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Foreword

Hi! Thanks for reading Future Sepsis Book 1!

The idea to write this book came about when I started thinking about neural implants. As part of fatherhood I learned about how our brains wire themselves based on stimuli, and I imagined how our neural networks could warp and twist in ways, and I wondered what it might look like if you lost that implant and suddenly lost something. Along the way, I started thinking about a lot of trends in both technology and society, and soon I had a notepad filled with ideas that seemed like they could produce a really interesting story and world.

Early on I realized I didn't have any desire to make a safe science fiction novel. I wanted to make something that was the hardest of hard science fiction, and combine it with deep immersion in characters who were experiencing that world and who were deeply real and honest, and put it in a world that was plausible and not just today with a fresh coat of paint.

There's a number of undeniable trends in society today, and so if I wanted this to be a speculation of the future, I decided it would be after humanity had course corrected. In a lot of ways, the society I painted is something a lot of people would like to live in, but it's also a society that's alien and unsettling, at least to me. A lot of science fiction novels are about the tech or about the rebellion, but that's not what life is about. I spend a lot of time peeking in windows, watching what life is like for regular people, outside of the large-scale crises that characterize the genre. As much of the story is about finding meaning and connection in the mundane parts of the future as it is about shocking technologies and their implications.

The book has a number of different characters, and I hope you truly inhabit them the way I did. Writing each character felt almost like method acting. To get the words down, I had to reach into myself and try to become strangers. I can feel just how different they are; A lot of books will give you different characters who all roughly sound the same, but you can see it in the details each person notices, in the reactions each person has to each detail, and in how they relate to themselves, to their pasts, and to the world. Sometimes writers pick a character to be the author insert, but while I can relate to each of my characters, I don't think any of them actually represent me personally. It wouldn't make sense for the sort of story I'm writing to try to create such a voice. Everyone is trying to make their way in the world their own way, and each one of them gets things right, and each one of them gets things wrong, and the truth of things can only be understood through all of their eyes.

Each character in the book has a very different relationship to technology, but some of what we find is that the relationship between people and technology has gotten closer in some ways, but in a lot of ways has gotten a lot colder. Everyone is intimately linked to their technology in this world, but everyone seems to be more interested in living in the world and using technology as a tool that facilitates that. The more you let that intimate physical link become emotional, the more you fall out of the real world, and one of our characters learns that giving up the real world has a high price.

If I were to give one piece of advice to readers going into this, it's this: "This book isn't any one thing, so don't get too comfortable, and don't get too uncomfortable." It was very dynamic to write, and I suspect it'll be very dynamic to read. It's a really wild ride that goes all over the place. Some of my characters are painfully earnest. Some of them are sarcastic. Some of them are arrogant, and some of them are self-conscious. I felt like it went by so fast writing it, and even coming back to review it, because there's always new things going on.

The first arc is an introduction to the world, and it's also a deep introduction into the system of thought that has evolved in this new world. I'm not so arrogant as to think people will walk away with a different way of thinking about the world fundamentally, but part of me thinks it could give a lot of people a new way of looking at the world, even if it's a toy they only take out of the box once.

Anyway, all that said, welcome to Future Sepsis Book 1. I hope you have as much of an exciting time reading this book as I had writing it. If I did my job right, maybe you'll want to invite me over for Sunday supper.


Introduction

Victor’s Perspective

How embarrassing. It seems that we had all died.

I looked around at the three patients surrounding me, all wearing hospital gowns that looked slightly off with protrusions and adapters I’d never seen before. The gowns fit more perfectly than any tailored suit, as if they’d been designed and manufactured just for each of us. Our bodies hung awkwardly off the fancy chairs in our fancy gowns. We listened as the doctor explained to us that we had been found frozen in the Arctic.

That certainly makes sense. The last thing I remember was falling asleep on a plane from New York to Tokyo. That plane does go over the Arctic – I guess the plane crashed?

The chairs we sat in were surprisingly comfortable, and far more ornate than you might have expected for a mere hospital chair. They had soft fabric cushions on the back and seat, but the frames were complex and ornate, like a Gothic castle. I never would have expected such a thing in a hospital room.

It occurred to me that despite the sophisticated-looking equipment surrounding us, I couldn’t see anything like a user interface. Not one button, not one screen, not one indicator lamp.

He continued explaining that with the advances in technology over the past 100 years – wait, what was that?

Oh, it’s been 100 years. So they were able to use the technology of the era to bring some of us back to life.

Apparently it’s rare to find bodies as perfectly preserved as ours. The exact circumstances aren’t entirely understood yet.

The doctor explained. “They used pluripotent stem cells in a cellular matrix to rebuild your bodies one line of cells at a time next to the original frozen cells. Had to keep one line of cells frozen and the other line at body temperature the whole way through. We had to keep the living half of the body alive without the dead half to help. The overall technology is cutting edge even today. The plane’s tail must have broken off and flash frozen everyone at high speed in the Arctic night to preserve everyone that well, but we only found the four of you. It’s a miracle straight from God himself that we even found four bodies in such a state.”

That doesn’t make any sense. Even at high windchill, even with the lowest temperatures in the Arctic night, the fact is that cell walls rupture when frozen. Not to mention you can’t just keep half a body alive while the other half is dead. There must’ve been a lot more to this technology than he was saying.

“… And for one of them to be the famous Victor Kraus! You know, I cursed your name back in medical school trying to figure out the math for Kraus Polynomial cell differentiation vectors, but it was key to this process!”

Hearing my name, I was surprised. All my life’s work, and that’s what he remembers of it. History is kind of rude sometimes.

The reference to my work 100 years ago stirred something in me. I started to panic, wondering if I’d have a place in this new world. However, I decided I would revisit this once I had time to think.

Something the doctor had just said caught me by surprise. “Wait… Pluripotent stem cells in a cellular matrix? What does that mean for our telomeres?”

The doctor chuckled. “That pseudoscience was debunked 50 years ago – correlative, but once we controlled it directly we discovered it wasn’t causative. However, as far as your bodies are concerned, you’re newborn babies, and you’ve got a whole lifetime of lifespan left. In fact, your hair is probably going to grow back, and those wrinkles should firm right up – but I do want you to understand, we can’t just rebuild bodies. Your cases were very unique, and this life you have is what you have left, God willing.”

That was a shock, I had spent a lot of time myself on telomere research. It didn’t feel right to just… just die in a plane crash and wake up a century later with someone telling me so many years of my life weren’t just wrong, they have been considered pseudoscience for 50 years!

Without realizing it, I had stood up, so I let myself sink back into the ornate, comfortable chair.

I could let the existential horror tear me apart, but for now I ought to take a page from the Stoics, and concern myself with things I can affect rather than things I have no control over.

I looked at my fellow chrononauts (a term I came up with just now which I thought was quite clever, if I do say so myself), who were likely from the far-off past of 2024.

A lovely young woman, a high school student, and a broken-looking middle-aged man. Their gowns had the names “Calder, Maris”, “Finch, Jordan” and “Venn, Jonas” embedded in the gowns like the plastic letters were fused directly to the fabric. It really seems like the gowns were made just for us. I wonder if they’re using something like advanced 3D printing to manufacture items on site?

The lovely young woman, Maris Calder, looked highly anxious. Everything was setting in, and of course it would be clear to her that everyone and everything she once loved would be gone forever. This seemed to me like a perfectly normal and healthy reaction to dying in a plane crash and waking up a century later. I chuckled to myself as I considered asking for a meal voucher for their very rude 100 year flight delay.

The teenage boy, Jordan Finch, looked surprisingly calm. Assuming that he was still going through puberty what with being killed and rebuilt one cell at a time a century later, the hormone cocktail would likely be turning the volume down on all this at the moment. That cocktail wouldn't protect him forever. What we were seeing wasn’t calm, it was instead almost a dissociation from the reality in front of him as puberty turned the volume down even for dying and waking up a century later. He looks like a kid who swore at the teacher and got called to the principal’s office. Eventually though, it’ll catch up with him.

The broken man, Jonas Venn, seemed unassuming and roughly middle-aged. He had a look of deep sadness on his face, and he looked exactly like a man who was using his every mental faculty to not immediately break down. I had the deepest sympathy for him, because in spite of his quiet it was written all over his face that he’d left someone or something back in 2024 that he knew he would never get back.

For all of us – for anyone, for that matter – the fact we were alive was cold comfort in the face of the trauma. I think trauma is a good word, it’s like losing an arm or getting a piece of wood jammed through your chest. Something that was important to your living was gone. In our case it was people, it was our original cultures, it was the feeling of growing up in a time and place that we understood because it was the time and place in which we were born.

Lovely Maris took the moment to speak, her voice tight in her throat as it looked like every muscle in her body was drawn like bowstrings. “What happens to us now?” she squeaked out.

The doctor looked at her with compassion, and said “The pastor will be coming to see you all soon. The world has changed a lot in the past 100 years, the Church will be helping you all to rejoin society.”

The woman was panicked. “I don’t know anything about Churches!” She belted out in a staccato suggesting she was barely piecing together words in real-time.

Her eyes went wide, and it appeared as though she was about to jump up and start swinging, but the doctor’s calm demeanor in spite of that seemed to help her keep her faculties. “You were born at the tail end of a decadent age. Nobody’s going to judge you for that. We were prepared for you, we know what things were like before the great collapse. For now, think of the Church as a cultural center. Like… An Internet message board, but in real life.”

This calmed her somewhat, but the panic was replaced with something else, a look I had seen on many of my worst students as they tried to remember the answers for the exam. I had to smile… In fact, I had to laugh. I heartily laughed, and everyone looked towards me. Everyone looked deeply confused, except Lovely Maris who looked offended, probably assuming I was laughing at her.

Once I calmed down, I explained. “Doctor, this woman is in her 20s. She’s probably never seen an Internet message board in her life. I’m guessing you mean something like Facebook or Instagram?”

The doctor looked slightly uncomfortable for a moment before murmuring “I’m a doctor, not an Internet Historian. Maybe? Probably? Tell you what, just wait for the Pastor, I’m sure it’ll make more sense then.”

Lovely Maris no longer looked offended. It seems that having another person in the room who understood 2024 Internet culture had helped in some small way to defuse the situation. That sounds so strange. But I guess when you’re facing the reality of nobody knowing what you’re talking about ever again, it’s nice to know at least a few people on the planet still understand you.

The teenager, Young Jordan Finch, spoke up suddenly with excitement, his voice surprisingly deeper than I expected it to be. “Hey, I wonder how awesome phones got in the past 100 years?”

I noticed the doctor’s face did something I didn’t recognize for a second before it lit up in recognition. “Ah, phones. Like 2024 ‘Smart’ Phones, so they’re like that… That’s something I can tell you a little bit about. That technology was fairly popular until the one famous company finally created the fully integrated neural implant around 2100. But since then they haven’t been around at all.”

Young Jordan’s face dropped. “No phones…? Well that blows,” his shocking baritone said in disapproval before he seemed to descend back into his previous dissociation.

The doctor’s face did something I didn’t recognize again, then he said “Ah, the pastor should be here in 15 seconds.”

And sure enough, exactly 15 seconds later an energetic little guy, older, carrying himself like someone important, walked through the door.

“You must feel a lot like Moses when he was cast into the desert, out from the comfortable life in Egypt, and you’re forced out by fate to wander. And you’ll face trials, but if you’re brave you’ll find you can have the adventure of your lives!” he spoke quickly, with some gravitas, and a… Was that a Canadian accent? I was confused.

The doctor explained. “Pastor Jim from our wonderful church. It’ll take some time, but it’ll make more sense as he talks.”

The pastor glared at the doctor. “These poor souls come from the postmodern age. It’s an age whose legacy is like the inscription on the ruined statue in Percy Bysshe Shelley’s poem Ozymandias: ‘My name is Ozymandias, king of kings. Look on my works, ye mighty and despair – Nothing beside remains.’ That age was so sure of its own might, so sure strength came from tearing down every building and statue. And look where it got them. Don’t worry you folks, I’ll get you fixed right up. Before we start building order you’ll have to face the chaos, but wisdom shall be our sword and shield, and we can face it with bravery.”

The doctor returned the glare, and spoke with some annoyance. “You know, Jim, would it kill you to quit it with the metaphors for a bit? These people just met you and just joined this era, they probably don’t know what the hell you’re saying.”

Not to brag, but I pretty much understood it all…

The pastor’s glare softened, and the doctor’s in turn. “Thank you for saying the truth. I’m just really excited to be able to help these four out. Helping four people who fell out of an airplane tail shaped time capsule is going to be an exciting adventure.”

The doctor grinned. “OK, head off for now. I need them back this evening to check everything over,” and he gestured with his hand.

“OK everyone, come with me,” and he smoothly walked out the door. The rest of us, with nothing else to do, followed. We walked down a street that didn’t seem so out of place with the world I remember walking out of yesterday. Sidewalks, roads, even single family dwellings around us seemed sort of… different, but not so different that you couldn’t understand what they were. As we walked down residential sidewalks, one thing that surprised me was how many people were outside walking too. I remembered my hometown walking the streets on a lovely summer day like today (I wonder if they chose the time of year to wake us up since winter cold might be a touchy subject right away?) being significantly more empty. One thing I didn’t see many of was anything like an apartment building, which surprised me.

I’m not really the leading type unless it’s a group of grad students, so I let the others leave the room, then quietly followed. Besides, I wanted to see how everyone was reacting to all this. Lovely Maris remained anxious, partially from the whole situation and partially from the man in front of her.

Young Jordan had his head bobbling around, interested in everything he was seeing. You could tell he was having an adventure at this moment. Plus, there were quite a few young women out walking, and can you blame the world’s oldest teenager for that? I won’t! I refuse!

Broken Jonas simply followed, still using everything he could to hold things together, the splendor of the future not particularly engaging in the face of whatever personal tragedy he was working through.

And me? Well, I’m curious and terrified, so all a scientist can do is keep taking measurements and hope they start to make sense.

As we quietly followed the pastor, I was alone with my thoughts to consider the reality of 100 years. I’m certain the others were doing the same.

100 years – I think 100 years ago would put us at 1924, which would be after the invention of the automobile, and I think Albert Einstein would have been a young man? No, he would have been 45. I’m still older by quite a ways, but he’d only be middle-aged, and I’m only barely old.

If we brought Albert Einstein to 2024, could he be a productive scientist?

Einstein would probably be okay because he’s Einstein, but there’s so much that happened. We were just barely starting to electrify at that time, lots of places still used gas lighting or in some places no artificial lighting beyond candles or kerosene. Semiconductors weren’t industrialized at that point. Antibiotics weren’t industrialized at that point. Plastics weren’t in use yet besides cellulose, and lead was still used widely in paints and pipes. The airplane existed, but wasn’t a routine form of transportation yet.

Forget that, imagine the cultural changes over that 100 years! In 1924 World War I was in the rearview mirror, the roaring 20s economic boom was taking place, the Weimar Republic was in full swing, Adolf Hitler had just finished his Beer Hall Putsch. The Bolshevik revolution in Russia had only taken place in 1917, Lenin died that year, so there was still a lot of idealism in the revolution that hadn’t yet been completely crushed by Stalin’s iron fist. In spite of all this, by 2024, the Soviet Union in its entirety would be ancient history. Generation Z and generation Alpha never existed at the same time as the Soviet Union. Even the millennial generation only knowing it as trivia from their childhood.

The modern era which started roughly after the French Revolution was still in effect. It was characterized by nationalism, racism, trying to simplify complicated things and remove unnecessary things, and a proud focus on rationality and logic.

The first world war was called the great war at the time. That war had caused the modern era to show its cracks, because it was believed the enlightened modern era could never have created such an atrocity as trench warfare on the scale of World War 1. Those horrors convinced many thinkers such as Derrida that a new way of thinking was required, one that discarded grand narratives and the certainty of the modern era.

Thus, the postmodern era began, discarding grand narratives and deconstructing everything. Arguably, the postmodern era began shortly after World War 2. It was the generation that the Baby Boomer generation was born into and raised under, even if their parents didn’t appreciate that fact yet. But that was far in the future compared to 1924.

If you had a kitten that year, it could have died of old age before the postmodern age began in earnest. Most people born in 1924 would have ended up embroiled in the second world war, and would be dead of old age before 2024.

Widespread adoption of the telephone. Television. Computers. The Internet. The technology had increased dramatically over that 100-year period, but it’s also true that the same 100-year period was likely an outlier – Certain inventions such as the semiconductor changed everything and made it appear that growth in technology would be exponential forever. What if many of those inventions were one-off miracles of technology and the era following had been largely stagnant? There was a lot of historical precedent for such a thing. The Chinese Empire was the most advanced in the world at many points, but also had many eras of total stagnation.

It was surprising how many people were outside, but indeed there wasn’t a phone, or even a pair of earphones anywhere.

We arrived at the Church. It was an absolutely massive building, it looked like an International Airport, and I understood now what the Pastor meant: Besides the building there were courtyards and gazebos, and there were people everywhere, interacting with each other. Some of these looked like religious activities, but for many of them it appeared that the church was just the meeting place for activities and people, besides being a place for worship.

We entered through the ornate doors, and walked through hallways with tall ceilings and windows which let in natural light. We walked along carpets framed by handsome and well-maintained hardwood floors. The walls demonstrated artwork and sculptures of biblical stories, but also stories such as Gilgamesh and Egyptian mythology. It was quite a walk, the church was quite massive, and a real sight to behold. We entered a conventional-looking wooden door into a small meeting room with an oval table. Pastor Jim sat at the head of the table and pulled out some papers.

I got the distinct impression that the papers were there more for our benefit than his. He turned them around so we could see his notes, and waited for us all to settle into our chairs. The lights surrounding the table dimmed, leaving the focus on the table and on Jim himself. It was a quite dramatic effect that served to draw attention to him and if any of us had been talking it certainly would have silenced us. The fact is, none of us had much to say yet. We were all taking in the new reality in which we lived, in our own ways.

“For you, this must have felt like you fell asleep on the plane, and you woke up in the future,” Jim began, “But besides the past 100 years and everything that’s happened, the process of bringing you back to life took 5 long years. The good Doctor brought me in very early to help you rejoin the world once you woke up.”

Pastor Jim coughed to clear his throat. It seemed like a highly practiced action honed over a lifetime of oratory.

“I know everyone woke up just now, so I’m not going to overwhelm you with 100 years of history. Not today, anyway!” the pastor chuckled, “You were discovered in the Arctic by a ship traversing the northwest passage. The tail of a plane was discovered, and you happened to be sitting frozen inside of it. Some good benefactors agreed to pay for the procedure to have you resuscitated to help advance medical technology, and here you are.”

It seemed unlikely that they’d ask a bunch of people who had been dead for a century to pay for their resurrection, but it was reassuring to know the bill was paid. I noticed Maris’s muscles seemed to release slightly.

“Next, you are all wards of the Church for the time being.”

Lovely Maris interjected in another staccato. “I-I’m not religious or anything–” tightening up again.

The Pastor smiled, partially warmly, but partially as if he expected this question and was excited to have an answer queued up. “You have nothing to fear, one of the Ten Commandments is against bearing false witness and neither I nor the church intend to force you into sin by violating that commandment. Moreover, one of the doctrines of the church is ‘Tell the truth, or at least try not to lie’. It is no small thing to claim you believe in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. One should NOT do it lightly or frivolously. The Pharisees bore false witness by claiming Jesus was not the messiah after witnessing his divinity personally and damned themselves thereby, but it is just as dangerous to claim Jesus is the messiah before understanding his divinity personally. We are helping you as an act of charity and community, and to participate in the history of man, not to trap you in obligation.”

I was impressed with his answer, but it struck me as well rehearsed. It seemed he had spent the past 5 years planning this conversation out very well. Maris seemed to calm down, but looking at her, I felt like her tension was replaced with something else, though I could not yet figure out what.

“OK, thanks,” she coughed more than spoke, like her throat was made of sandpaper.

After a moment, Pastor Jim continued. “We’re going to help all of you get on your feet, whatever you decide you want to do. It’s an exciting opportunity for us to help you in your struggles against chaos.” Jim sort of went stiff for a moment before continuing. “I want you to know that I am taking personal responsibility for your success and re-integration. If you succeed I succeed, and if you fail, I will publicly take responsibility. So I want you to be aware I’ll do whatever I can to help you succeed.”

Maris interjected again, speaking more naturally than before, “I want to go home. I know ever…everyone’s dea… Everyone’s gone, but I want to be in my home city again. At least I might be able to see something familiar.”

Pastor Jim loosened up – I guess claiming responsibility is a big deal. He nodded. “No problem, we’ll book a flight and—”

Maris bolted upright, all the pent-up energy released at once, directly out of her chair which flopped behind her onto the ground. “DO NOT put me on another one of those damn planes! I just lost everything to a damn plane I don’t want to see another plane as long as I GOD DAMN live!”

With sympathy in his eyes, he took a deep breath, obviously hoping to remind Maris to breathe again, and he said “I understand. We’ll book you passage on a boat. We’ll get you home, and we’ll help you get on your feet again once you’re there.”

Maris blinked, and I think realizing how absurd she looked sheepishly picked her chair back up and sat down.

“OK, thanks… sorry…” she barely choked out, her intense tension clearly affecting her words.

The pastor continued. “None of you need to figure out what you want to do right away, you don’t know anything about the world at this moment.” I’m not sure if anyone else noticed, but Maris had tears running down her face, but she looked like she didn’t really want to call attention to it. “I don’t want to take too much of your time today, but here’s a little of what’s gone on while you were sleeping”

He flipped the piece of paper in front of him to show a hand-drawn timeline with a bunch of ticks showing different dates between 2024 and 2124. Despite being obviously hand-drawn, it was also obvious much care was put into it. “A century is a long time and a lot of things happened, as you can see, but the key thing to know is that the seeds of collapse were already sprouting when you were all last alive. By the time you died, the church had been diminished, as had family, the community, merit, and virtually everything except the state and raw consumerism. People knew this was a problem for a long time. The world that this scenario created was not made for human beings. One result of this is that people stopped living. They stopped falling in love. They stopped having kids. And once the generations started to die off of old age, the collapse was upon us. We lost so much of the human race, and they weren’t replaced with anything. And without all those skilled people, we lost a lot of the wealth that allowed the massive state and massive consumer culture to exist. That’s when everything changed.”

I spoke up. “So that’s what you were talking about before…”

It isn’t every day you discover the entire world you knew was self-destructing as you lived through it.

Young Jordan spoke up, with his shockingly deep voice. “I was in high school in 2024, there were lots of girls with guys.”

Pastor Jim responded “Yes, I’m simplifying somewhat, but many of those women used birth control, or went on to… abort their babies.” The reference to abortion seemed to physically pain Jim, which I understood through the lens he was showing us. “Many of them grew old and eventually died childless. Fewer people got married than ever before, later on in life than ever before, fewer children than ever before. Ultimately even if it sometimes happened it resulted in around one child per woman, demographics which would always result in a population collapse. It didn’t just happen in one country, however. It happened on every continent but Africa… Africa faced something far worse…”

I could guess what happened to Africa – being a continent heavily reliant on foreign trade and foreign aid, if the population continued to rise, but the global economy collapsed due to population collapse, there’s a limited number of outcomes.

Young Jordan, emboldened, asked another question. “So what happened with global warming?”

Pastor Jim smirked. “Let me ask you something. Do you feel this?” and waited.

Young Jordan looked confused. “Feel what?” he asked in a deep baritone.

Jim explained. “I just raised the temperature of this room by exactly 1.4 degrees Celsius. The exact amount that climate change was modeled to the temperature of the planet per century. To be blunt, climate change is real, and it is caused by humans, and it is something that needs to be solved. Nevertheless, the hysterical reaction to it in your era wasn’t a reaction to the real environmental problems which were long-term and subtle, they were a reaction to people’s subconscious understanding that they were facing a human collapse. Of course, it isn’t exactly the same since it’s a global average, but nevertheless it was a different problem than people were saying.”

This explanation caused Jordan to look shocked, perhaps more shocked than the original revelation that he had been brought 100 years in the future. “Whoa,” he allowed himself before falling silent.

Jim continued, as if he always expected this question to come up, and he always planned to quickly move on. “The gap the collapse opened was far too large for the already over-sized states to deal with, and most governments faced sovereign debt crises as the reality of their unsustainable behavior played out. This forced them to shrink, but that also meant there was the vacuum of everything they soaked up. Community, religion, markets, family. And so those institutions had to be reformed and brought back up.”

There was a pause as he took a breath to accentuate the next part. “We haven’t built a utopia, I want you to understand there are troubles today as there always have been. We aren’t like God – we aren’t all-knowing, we aren’t all-powerful. But we built something new, and those same institutions were rebuilt and rushed in to fill the vacuum, and so you end up with some things like you see here–”

He gestured around himself.

“— where community meets religion meets ideology. No matter where you go, you’re always welcome here, and you should definitely come visit frequently. Perhaps some of you will meet someone you fall in love with and form a family. The doctor tells me you all have extraordinarily long lives ahead of you.”

Now it was time for broken Jonas to finally speak up. He sounded quiet, as if just to get these few words out he was squeezing the words through many filters. “My family… What happened to them?”

The pastor looked at Jonas with the greatest seriousness and deep sympathy. “I expected some of you may ask this, I have full histories worked up for each of you. I promise you we will give you everything.”

Jonas smiled weakly, the first sign of life in him since we woke up. A tear quietly rolled down his cheek. “Thank you,” he whispered.

Maris’s Perspective

I thought back to how this day started for me.

I drifted into consciousness and felt a wonderfully comfortable blanket, and a wonderfully comfortable pillow. It was so nice. All of a sudden, I felt my skin tense right up. I felt a pressure in my forehead, and a sinking feeling in my stomach.

What was going on? I was not supposed to be in a bed? I fell asleep in a plane? Where was I? What happened?

I opened my eyes and was blinded. So bright, it felt like my eyes had never seen light before it was so bright. I covered my eyes with my arm to let them adjust a little.

A hospital room?

It was really weird, like the queen puked all over it or something… Fancy… Was I going to have to pay for this? I skipped out on travel insurance!!!

I could smell a wonderful deodorizer in the air. It was a really nice smell – but it didn’t help! What is going on!

The last I remembered, I was nodding off on a flight to Tokyo to meet my boyfriend.

Was this some kind of joke? Where was I?

An old guy who looked like he knew what was going on came in and told me to get dressed.

“Where the fuck am I?” I screeched.

“You’re safe and sound. I’ll explain it all in a moment, but please get dressed and come to my office. I’ll be back in 5 minutes to check on you,” he replied calmly.

He was calm, but that didn’t make me any calmer. What was going on?

The clothes he gestured towards looked like a hospital gown. I quietly put them on, but my thoughts kept going in circles. Where am I? What happened? What was going to happen now? What was going on?

The clothes they had laid out for me were obviously made like a hospital gown, but they just seemed to be too perfect. It didn’t help me feel any calmer.

The doctor came back and we started walking.

We walked down the corridor, but it was so weird. It was so strange, that hospital. It looked like an old church, but I’d never seen a church this big, especially not an old one!!

Once I had made it to the waiting room, I saw another person who was dressed in a gown identical to mine. Theirs fit them just as perfectly. The doctor left and brought back another person, then left and brought back another. Everyone sat in silence during all this.

I sat there feeling like a panther about to pounce. I could feel my muscles through my skin, I could hear my heart beating in my ears.

There was one older gentleman, one man in his 30s, and a teenager. The older gentleman carried himself with a lot of confidence, and he spoke like he was pretty smart, but I didn’t think he knew what was going on either. None of them did.

Then the doctor dropped a bomb… I died. That I died, and it had been 100 years since I died. Hearing that didn’t help.

That meant mom is gone… Dad is gone… My brother Sid is gone… My boyfriend Edward… He was gone…

Thanks for the FUCKING trip Ed.

I felt heat under my skin all over my face. I didn’t get any of this. Did I do something wrong?

Mr. Fantastic and Doc Future sat there chatting up a storm like any of us understood any of it. I didn’t know… I didn’t care… but…

“What happens to us now?” I barely got out.

I almost zoned out again, but what did he just say?

“The Pastor” – hold it, hold it, hold it, I hadn’t gone to church since my girlfriend’s wedding. What was going on here… “I don’t know anything about Churches!”

And next he was talking about… Internet message boards? What?

Why’s this jerk Mr. Fantastic laughing at me? I wanted him to stop acting like he knew what was going on!

