Morgan during her waking hours was that of General Crane. Upon closer inspection, she had discovered that he had tried to claw the chamber open. Blood was caked around his nails, many of them broken down to the quick. The silent scream that left his lips was heard by no one as he slowly died. 

Mankind, as far as Colonel Morgan Langtree knew, had been reduced to 221 people. 221 souls she was now responsible for. Morgan found herself thankful for her military training. It was helping her resist the very human urge to break down into a blubbering mess. She was stronger than that, but even the most stalwart military officer would’ve been hard pressed not to have a meltdown in this situation. 

She gazed at the eight people seated at the table in the complex’s sterile conference room. The khaki green walls and harsh lighting did nothing to ease the minds of the room’s occupants. Morgan pulled off her uniform jacket, tossing it over the back of the chair before her. She met Alex’s gaze. He was leaning against the wall close to the door. He shrugged as they both waited for the others to absorb the news she had just delivered about the state of the base and what they knew so far.

“So...to sum it up, we have absolutely no idea what we are going to find outside this complex,” Captain Mark Averton finally stated. He was their resident computer genius, the first one Morgan roused from cryo-sleep. He confirmed the system information his commanding officers had discovered. They truly had been asleep for 2,000 years. Averton tapped the knuckle of his forefinger against his lips, slouching in his seat as he gazed at the rest of them from under a mess of brown hair. “Cause, you know, we could just get hit with a massive radiation wave and that would be that.” His tone was dark even though he cast an impish grin at the colonel.

“Oh yes, leave it to Averton to state the obvious,” Alex growled in mild annoyance from his place by the door. Every so often he peered up and down the hall, ensuring none of the surviving civilians were being nosy. He agreed with Morgan’s decision to get a plan together before breaking the news to the rest of them.

Morgan nodded at Averton as she crossed her arms and leaned back against the wall. She unconsciously propped one foot up, a move General Crane used to refer to as her ‘thinking pose.’ The reports she reviewed before calling the meeting had been disturbing. Averton had triple checked the data. She knew the captain well enough to know and trust his analysis. A ‘glitch in the system,’ as he called it, forced the computer’s internal clock to reset. In Morgan’s opinion that was a damn big glitch. 

She felt like it was more of a gremlin plaguing them.

“Unfortunately, Mark brings up a very good point. We don’t know what happened after we went into stasis. The computer system is telling us that we are not in the middle of an ice age level cold event, but considering the circumstances we currently find ourselves in, I’m not sure I am comfortable trusting the information from outside this base. Until we know otherwise, everything we do from this point on is done by the book.”

Morgan tossed her thick braid of red hair over her shoulder as she pushed away from the wall. A single manilla folder sat on the table before her. Reviewing it briefly, she looked up and settled her green-eyed gaze on the doctor in the group. He was a tall, gangly gentleman with bushy white eyebrows and a mop of wild hair that matched. A former colonel in the Russian Army, Mikhail Gorchov was a mystery to Morgan. The personnel folder she found in General Crane’s locker simply stated that he was highly respected in the medical community and bound by the ethics of his profession. He smiled slightly in encouragement at the young woman.

“Doctor Gorchov, I want a full medical evaluation of each survivor, including yourself. We need to treat any sick or injured personnel before we venture beyond the confines of this base. The medical facilities should be well stocked, although we may need to question the effectiveness of any medicines you find.” 

“да, comrade Colonel,” Gorchov replied with a nod of his head.

Morgan raised an eyebrow at his response, her lips twitching a little. She turned her gaze to the next member of her newly formed command team. Stephen “Sarge” Williams was a tall, well-built African American who had been by Morgan’s side since her first command. His booted feet were propped on the table, his Sig Sauer M17 9mm in pieces on his muscular thighs as he cleaned the weapon. “Sarge, I need an inventory on all the munitions and surplus that is available and still functional. Compare it to the inventory list we were left to see if anything is missing.” She paused as Averton slid a folder across the table to Sarge. “Considering the state of the cryo-chambers and computer ‘glitch,’ let’s not leave it to chance.”

Sarge picked up the folder, glancing at the list inside before looking at Morgan. “Thinking someone might have broken in?” he asked.

“It’s a possibility.”

Sarge nodded in agreement. “You got it, Colonel. I’ll get you the list right away.” He set the folder aside and went back to cleaning his pistol. It didn’t take him long to put it back together. He dropped his feet from the table, holstering the weapon before reviewing the inventory list.

“Colonel, what about the planes? We are supposed to have five F-15s, courtesy of the United States Air Force, and seven Russian MIGs,” Alex said. He began to pace back and forth, checking the hall every so often. The only outward sign of his apprehension over the situation was the way he tapped his thigh as he walked. 

Gorchov snorted at Alex’s question. The first thing he had done after introducing himself to his new commanding officer was examine the remaining pods, the ones holding those who did not survive. He had logged the names and branch of military of the dead on a notepad. He slipped a pair of tortoise shell reading glasses from his pocket and perched them on the end of his nose, quickly perusing the pad before him. The doctor had to tilt his head slightly so that he could read through his bifocals. “With the exception of comrade Wing Commander Baldwin here...” he started in his heavy Russian accent, jerking his thumb to the man next to him, “...the rest of our pilots are, regrettably, no longer with us.” He pulled the glasses from his face and began chewing on one of the earpieces, clearly a nervous habit he never broke.

All eyes turned to look at Elias Baldwin, the British Wing Commander who had been sitting silently throughout the whole meeting, occasionally jotting down notes on the pad of paper before him. He harumphed at the doctor’s words, leaning back in his chair. “Well, don’t look at me, bruv. I can’t fly any of those planes.”

The Englishman was the only member of the team Morgan couldn’t figure out. There was absolutely no information on him at all except his service record, which was the briefest thing she had ever seen. Morgan leaned on the table with one hand while rubbing her temple with the other. She sifted through the files, finding Baldwin’s, and flipping it open. She scanned the pages quickly.

“Commander Baldwin, you’re a Royal Air Force flying ace, picked by Queen Elizabeth herself for this mission. You flew Harrier GR.3s for the RAF during the Falklands, served as an advisor during the Gulf War as well as flying a few Phantoms as an exchange pilot with the Royal Australian Air Force. Add to that a successful tourist business, shuttling visitors to the Isle of Wight and back in your Cessna before being put in stasis with the rest of us.” She gazed up at him incredulously, both hands propped on the table. “What do you mean you can’t fly those planes?”

Baldwin stroked his handlebar mustache. “Well, your F-15s require two pilots in order to adequately operate one and as far as I can tell, I’m all you have.”

Averton leaned back to look at the man, his blue eyes sparkling with mischief as he played devil’s advocate. “The MIGs are single pilot planes,” he said, pointing to the pilot with his hand to emphasize his point.

Baldwin tilted his head toward him, folding his hands on the table as he leaned forward. “And far more sophisticated than anything I have ever taken up into the glorious blue sky of our fair planet, bruv,” he answered, clapping Averton’s shoulder condescendingly. 

Averton shook his head. “More sophisticated than a Harrier?”

“I can’t read Russian?” Baldwin replied with a grin. “I doubt the good doctor here really wants to climb into that cockpit and make me a cheat sheet.”

“нет,” Gorchov stated, shaking his head. “Those planes are death traps even on the ground.”

Morgan felt a headache coming on and she pushed away from the table. “Baldwin, why in the hell were you sent here?” She paused, trying to keep her frustration in check. “Exactly what value do you bring to this team?”

Baldwin smiled, extracting a small decanter from an inner jacket pocket. “I provided the brandy for General Crane. Your mentor and I went way back.” He tipped his head back, taking a long swallow before offering the bottle to Averton with a cheeky grin. “And, if you give me that pile of files, I’ll put together the teams General Crane briefed us about before our nap, old mum.”

Morgan had never been called ‘old mum’ before and she blinked at the man for a moment. Baldwin’s grin was catching, and she couldn’t help but to smile as Averton offered her the decanter. “Touché,” was all she said. She looked at the decanter for a moment before holding it up to the ceiling. “To our fallen comrades.” She took a sip of the brandy, surprised it was still palatable before handing it to Alex. She took a moment as she stacked the files. Once the decanter had returned to Baldwin, all of them saying a silent toast to those who were missing, she continued. “Since you volunteered, Commander, your new job is to review the files of the rest of the survivors. See if anyone has any flight time that could be capitalized on. Otherwise, we are grounded. And that flight time needs to be substantial, intermediate or better. Those birds in the hangar are too advanced for beginners and we don’t have time to get them up to speed,” she ordered.

“Righty-o then, Colonel,” he quipped, smiling broadly. “That’s the spirit.”

Morgan picked up the pencil lying next to the folder and put a question mark next to the planes. “Worst case scenario is we can use them for spare parts.” She pointed the pencil’s eraser toward Alex. “You and I will check the ground transport. Hopefully, our fuel hasn’t evaporated or gone bad, and we can get them running. Assuming the seals held.” The complex had been hermetically sealed to maintain the environmental conditions needed to preserve everything. It was still to be discovered if, after 2,000 years, everything still worked. 

Averton sat up, his grin broadening. “Somehow I don’t think we’ll find any gas stations,” he said, eliciting a lighthearted chuckle from the others.

“Probably not.” Morgan pursed her lips, wondering what they would find outside the controlled environment of the complex. The laughter slowly faded, each of them sobering with the gravity of the situation. She leaned against the table, her hands on her hips as she met each of their gazes. “As far as we know, and until we can prove otherwise, we are all that’s left of the human race. It’s up to us to protect the others from whatever may be out there.” 

“Assuming there’s anything out there,” Sarge said quietly. He leaned his arms on the table, his muscles flexing as he cracked his knuckles. 

“Exactly,” Morgan said, “which is why we are taking this slowly and one step at a time.”

Alex had stopped pacing, joining them at the table. “You need to talk to the rest of the survivors, Colonel. They deserve to know what happened,” he stated quietly. 

“I know. Let’s start with this. Averton, help the doctor. The rest of you split up and help Sarge with the supply inventory and the doctor as needed. We’ll gather the others at...” She gazed down at her watch. It was the first time she had even bothered looking at it since coming out of stasis. It was useless now. The battery died a long time ago. She tugged it off and tossed it in the corner. “First thing in the morning we’ll gather everyone in the auditorium and come up with a plan. Dismissed.” Morgan tucked her tongue under her upper lip in deep thought as she glanced through the rest of the files on the table in front of her, Baldwin having taken the stack of survivor files to review. 

Alex hung back, slowly walking over to Morgan. “Do you really think we’re all that’s left, Morgan?” he asked.

Morgan took a deep breath before looking at her best friend. She could talk to every member of her team on a personal level. But she could talk to Alex on a deeper level. She looked at him, reading the concern in his blue-green eyes. “I don’t know, Al. I pray to whatever god is listening we’re not.” She picked up the files. “But until we know for sure, we have to assume we are.”

“That’s a depressing assumption, Mor,” he responded softly.

She nodded. “It is indeed.”
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Chapter Three
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The survivors filled less than a quarter of the mammoth underground auditorium and Morgan gazed over the faces before her. Every single one of them was pale and frightened. The survivors were all in surprisingly good health, some of them feeling the effects of waking up from stasis more than others. Dr. Gorchov assured the colonel that the symptoms were things aspirin, and some decent sleep could cure. It didn’t make it any easier to deliver the information they had discovered. As soon as the last person settled into a seat, Morgan stood up before the group. She didn’t bother getting up on the stage. There was no reason for it. Her voice carried through the room.

“Good morning.” She waited as they quietly greeted her in return, glancing at Alex to her left. “Most of you have never met me, some of you have. My name is Colonel Morgan Langtree. I am the highest-ranking military officer left in this base and it is my responsibility to make sure all of you remain safe and in good health in this new world.” She clasped her hands at the small of her back, her feet planted firmly on the floor. “As you know, 500 of us from different walks of life were put into cryogenic stasis to ensure the survival of mankind and its culture. 221 of us survived.” Morgan scratched her eyebrow, carefully phrasing her next words before tucking her thumbs into the belt loops at her waist. “Due to what my team can only identify as a computer glitch, we have been in cryogenic stasis for a little over 2,000 years.”

The murmur that went through the crowd was one of shock and disbelief. “How can this be?” one woman yelled, standing up, her face red in outrage.

“What has happened?”

“Why weren’t we woken up?”

Morgan let them voice their frustrations, observing the looks of absolute grief and horror that passed over everyone’s faces as they whispered and spoke amongst themselves. She finally held up one hand, nodding, the crowd of people quieting. “I understand your shock and frustration.” She let them murmur for a few moments. “Believe me, I know. Major Brandon and I were quite surprised when we first discovered this information. Captain Averton and...” she peered at the faces, her eyes settling on the computer programmer that had survived, the only other person besides Averton that could tear a computer apart from top to bottom and back again in his sleep. “...Mr. Cole confirmed the logs, and they are available for you to see at any time.” 

Cole nodded to the colonel, remaining quiet and holding up his hand as people around him plied him with questions, silently asking them to stop.

Morgan waited, letting the crowd whisper. She began to pace, her hands clasped behind her back. She stopped and faced the crowd as they settled. “At this point in time, we have no idea what we will find beyond the confines of this complex. We do not know if there are any descendants of other survivors alive or if we are the only ones. What I do know...” Morgan held up her hand, pointing to the ceiling, “...is that we lost the oldest and youngest among us. Why is something we will have to determine. Hopefully, anyone with even the slightest bit of computer experience can help Captain Averton and Mr. Cole analyze the data we have and see if there are any answers there as to why the pods failed.” 

Morgan swallowed, running her tongue over her teeth as she began to pace again. She took her place between Alex and Averton, facing the crowd. “There is the possibility that we may leave this complex to find an entirely alien society has built up over the two millennium we were asleep, be that society more modern and technologically advanced than what we left or as primitive as the Native Americans.” She clasped her hands behind her back. “Things have escalated beyond the petty differences and animosities of our different cultures. We are now one race, one nationality. Human. And we must work together as a team to determine where we fit in.” She looked at Alex and the others behind her, turning her attention to the survivors. “I am open to suggestions and opinions,” she finished, opening her hands in invitation.

A woman with brown hair and brown eyes raised her hand, her face calm, confidence exuding from her. “Excuse me, Colonel.” She paused looking around. “My name is Dr. Chesney Devine. I’m an archaeologist.” Chesney stood up, gazing at the others, clasping her small hands at her waist. “Are we planning on leaving the complex? And if we are, how are we going to feed ourselves if the planet’s animal life is gone?”

Morgan sighed, rubbing the bridge of her nose, before answering. “We are going to stick to the original plan that we were all briefed on before entering cryogenic stasis. We will split up into diverse groups to explore the local area, with one team – hopefully the few agriculturists still with us – staying here as a main base and starting the process of growing some food. I’m sure that before long we will all grow tired of the freeze-dried rations that are available.” Morgan looked down for a moment. “As for the animal life left on Earth...” She shrugged, shaking her head, her eyes sad. “Ladies and gentlemen, I don’t know what we will find. But somehow, we must survive. I would like to have the teams assembled and ready to leave in two days. I understand that does not give you a lot of time to come to terms with what has happened, but the sooner we are able to assess the situation outside this complex, the better.”

Morgan turned to the rest of the command team. There were very few members of the military besides her team still alive and she put the group staying at Area 51 under the command of the few marines she had left. “Wing Commander Baldwin and Commander Cassidy will help assign you to your group.” The two men stepped forward, nodding to the gathered civilians before them. “If any of you have a problem with the assignments or feel that you would better serve in another area, please inform one of them and they will reassign you. Wing Commander Baldwin, Commander Cassidy, and Dr. Gorchov will be remaining here, in command, while the rest of us explore what is left of our world. This complex will remain our main base, our safe haven if you will, until the groups return with the results of their investigations and we determine, as a group, our next course of action.” 

She gave the group a few minutes to let her words sink in before asking, “Is there anything else?” She waited. When no one responded, she clapped her hands together. “Then let’s get to work.” She dismissed the group, the survivors already talking amongst themselves as they left. Morgan watched them leave, finally turning to look at Averton, Sarge and Alex. 

“Sounded good, Colonel,” Averton commented, squeezing her shoulder. “I just hope we find something useful out there and not a bunch of radiation and ruin.” He raised his eyebrows briefly before stalking up the aisle of the auditorium, leaving Morgan and the others.

Morgan let out a sigh, rubbing her temples as she closed her eyes. “That makes two of us.” She nodded to herself. “Let’s finish that inventory and start prepping for our trip south.” She followed Averton up the aisle toward the back of the auditorium, Sarge and Alex falling into step behind her.
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Chapter Four
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Sarge watched as Morgan pushed on the door he had discovered. It was hidden at the end of some obscure corridor running off the maintenance bay where the vehicles they were relying on were housed. He had originally thought it was a maintenance shaft until he noticed the keypad hidden behind a stack of supply crates. It didn’t take the man long to get it opened, discovering a long, dark, and dusty corridor with a single door located at the far end. It struck him as odd, considering that the maintenance bay was a wide-open area that could be accessed from several different locations within the base. Those access points included a pair of massive, five foot thick, sliding steel doors at one end. This corridor seemed to lead deeper into the complex when, based on its location, it should have led outdoors. 

Alex stood lookout, making sure no one snuck up on them as they tried to break into what could only be the main area of the Nevada complex, the area the government didn’t want anyone seeing. Sarge had immediately notified Morgan of his discovery and the three officers all agreed to keep whatever they found quiet. The last thing Morgan needed – or even wanted – was a panic if they exposed something terrifying beyond the corridor. 

Morgan slammed her hand on the stubborn door in frustration, turning and leaning against it, her eyes closed. “Dammit!” 

Alex approached her, leaning against the wall across from Morgan with the door between them. He crossed his arms, propping his left foot against the wall. He pointed to the door. “We’re not supposed to get in there.”

Morgan opened one eye, its green depths glaring at her friend. “Oh really, Captain Obvious? Tell me something I don’t know.”

Sarge swung the crowbar he held lazily back and forth. “There is obviously something there they didn’t want anyone to see.”

“At this point, I really don’t think it matters what the government did or did not want us to see.” She grabbed the crowbar, sliding it between the door and the jamb. “Am I the only one here...that finds all this...suspicious?” she asked through clenched teeth as she leaned her weight against the metal, trying to pry the door open. She was sweating profusely, beads of moisture sliding down the side of her face.

Alex glanced up the corridor with a sober expression. “All of this is suspicious, Morgan.” He moved closer to the colonel. “Okay, I’ll bite. What’s on your mind? You haven’t exactly been yourself since the meeting this morning, which means you’ve been thinking way too much.” He took the crowbar from her, moving it closer to the doorknob and tapping it deeper into the frame with his free hand. He leaned into it, using all his upper body strength in hopes of popping the lock.

Morgan rests her shoulder against the door jam, watching as Alex tried his hand at getting the door open. “I found the whole concept of being put into cryogenic stasis weird, but at the time I really couldn’t give it much thought,” she started, waving her hand in little circles to emphasize her words. She pushed her hair from her forehead, the red strands damp with sweat. “But I have been thinking about this. Where did we get the technology to do this?” she asked, her face crinkling slightly in confusion. “When? Cryogenic stasis was still something out of a sci-fi movie in 2020. We shouldn’t be alive, yet here we are.”

Alex paused, casting a glance at Sarge. “I’ll admit it’s a bit disconcerting and creepy.”

“I’m with Alex,” Sarge stated. He switched spots with the other man, taking his turn at the crowbar.

“How did we get the technology?” Morgan pondered again. 

Alex stood facing the door, tucking his hands in his pocket. “We could freeze embryos and single cells, but I don’t remember us having the ability to freeze anything bigger.” He rubbed the stubble on his chin with the back of his hand. He met Morgan’s gaze.

She jerked her head toward the door. “What if...”

Alex took a step back, holding up a finger. “Don’t go there. We all know the stories about Area 51.”

Morgan nodded, her eyes narrowing as she continued. “Isn’t it a little...” She held her forefinger and thumb close together. “...odd that the pods are housed in Area 51? What have we really been hiding down here?” She folded her arms over her chest as she leaned back against the wall. She could tell by the way Alex’s eyes narrowed that she had made her point.

“Do we really want to know?” Sarge asked softly. He, too, had found the whole cryogenic stasis scenario disturbing. None of them knew what was going to happen or if they would come out of it when they went under. It was comforting to him that Morgan and Alex were questioning it as well.

Alex stared at Morgan. She was right. How did the United States government have the wherewithal to make it happen? And why did they choose to save only a handful of the brightest and best? Were they taking a chance in the first place by putting them in stasis, knowing that they only had a 50% chance of success? Or did they expect the people that had been chosen to enter stasis to die? “Okay. I admit this whole thing bugs me too. I don’t appreciate people placing a 50-50 bet on our chances of survival,” he finally said, nodding toward the door.

“So, let’s see what’s behind this door and maybe we’ll get some answers.” Morgan took back the crowbar, continuing to work on the door. “Sarge has confirmed that we still have fuel. All our vehicles are in perfect order. We have clothing, food, tools...” she continued through clenched teeth, pushing on the bar. The muscles in her bare arms bulged with the exertion, her face was turning beet red.

“We’ve been in stasis for 2,000 years. How is all of that equipment and fuel still good?” Sarge asked.

“Bingo.” Morgan stopped for a moment, wiping her wrist across her forehead. “See, that’s my point,” she commented, pointing with the crowbar. She shook her head, her red hair a stark contrast against her green fatigues. She growled at the door, kicking it before returning the crowbar to the small dent they had managed to make.

Alex picked up the train of thought, checking over his shoulder to make sure no one was peeking down the dimly lit corridor. “Where and when did we get the knowledge to keep gasoline from evaporating? To keep the seeds fresh so that we can grow food. Hell, we even have batteries that work! It’s a bit odd that everything we could possibly need is down here, which leads me to believe the government knew more than they were letting on.”

Morgan grunted as she fought with the door. “We were also left with the best equipment. Our ammunition is still good and so is the C4. Hell, that stuff was vacuum sealed.” She peered at her subordinates. “But why were we given GPS systems that wouldn’t work after 500 years? The satellites wouldn’t still be in orbit if there were no one alive to communicate with them even on an automated signal. The orbits would’ve decayed, and they would’ve burnt up upon entering the atmosphere.”

“Maybe they weren’t planning on anyone surviving,” Sarge commented.

“Maybe.” Morgan took a break, sweeping her arm across her forehead. “None of our electronics work at all. We are down to minimal survival gear. And when I say minimal...” She wrapped her hands around the crowbar. “...I mean minimal.”

All three of them fell silent at the faint hiss of air and Sarge added his brute strength to Morgan’s. The door slid open on rusted hinges, releasing a wave of cold, stale air from the other side. Alex had stepped back, his M17 and flashlight clutched in his hands as he peered into the inky blackness beyond the door. He took a step inside, sweeping the flashlight across the room. “Clear!” he called, Morgan and Sarge stepping in behind him.

Morgan moved ahead of the major, her own sidearm in her hand, scanning the area with her flashlight. She safely locked her apprehension away in a small box in her mind. They didn’t have time to be afraid, even though the world they knew was long gone. Their footsteps were silent, a blanket of dust five inches thick softening the sound. “That’s odd. The ventilation system in our area of the complex must have been connected to the reactor.”

“That would explain all the dust in the corridor and in here. This area must not have been sealed,” Alex added, inspecting the far side of the room. Another door stood on the opposite wall, strips of fabric that must have once been lab coats hanging from pegs beside it. “This must have been a clean room,” he remarked, his eyes suddenly drawn to the keypad next to the door, a dim red light blinking slowly from it. “We got a keypad on this door,” he remarked, jerking his thumb toward the pad.

“Here,” Sarge growled softly, pushing between his team members to approach the wall. The man never went anywhere without his tools, and he quickly removed the keypad’s faceplate, pulling wires free and crossing them, hot wiring the mechanism that opened the door. He turned his face away as sparks flew, the power still operational thanks to the reactors that powered the complex. The door slid open to another pitch-black room. “After you, Colonel,” he stated, stepping behind Morgan and Alex as they stepped over the threshold.

The gnawing in Morgan’s stomach that had been plaguing her since earlier in the day increased as she stepped over the threshold into the next chamber. She swept her flashlight around the room, the light showing nothing. Alex and Sarge joined her as she moved slowly along the railing before her. “Steps to the left,” she stated. 

A motion detector at the top of the stairs triggered the lights and they blinked, momentarily blinded. Morgan slowly lowered her arm, still squinting as she stared at the sight before her as she holstered her pistol. She turned off her flashlight, returning it to the case on her belt at the small of her back. Now they knew why the government wanted to keep the location of Area 51 such a secret. 

Sprawling below them was a chamber the size of a military hangar. The walls, as with everything else in the underground facility, was made of reinforced steel and concrete. The chamber could have easily held 10 Stealth bombers within it, with enough room to line up an entire fleet of fighter jets between them. The door they came through led onto a balcony that ran the length of the wall and halfway across the other two, a pair of metal stairs on either side. It was the only entrance into the chamber that they could see, apart from the overhead hangar doors that slanted up the ceiling. 

The vast room was empty except for 10 strange aircraft, five apiece lined up in two rows in the middle of the hangar. The ships were the size of Chinook helicopters. The outer hulls were made of a strange material that glittered and sparkled in the fluorescent lights, casting connecting rainbows between them. There were no visible windows or doors on the ships, no armaments that could be seen. What exactly were they?

“Holy shit,” Alex hissed in disbelief, slowly making his way along the balcony that ran the perimeter of the hangar. He holstered his pistol before jogging down the stairs. The sound of his boots on metal echoed through the room. He stared up at one of the strange ships. “Now we know what the government has been hiding since the 1950s.”

Morgan followed Alex to the hangar floor cautiously. Something didn’t feel right, something she couldn’t put a finger on. She glanced up at Sarge. “Make sure no one else enters here. I don’t want this going any further. We would definitely start a panic if this got out.” She waited as Sarge nodded and disappeared through the antechamber. She gazed at Alex as he ran his hand along the sleek surface of the closest ship. The surface was as smooth as obsidian, yet it glimmered as if thousands of quartz crystals stuck out from its surface. “I was under the impression we only ever had one alien spaceship in our possession,” she said softly, joining the major.

“So was I. But look,” Alex pointed to the farthest ship in the hangar. They started walking slowly toward it. “I noticed this from the balcony. This one has been damaged.”

Morgan dropped to her haunches, sliding her fingers over the visible score marks on the ship’s strange hull. They walked around, noticing that part of the ship was missing, the damage jagged, as if the back half of the ship had been roughly torn off. “I’d say this is probably the one all the papers speculated about,” she commented in curiosity. Her green eyes moved restlessly over the ship, and she turned. Tilting her head, she studied the other ships. She moved into the row between the 10 ships and turned around slowly, mumbling under her breath, her lips moving with no sound.

“What?” Alex could tell she was on to something. Morgan had an analytical mind when something intrigued her, and the major knew his best friend always enjoyed a good puzzle and mystery.

Morgan raised her hand to her lips, tapping them with the side of her thumb. “They’re different.” With sudden purpose, Morgan marched to the last ship in the row, walking around it. “See how much rounder this one is? The design is the same, but more streamlined. And we captured not one, but two. One in the 1950s and supposedly, one in the 1970s.” 

“Mor, slow down. I’m missing something here,” Alex interjected, following his commanding officer around the ships. 

Morgan stopped and looked at Alex. “The last two ships in the row are the same.” She pointed to the ships in question. “See how sharp the design is? It looks like a box, a flying box.” She then turned toward the end of the hangar they had come in from, walking a few feet toward the other ships. “See how much rounder the snout is on those? The ships are different.”

Alex realized what Morgan was talking about and he slowly moved toward the older ship. They both had the same uneasy feeling over their find, and they stood staring at the ships in fascination. “I don’t get it, Morgan. Now that I look at them, I can see noticeable differences.” His eyes met the colonel’s. “Where the hell did the other eight come from?”

Morgan scaled up what she assumed was the front of the craft. “I want to know how the damn thing works.”

“So, how do we get in?” Alex finally asked, running his hand along the side of the alien spacecraft. There were indentations on the side that he considered, dents that possibly opened for wings. He continued along the side until his fingers curled around what seemed to be a latch and he pulled. A ramp suddenly opened with only the slightest hiss of compressed air, inviting them inside with a soft glowing light from the interior. “Colonel, I found a hatch.”

Morgan scrambled across the top of the ship and smiled, sliding down the opposite end to land next to Alex. She peered at Alex and grinned, holding her hand out toward the ramp. “After you. You’re the one that found it.”

“Thanks. Let the aliens shoot me first,” Alex dryly remarked, ducking as he entered the alien ship, Morgan behind him. The ship had been stripped of everything except the pilot’s seat, the console before them a sheer black panel that reflected their images back at them.

Morgan was looking for anything within the ship that could tell them something about the aliens that had lost it. There was absolutely nothing in the interior, the walls as smooth as the outside, more of the flat black panels spaced along the sides. She could find no wires, no control knobs, no buttons. Not even a rudder pedal for the pilot. She reached out, laying her hand flat on the main console. It lit up with a soft glow, faint, as if its energy source were almost depleted, the blank wall before her lightening slightly. She could make out the shadows of the other ships through the opaque window. “Okay, touch control.” She looked down at the console that was now lit up. The markings looked familiar. 

Alex watched Morgan. “Do you recognize those markings?” he asked.

Morgan’s brow furrowed. “Yeah, but I don’t know why. I’ve never seen them before.” She lifted her hand, the window before them fading.

Before Alex could reply, a loud whistle resounded through the hangar. They left the ship, their inspection finished for the time being. Morgan took the stairs two at a time, meeting Sarge at the top, Alex behind her. “What’s up?”

“Someone passed the outer corridor. I’m not sure, but I think it was Averton,” he answered peering over his shoulder back the way he came. 

“Why can’t he do as he’s told? If he finds out about this hangar, he’ll never keep his mouth shut,” Morgan stated with a sigh. She took one look behind her, noticing that the alien aircraft had closed on its own. Something didn’t sit right with her over the 10 craft in the hangar, especially the differences. Why were there two different designs? Were some newer than others? Morgan was really beginning to wonder what was outside waiting for them. She rubbed her temples with the tips of her fingers. “All right. Let’s do this. Seal the outer door; weld it if you must. I don’t want anyone in and no one...” She paused, pointing at her two subordinates, and reemphasizing her earlier words. “...no one breathes a word of this to anyone,” she commanded, a small line furrowing the space between her eyebrows. “That’s an order. We’ve got too many irons in the fire as it is without worrying about whether the aliens want their ships back.”

“You got it,” Sarge answered, heading toward the hangar where the useless F-15s waited to collect his equipment.

Morgan glanced over her shoulder again. “I don’t like this. I don’t like this one fucking bit,” she hissed between her teeth. She began to chew on her thumbnail.

“Are you sure it’s a good idea to seal that door?” Alex whispered. He agreed that the alien ships needed to remain a secret until they knew more about what was happening around them.

Morgan nodded, her swishing braid the only sound in the corridor. 

Alex fell into step with Morgan, walking toward the head of the corridor as Sarge returned carrying the tools he needed to seal the door. His eyes asked the same question as Alex, unspoken, yet clear to the colonel. She nodded in finality, and they waited until he had lowered the mask over his face, the acetylene of the welding torch acrid in the air. “Stay with Sarge until he’s done. I need to make sure Averton is following orders.” Morgan left the two of them in the corridor and made her way back to the cryo chamber. Instead of getting answers, she had more questions. She stared at the bank of pods, wondering what was awaiting them outside the complex. 

Colonel Morgan Langtree had the distinct feeling she was not going to like whatever it was.
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Chapter Five
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It took a day longer than Morgan wanted to get everyone organized into workable groups. She was surprised by the willingness of the survivors to work together, all of them realizing that their differences were now a moot point. She was relieved that things were going as smooth as they were. As a large group, they opened the sealed complex doors, straining against the weight of the rusted metal as they pushed them apart. They looked out over the land as the sun rose, warming them with its rays for the first time in 2,000 years. The air was fresh and crisp.

The survivors gazed in stunned silence at the different world they had awoken to. They found themselves standing on a high plateau. The vehicle ramp was overgrown with a lush carpet of grass. Thick green vegetation covered the yellow sand and scrub that was once Nevada. The entire region had changed thanks to the wrath of Mother Earth. Soft white clouds floated across the multi-hued dawn sky as a soft breeze rustled everyone’s hair and clothing. Flowers, fragrant and colorful, opened their petals to meet the rays of the sun for a new day. Dew shimmered on them like jewels. Earth had returned to a virtual Garden of Eden, and it was beautiful. 

And potentially deadly.

A woman spoke from the back of the group. “Listen,” she said.

Morgan looked at Alex and her team. “It’s silent.”

“There’s no bird calls, no animal noises, nothing,” Averton stated, chewing the pad of his thumb nervously. He took a few steps down the vehicle ramp, looking around. The silence was eerie and disconcerting.

Morgan nodded, the apprehension in her gut growing stronger. She had hoped it would go away when they opened the door, but she wasn’t that lucky. Between the strange dreams she had been having since coming out of stasis and the relentless gnawing in the pit of her stomach, her mood was dark and cautious. She turned to face the gathering. “Okay, well, at least we know what is going on. Let’s get prepared and see what’s out there. Always remain aware of your surroundings. And keep a log of anything strange that you observe.”

By mid-day, the groups were ready to set off. The food supply left for the survivors would hold them for a few months, long enough to get the plants in the ground and harvested. The agricultural team had immediately set out, testing the area around the complex, finding that the soil was rich and fertile with no toxic residue at all. There was a nearby water source with fresh water so pure that the team was sure no one had tasted anything like it. They were eager to start their work, setting out with shovels and tools, chattering as they passed Morgan. 

They had divided the still-functioning transportable equipment and supplies among the 10 search groups. Each team consisted of twenty members, with the east coast team and Morgan’s armed with the most fuel. General Crane had left specific instructions where each team was to go, assuming he’d be sending military personnel out. Morgan simply took the general’s plans and adapted them. Her team was headed south of the border. She had found an invaluable source of knowledge in Dr. Devine, the archaeologist a life-long student of Central American culture. Morgan wanted to see what was left beyond the Rio Grande. Averton, Alex and Sarge also accompanied them, with a civilian builder named Johnson and 14 other men and women with various backgrounds.

The Hummer bounced over the rough terrain, the once familiar landscape strange and silent. Morgan held onto the dashboard as they plowed their way through the brush. The trees towered above them, casting shadows of muted green and gold as the sun peeked through the high canopy. They saw no sign of animal – or human – life as they traveled. She turned and looked at Chesney. “What’s the chance of there being life in Central America, doctor?” she called over the engine noise.

Chesney leaned forward, gripping the back of Morgan’s seat. “It depends. Being in Nevada, in the southern part of the United States, we saw how conditions changed.” She pointed to the tall trees and flora they were driving through. “All of this is new to the area, probably the result of changing water tables below the surface. To the north, it could be freezing cold. I just don’t know. But...” she paused for a moment, “...there are deep caverns up in the Belize Valley Area where people and their livestock could have survived.” 

Alex looked up from the report he had been trying to write as they bumped along the rough track. “That’s where all those stone temples were, right?”

Chesney nodded. “Yes, the ones built by the Mayans. Considering the influx of tourism and commerce, though, I would expect to find a mixture of races if anyone survived. The research teams on the Belize Valley dig alone were from all over the world.” She pushed her brown hair from her eyes, holding her bangs back with one hand. “Based on data that I have studied, the most logical place for there to be life would be in the remotest parts of Earth. And closest to the equator. Of course, anyone close to the Ring of Fire might have been in trouble.”

Alex gave up trying to write as the Hummer bounced again, causing the major to grab the back of the driver’s seat. “Places like Alaska, South America, Australia?”

“Yes.”

Averton had listened quietly as he drove. The mention of Australia piqued his curiosity. “Wouldn’t shifts in the weather that far south rule it out as being habitable?” He quickly gazed back in the rearview mirror, slowing as he noticed the transport truck behind them lagging as it traversed through a desert dry wash.

Chesney shook her head. “No. Believe it or not, Australia and many of the islands in the South Pacific would be perfect. The Australian outback is loaded with caverns and caves. And mankind is known to survive.” She scratched her cheek. “As long as Earth’s poles didn’t shift too much...”

“It shifted enough to throw compasses off about 10 degrees,” Averton stated. 

Chesney nodded before finishing with, “Then the temperatures probably haven’t changed much.”

Morgan gazed at Averton, playfully smacking his arm. “Hey, Mad Max survived a holocaust in Australia. Those Aussies are tough. Don’t knock it.” She looked at the small convoy behind them as he sped back up.

Averton laughed. “That was a movie, Colonel.”

Chesney continued, watching a thin tree branch slide along the Hummer’s side. She smiled, knowing she’d get a rise out of Morgan with her next comment. “The islands off of Scotland are another place.”

Morgan smiled at the mention of her ancestral country. “Strong stock, we Scots,” she stated. She glanced sideways at Averton. “How long do you estimate it will take to get down there?” she asked. They had already traveled three days, unsure of where they were. Everything was gone with no indication that there had been cities standing where the tall trees now grew. They were having to rely on the old-fashioned compasses and maps her team carried. 

The compasses were slightly off, as Averton pointed out, but whether that was from the natural shifting of the poles or more drastic movement of the Earth’s interior no one could say. Morgan was not surprised, considering the circumstances that had forced them into stasis in the first place. It was a good thing they were all well trained in advanced survival skills and knew how to work with the world around them. Whenever they could glimpse the night sky, they looked for Polaris. The star was a constant guide. Adjusting their trajectory as they went, the team continually moved south. Throughout the whole trip, the team didn’t even discover so much as an old rock wall. 

Not one steel girder. 

Nothing.

Averton shrugged, checking his compass. “Another four, five days.” He jerked the wheel, missing a fallen branch on the natural path they were following. “I suspect we will have to travel on foot some of the way.” He glanced at Morgan. “Especially if we have to cross rivers or other land masses that are missing bridges.”

Morgan looked at Chesney. “This Belize Valley Area. Is it easy to reach?”

Chesney half-shook half-nodded her head. “It was once. I don’t know about now.” She gazed out into the dense foliage they drove through. “Although I would venture to say the terrain probably has changed a lot over the last 2,000 years. Humans have always been a disruptive force when it comes to terrain. How land is used contributes to climate change.” She pointed at the foliage growing along the track. “See that? That’s kudzu. It shouldn’t even be in this part of the country, but without anyone to manage it, it’s grown out of control.”

“That’s good to know,” Morgan quipped, peering at Alex.

“But can you find it?” Alex asked, bouncing in the seat with the Hummer, feeling like he was riding a very ungraceful horse, ducking as branches scraped the open roof of the vehicle. He wanted to smack Averton, sure that the captain was making it a point to hit every bump and find every low hanging branch on the driver’s side of the vehicle.

“Yeah. I know the compass coordinates.”

Morgan faced forward. “Then that’s where we’ll go.” She leaned her chin on her thumb and forefinger as she gazed over the strange land that was once the United States. She noticed that the sun was beginning to set, a break in the trees to her right showing her the colorful sunset as it began. She reached out for the walkie-talkie, signaling the trucks behind them as she tugged the power cord, taking care not to dislodge it from the cigarette lighter socket. Most of their equipment was useless, the towers and satellites that once relayed signals gone. “Johnson, prepare to stop for the night,” she said, holding the black box in her hand. The walkie-talkies were good for short-range transmission only and Morgan made sure her team stayed close together.

“10-4, Colonel,” Johnson answered.

Averton found a clearing a mile away, a secure location with a water source and flat ground big enough for their convoy. He checked the water supply, nodding to Morgan. “It’s clean and fresh,” he confirmed, standing back up and putting the water sample kit back into his pack. He looked around as he ran his fingers through his hair.

Morgan slung her rifle over her shoulder. “Get the camp set up and post a perimeter.” She stopped, annoyed by Averton’s odd look. “Do it. Just because we haven’t seen anything doesn’t mean that we should let our guard down,” she snapped. Two long years in the Middle East had made her cautious and the consistent gnawing in her stomach was making her nervous.

“Yes, Colonel,” Averton answered sharply.

Alex fell into step with Morgan, moving carefully through the underbrush toward a break in the trees. “What’s the matter?” he asked, dropping behind Morgan as they climbed over a tree limb. “You see something?”

Morgan shook her head. “I don’t know. Something’s bugging me, I don’t know what it is, and you know how much I abhor this feeling.” She nodded toward the break, pushing through the low-lying fern and foliage. “I’m hoping we’re up high enough to see what’s beyond the tree line.” They traveled a few more feet before stopping, the ground suddenly dropping into a sheer cliff face. A wide river snaked through the green valley below them and Morgan sighed. “Hard to believe most of this was desert scrub 2,000 years ago.”

Alex unfolded the map he had been carrying, checking his compass and the coordinates Dr. Devine had provided against the map. “That’s the Rio Grande.”

Morgan looked at the map over Alex’s arm, grunting softly. “We’ve come this far already?” Alex nodded in confirmation. “Huh. Must be Averton’s psycho driving.” They turned away from the river, heading back toward the camp. “Let’s tell the others. Maybe Dr. Devine can give us a better estimate of how long it will take us to get to Belize.”

Within a few hours of setting up the camp and its perimeter, the moon had finally decided to grace the sky with its presence, its silver rays shining into the clearing. They had traveled most of the way from Area 51 under skies that were gray and cloudy, thunderstorms forming with no warning, the lightning fierce as it lit up the sky. They caught the sunset here and there. The temperature had remained constant, warm, and humid. The team thought that the sky clearing would be nice, a chance to look upon the familiar stars and the constellations once again. A chance to gaze upon something they knew. According to Averton’s calculations the moon was at its zenith, Earth’s only satellite reflecting the sun’s light. 

The only problem was the moon’s appearance. 

The members of Morgan’s team stared at it, each of them speechless, the familiar feeling they had been looking for gone.

Where the moon should have been round, it was jagged on one side. Debris from whatever destructive force that collided with it floated close, caught within the satellite’s gravitational field. The man in the moon was missing one eye, its smile now a cold smirk that left those gazing upon it disturbed by its menacing appearance. No matter how hard they tried, no one could quit staring up at it, their eyes constantly drawn to the terrifying sight above them. 

Averton tossed the stick he had been holding into the campfire. “We blew up the fucking moon,” he finally said, voicing Morgan and Alex’s thoughts. “How? How the hell did we manage to do that?”

Morgan sighed, scrubbing her face with her hands. “Mark, calm down. We don’t know for sure what happened on Earth after we were put into stasis, let alone what happened to the moon,” she soothed. She reached down, her fingers curling around another log. She gently laid it on the fire and leaned her chin in the palm of her hand. Her already overactive mind was racing through various scenarios, none of which seemed likely. She couldn’t shake the growing edginess in herself.

Alex bit into his ration bar, his nose crinkling as he chewed the dry food. He felt like he was eating cardboard. “You know, whatever happened to the moon could explain why Earth is the way it is,” he remarked, using the ration bar to point at Averton. He took another bite, washing the bland tasting food down with a sip of water from his canteen. “With all the earthquakes and the warming and everything, maybe Earth’s gravitational field pulled the moon apart. We just don’t know.” Alex wrapped up the remaining half of the bar, tossing it into his pack in disgust.

Morgan nodded, conceding that Alex had a good point. She sat back up as Sarge walked over to them, his tall frame blocking the jagged moon from her sight. “At this point, we don’t know what happened. Let’s not jump to conclusions.” She paused, scratching her temple as she closed her eyes. “Yet.”

Chesney had laid claim to a fallen log by the fire, and she stretched her arms along its length as she leaned back. “Maybe trying some far-fetched science fiction solution? The moon does have an influence on Earth, and vice-versa.” She sat up, picking up a stick and twirling it between her fingers. “You know...tidal braking...reproduction cycles of certain animals...circadian rhythms...” her voice trailed off. “Did any nation have the power to launch a nuclear warhead that far into space?” she pondered aloud.

Her question caused four sets of eyes to turn to her. Sarge remained standing, glancing over to the campsite Johnson and the others had established a few feet away. His eyes met Chesney’s as she looked up, and when he answered, his voice was a soft rumble in the quiet night. “Yeah. We did.” They all remained quiet, only the crackling fire protesting the silence.

Averton finally stood up, shaking his head, his blue eyes filled with doubt. “Uh-huh. No way.” He waved his hands back and forth. “Not in a million years.” He began to pace, one hand propped on his hip, the other gripping his hair. “Why? I mean, what sense would it make to blow up the moon?” He stopped, staring down at the colonel. “It would’ve taken launch rockets. You know, like what we sent the space shuttle up with. And they would’ve had to do that before we were all settled in stasis to see if it would work.”

“All right, hold on here,” Morgan replied, standing up. She was getting annoyed. “We don’t know if a meteor crashed into the moon or if we somehow blew it up, or if some extraterrestrial decided to try and phone home and his cell phone signal detonated a secret cache of C4 stashed on the moon and it went poof!” Morgan’s temper had finally snapped at the doomsday conjecture that was going around the group. Mindless speculation was not helping her patience. “Let’s concentrate on our main objective and then we can worry about what mankind did or did not do to the moon. Is that understood?” She waited until the mumbled ‘yes ma’am’s’ were done before grabbing her rifle and slinging it over her right shoulder as she stalked from the camp. “I’ll take first watch,” she called gruffly over her shoulder. “Get some rest. We break camp at dawn.”

They watched her retreating figure, her red hair bouncing out of sight as she moved soundlessly through the thick foliage, effectively ending the conversation. Alex simply shook his head as he glared at Averton. “You really know how to push her buttons.”

Averton sighed. “I didn’t mean to piss her off,” he whined softly, sinking back down on the log he had been occupying.

Sarge shook his head. “Yeah, well, as always, you did.” He turned and followed Morgan. Something was wrong. Something serious was bothering his commanding officer. He followed her through the brush, finding her overlooking the valley. The silence was eerie. The only noise that drifted up to them was that of the water flowing in the Rio Grande. He looked at Morgan and saw her roughly scrape the back of her hand under her nose as she sniffed.

“I’m fine, Sarge,” she simply stated. “This much foliage is actually killing my allergies.” She heard him slip through the underbrush even though the big man moved as quiet as a stalking cat. It was the lack of other noise that allowed her to hear him. She took a deep breath, sneezing once before returning her gaze to the cracked moon.

Sarge moved to stand next to her, laying one hand in comfort on her shoulder. “How’d you know it was me?” he teased softly, watching the mask of command slip back over her face in the bright moonlight. It had been a brief show of emotion, something the colonel usually never allowed from herself while on a mission. But he knew her well enough to know that what they had found had affected her deeply. He dug a clean handkerchief from his pocket.

Morgan ran her fingers over her braided hair before taking the handkerchief her sergeant silently offered. She was not the type of person who usually cried, but the events of the last week were overwhelming. “It’s always you. You hate it when something bugs me.” She shook her head as she blew her nose, her eyes never leaving what should have been a familiar night sky.

“You’ve got a bad feeling about this, don’t you?” he whispered, knowing to trust Morgan’s intuition. She had been right too many times in the past based on what her gut and instincts told her. That was one of the things that made her a good commanding officer. And her intuition had never been wrong.

She nodded. “And I know it’s going to get a lot worse.” She gazed down at the river with a deep sigh. “A lot worse.”

Neither one of them noticed the strange lights that moved across the green meadows below them, at first heading straight toward the Rio Grande before doubling back toward them.
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Chapter Six
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“I never realized how big these temples were,” Averton commented, shielding his eyes against the sun with his hand as he gazed up toward the peak of the great stone temple. He took a few careful steps back, avoiding some of the rock debris that littered the ground around the three-temple complex. They were all amazed that the temples were still standing since they had discovered nothing else on their trip to Central America to indicate that humans still inhabited Earth. The temple’s warm brown rocks stood firm in its pyramid shape within the thick jungle. Averton’s blue eyes turned to Morgan. “Did you?”

Morgan shook her head, her hands propped on her hips, a pair of dark sunglasses perched on her freckled nose. “This is the first time I’ve ever been here.” She slipped her backpack from her shoulders, letting it land on the ground with a soft thud as she opened her canteen. The team had traveled the last four days on foot, saving what little bit of fuel they had left for the return trip to Area 51. Sarge and Johnson stayed with the others, setting up a base camp a few miles away as Averton, Dr. Devine, Alex and Morgan traveled the path known as the Orange Walk to the temple complex at Lamanai.

Chesney and Alex came around the left side of the High Temple, the archaeologist’s face bright with excitement. “Colonel! You will never believe what we found,” she called, stopping for a moment to catch her breath, her hands on her knees. She couldn’t conceal her happiness. She waited until Morgan and Averton joined her at the base of the huge stone structure. Chesney grabbed Morgan’s arm, pulling her closer and pointing to the stones. “You see this layer? The rock is still light, as if it were freshly quarried. The Temple of the Masks and the Temple of the Stela both have new stones added to them as well.” Chesney nodded; her cheeks flushed. “This is new construction.”

“How new?” Morgan asked, removing her sunglasses, and tucking one arm into the front of her tank top, letting them hang within easy reach. She knelt next to the doctor, running her fingers over the rough stone. She could see how the stones in the older part of the structure had darkened over time, showing signs of erosion. The new layer’s pale appearance was a huge contrast.

Chesney drew their attention to a set of jagged chisel marks on one of the bottom-most stones. “See how sharp they are?” Her eyes met Alex’s, then Averton’s, finally locking with Morgan’s. “If these were old, they would’ve worn with time, becoming smooth.”

“Which means somewhere within the vicinity are other humans,” Alex commented, indicating the area of jungle they were in with the circular motion of his finger. He was carrying his rifle, the weapon slung across his chest in a safe carry. The only sounds they could hear were the rustle of the wind in the trees and the annoying buzz of the little no-see bugs that had been plaguing them since they crossed the Rio Grande. Alex waved his hand in front of his face in annoyance. “Why did these things have to survive?”

“Be thankful they did. Without them, the plant life wouldn’t have survived. I agree, though, they are annoying.” Chesney laughed, knowing how the major felt about the bugs. She ran her fingers reverently over the stones. “I’d say this outer layer was added within the last year or two.”

Morgan curled her fingers around the edge of the block, her tongue pushing out her cheek as she thought. The existence of human life that was building, improving on an ancient structure, 2,000 years after decades of natural disasters leveled the planet gave her hope. There was still an annoying gnawing in her gut that got worse the closer they got to the temples. Her dreams weren’t any better. She started dreaming of a faceless man that walked in and out of the shadows. She chewed her lip. “Stay sharp, guys,” she said quietly, the hairs on the back of her neck standing up. 

Something moved to the right of her field of vision and Morgan turned on the balls of her feet, her ponytail whipping behind her from the back of her baseball cap. Her Sig Sauer M17 was gripped firmly in her hands. Alex and Averton were also brandishing weapons, the three of them forming a line of similar stances with the doctor behind them. Before them stood five men, scantily clad in bright colored loincloths of purple, red and blue, holding primitive weapons. Each man was adorned with hand-made jewelry of what looked like jade and quartz. They bore face paint as bright as the fabric covering their privates, stripes of white and red across their cheeks and bare chests. Morgan kept the expression on her face as passive as she possibly could.

“I feel like I just stepped into Raiders of the Lost Ark,” Averton whispered, casting a quick glance at Morgan. It was the only reference he could immediately think of to explain the situation they suddenly found themselves in. The men before them looked like they had stepped out of the movie, their spears held in front of them at an aggressive angle. Their expressions matched their aggressive stance. 

“Yeah, but you’re not nearly as good looking as Harrison Ford,” Alex quipped back. He never took his eyes from the men, his rifle tight against his shoulder, trigger finger ready. “And you don’t speak Hovitos.” 

It was all Morgan could do not to smile at them. She could always count on them to ease a tense situation with witty banter. She studied the men, noticing that they didn’t look like native Central Americans. As a matter of fact, only one of them looked remotely native, his skin tones that of an American Indian. One of the men had pale, freckled skin like her own, another with almond-shaped eyes indicative of someone of Asian descent. She tilted her head backward toward Chesney, never taking her eyes off the men. “You called the cultural mix, Doc.”

“Please, we mean you no harm.” A sixth man stepped between the five warriors. He held a staff cradled in the crook of his arm. Unlike the others, he wore a headdress of gold and feathers wrapped around his forehead and a cape secured by an ornate broach at his neck.

“Doc?” Morgan asked.

“He’s dressed like a high-ranking member of their society,” Chesney stated, stepping to the other side of Morgan. “If they wanted to hurt us, they would have attacked already.”

The man smiled at Chesney’s words, his teeth bright white against his tanned face. “I am called Loris, and I am the chief of the Lamanai.” He raised his hands toward the High Temple. “Did the gods send you?” he asked hopefully. The bracelet of gold adorning his wrist blinded Morgan momentarily and she turned her head.
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