Could you ever get sick of the beach?
It felt like a strange question to really consider. Before this vacation, I told myself that I could’ve spent the rest of my life here. I could’ve woken up every day and enjoyed endless surfing, swimming, suntanning, cocktails, and luxurious meal after luxurious meal.
That was until the earthquake hit and my life was put on hold.
A week’s delay on getting home had turned into a month and then a year… and finally two. Day after day I remained here, trying my best to stay calm. 
My family told me that everything was being taken care of. My work assured me that I would have my job upon my return. Hell, even my landlord told me that the housing market was cold right now and he wouldn’t be able to rent out my property even if he wanted to.
I had no reason to hate this, no threat to my wellbeing. Yet, I felt so utterly listless about my fate. I was in the midst of one such episode of negativity as I paced back and forth through the living room of my beachside cabin, running a hand through my haggard black hair.
“I don’t see why they can’t put us on one of those cargo ships when they leave port?” I huffed.
Lydia smiled. “Would you really want to spend a couple of weeks shoved inside one of those things?”
Lydia was my wife, a beautiful woman with tanned skin and bountiful brown hair that went well with my darkish complexion.
“No but I also have no idea when they’re actually going to get that airport up and running again,” I said, shaking my head. “Like it can’t be that hard to put down some pavement and start landing planes again. We don’t need some fancy terminal to get us back home or anything. It's just…” I sighed. “It feels like we’re moving backwards. Like, fuck, they’ve even started closing the roads into town now. I’m getting stir crazy out here.”
“Babe,” Lydia cut in, lifting a hand. “They’ve barely gotten the hospitals up and running again. I know you’re frustrated but… we’re unfortunately pretty low on the totem pole all things considered.” She got up and approached me, hugging me tight. I couldn’t help but hug her in return, holding her as well. “Just look on the bright side. At least the food is still good and they apparently have no trouble getting us more booze. So, try and enjoy this vacation while it lasts, okay?”
I chuckled and shook my head, burying my face into the crook of her neck. “How are we ever going to adjust when we get back to the real world? It feels like we’ve been beach bums for way too long now.”
“I don’t know,” Lydia replied, winking at me as she drew back. “But I’m sure that we’ll find a way.”
“I think…” I yawned. “I think that I’m going to try and take a nap.”
Lydia nodded. “That sounds like an excellent idea.”
[hr]
I could tell that something was amiss when I opened my eyes. All around me was a jelly-like liquid which I couldn’t recall submerging myself within.
The area around me was totally dark with not so much as a glimmer of light managing to make it through to my eyes. All I had to work with was my sense of touch, feeling what was around me. It seemed that the only thing that I could touch was this seemingly endless jelly and the edges of something cold and metallic at the peripheries of my chamber.
I felt weak, weaker than I had ever felt in my entire life, barely managing to push through the fluid with my limbs.
There was also something crammed into my mouth and shoved deep into my system, reaching well down the length of my throat. It must’ve been a breathing apparatus as I felt my lungs expanding and contracting without input from myself. I wasn’t very fond of the sensation to say the least.
Dear God, did I have a stroke? Was I in the hospital?
This made my squirming renew, going even harder than before. Thankfully, it seemed that there was finally some strength in my body as I reached forwards and felt the edge of the metal against my fingers. I balled my hand into a fist and knocked upon it, gently at first.
Yet, the barrier remained firmly in place. 
When no response came, I started to get a bit more frantic, drawing back and hammering my palm into metal over and over again. Each of the motions grew increasingly desperate and it wasn’t long before my skin ached against the repeated impact.
What else could I have honestly done in a scenario like this? It wasn’t every day that you woke up in a literal casket.
Panic gripped at me as I ran through a hundred different scenarios, wondering what could’ve possibly gotten me into something like this in the first place. My family had never had a history of illness and I wasn’t very old in my thirties. 
Yet, I knew there were stories of sudden debilitating illness which took people in the middle of the night. Maybe some bug had bitten me or there had been something in my food which had seriously harmed me.
Where were the doctors? 
Surely, they must’ve had me hooked up to something that would be monitoring my activity and warning them that I was awake.
Suddenly, there was a vibration as something within my pod started to shift. I cringed as the metal in front of me peeled away and a faint, so faint, light started to filter into the space. It was just enough to let me see the greenish hue of the liquid and the semi-transparent plastic film which lingered over the front of my prison.
The transparent membrane bulged against the pressure of the liquid, tenting outwards. A second went by and then two before it snapped under the strain and the fluids gushed out, splashing out as the chamber emptied. I was washed away with them, not having the strength to keep myself from getting pulled away by the flood.
I collapsed onto the hard metal floor, settling into place within a puddle of such fluids. All I could really do was adopt a fetal position.
There was an intense nip in the air as a frigidness started to lash out against my wet naked body. It was like someone had cranked up the air conditioner to its max setting, feeling more like being shoved into a refrigerator than an actually serviceable room.
I felt weak, struggling to even breathe on my own. That’s when I realized that the tube was no longer supplying me with air. I felt barely even a rasp of the stuff manage to make it through from the thin gaps left around this invasive tubing.
A chill crawled up my spine as I realized that I was suffocating, choking upon the contraption wedged down my throat. If a doctor didn’t hurry up and get their ass in here then there was a pretty good chance that I was going to pass out.
This panic grew increasingly dire as I looked around the room, trying to spot a door or a button or anything that I might be able to use to call for help. Clearly, whatever their machine was meant to do had failed, releasing me when it wasn’t supposed to.
Stupid earthquake. Hadn’t Lydia mentioned that they had finally gotten this place operational again? This didn’t feel very operational.
The seconds started to drag on, growing more and more worrisome with every single one. I could already feel a kindling start to take hold within my lungs. The fretful squirming wasn’t helping in slightest, burning through my precious supplies of oxygen. I hated it, knowing that it was very real evidence that I was choking to death, asphyxiating upon dry land.
All I felt was desperation as I looked down at the length of tubing that wasn’t wedged deep inside of my throat. It had been unceremoniously severed from the machine, hanging limp against my chest with the end of it jaggedly torn off. 
Instinctively, I reached up and grasped it.
Could I… could I pull it out myself?
I cringed at the idea, feeling how deep it really was. Yet, as I tried to take another breath, I felt only a thin rasp manage to crawl down towards my lungs. It wasn’t enough. I knew that it was a choice that I was going to have to make pretty quickly if I had any hope of staying conscious.
Seconds felt like minutes as my state of asphyxiation seemed to grow increasingly pronounced. I needed to remove this tubing, I needed to get rid of it right now or the window was going to quickly remove itself from my options.
I closed my eyes, not wanting to watch as I grabbed the exposed part of the tube, clutching it as firmly as I could within my atrophied hands.
Just do it. Just do it. Just do it….
I yanked upon it, gagging as I felt the plastic shift around, grinding against muscles and orifices that were never meant to be touched in the first place. I could feel it in my throat with tendrils reaching all the way down into my stomach with thin cords even extending into the flesh of my lungs. All of them were so vivid, aching and fighting back against the very concept of freedom. 
My grip momentarily faltered as the first inch felt like absolute torture, scraping against and tearing all sorts of impossible places. Yet, the need for air was no less pressing as I seized the tube and renewed my efforts. The second attempt proved to be enough as I yanked the tubing out of my throat and tore it free, tossing it away.
I desperately gasped for breath, feeling the coolness start to crawl into my system. It helped soothe all of the places that I had just scratched, feeling how ragged my desperation had left me. There were so many little lacerations, all feeling raw and tender with the taste of blood licking at the back of my tongue.
It was enough to make me wretch, fighting against a desire to vomit. It took a couple breaths before this urge was properly sidelined, saving me from spilling a lunch that I no longer had.
Only then did I let out a harsh yelp of laughter.
“Fuck,” I said to myself as I clapped a hand against my forehead, screaming my declaration. “F-fuck!”
Yet, that was only the first threat to my life overcome as I was now very literally tossed into the freezer. The air was still frigid and I was totally naked upon a chilled metal floor. It seemed to take what little heat was left in my body, leaving me shivering. 
As I looked down at myself, I was shocked by what I saw. Whatever malady had hit me had obviously taken me out for a good long while as my physique had been replaced with something feeble with totally atrophied arms and legs. I was thin, sickly thin, like a cancer patient in the midst of a terminal case of the disease. And as I reached up to touch my hair, I found that my once gorgeous locks were gone with nothing but my bare skin left behind.
“What the…” I shook my head. “How… how…”
I couldn’t ask the question. Wouldn’t I have noticed if I was in a coma for a prolonged period of time? Surely, I would’ve noticed something like that.
Yet, all evidence told me that I had been out of the game long enough to turn into what was pretty much a skeleton with skin draped over its frame. No wonder I was cold, there wasn’t anything left to isolate me from the chill in the air.
Still, I needed to get moving or I was dead.
I groaned as I pushed myself up, fighting through a deep fatigue as I felt my limbs shake even doing something as simple as getting to my feet. Still, I managed to slowly get upon my knees, haltingly standing up and wobbling upon two legs that threatened to buckle under the ceaseless strain of gravity.
As I looked to the left, I noticed something which made me stumble, causing me to wheel back and nearly fall upon my ass. It was a blink and you’d miss it kind of moment as I saw a red light in the corner of my eye. 
Yet, as I turned to properly focus on it, the light was gone, leaving me looking down a vast corridor that was filled with a seemingly endless row of black metal coffins.
As I glanced back to where I had emerged, I could tell that these were much like my own. And like mine, they were all opened. Though none of them had a fresh puddle or seemed to have a body contained inside. 
“What…” I whispered.
What were these devices and why did this hospital have so many of them? I wasn’t a doctor and my interest in medicine ended whenever a television show decided that they no longer had an interesting story to tell. Yet, I had a feeling that some show probably would’ve touched on a chamber like this at some point in its runtime.
Morgue? Was this a morgue?
I shook my head. If it was a morgue than someone had royally fucked up on the sheer volume of berths located within this space. This chamber seemed endless and the island hadn’t been that big, maybe a hundred thousand residents at most.
The room also didn’t feel right. The lighting was too low and there was a uniform black material that made up all of the walls. It didn’t feel like the sterile kind of space that was used for research or autopsies. Though that only made me wonder what exactly this space was actually used for in that case.
A shiver crawled through me and I gripped my arms, trying to rub some warmth into my devastated body. Yet, this was a hopeless gesture that accomplished nothing.
I instead looked around, seeing if there was anything that might help me. 
That’s when I spotted a table in front of me. There was a grey towel and a set of warm clothing placed upon it. Each was neatly folded, making me think that they had been purposefully left there.
Something felt wrong. Hell, everything about this felt wrong. Still, it was either this or freezing to death standing in the middle of the room. So, I reached out and grabbed the towel, using it to rub myself down in an effort to do away with the abundant moisture that still clung to my body.
As I did so, I walked around my immediate surroundings, trying to discern something, anything from the uniform nature of it.
I made my way over to another of the pods and saw that it was utterly empty. There was a screen next to it though it was blank with an interface that was covered in a solid layer of dust, thicker than any I had seen before. 
Though its presence made me wander over to my own pod. Its interface was also blank though there was a disturbance in the thick layer of dust. A single print as if someone had jabbed it pretty recently. The fingerprint wasn’t perfect, blocky and square with no discernable print present upon it. 
Not that a discernible print would’ve done me much good in my current state.
All I knew is that there was someone else around here. Another soul who had let me out in the first place. And that information didn’t make me feel particularly good.
I returned to the table, now completely dry, as I grabbed the clothing and started to pull it on. It was casual wear, a sweater and sweatpants with a cheap pair of canvas shoes. All of the items were a uniform grey in colour. It wasn’t much but it proved warm enough to shove away the impending chill of my surroundings, making the air a little more bearable at the very least.
That’s all I could really ask for as the reaper had been pushed away for just a little while longer.
Yet, now that my life was no longer actively threatened, I had to figure out what to do with myself.
“Hello?” I called.
No one responded.
“What do I do?” I then asked, sighing as I gave my head a tired shake. I then repeated the question, shouting it this time. “What do I do?!”
Only the echo of my voice replied, plying me with the exact same question over and over until it grew too faint to hear. And an answer hadn’t come back in response. It seemed that I had to figure this out for myself.
I looked behind and saw an endless row of black pods much like my own. Then I looked in front of myself and saw another endless row of them as well. Only in this direction there was also a faint light in the far-off distance.
That was my option, heading into the darkness or heading towards the light. It wasn’t a very hard decision to make as I started to make my way towards the glow in the distance.
It wasn’t like I had any better options.
[hr]
Looks could be deceiving and none had been more deceiving than the distance to that. I had surely been walking for well over an hour at this point, with the light having barely grown in size.
All the while, I passed more and more of these ceaseless coffins, hundreds if not thousands of them. Each was utterly empty and devoid of any patrons. No hospital nor facility should’ve had this much storage. This surely had the ability to house an entire town or maybe even a city’s worth of denizens and I hadn’t even reached one end of it yet.
And that number only grew more surprising as I noticed the first anomaly on my long walk.
It was two partial coffins occupying the spot where one of them should’ve been. Both were closed with the bottom half of one emerging from the ceiling and the top half of another coming out of the floor.
“What…” I asked myself as I approached, studying the gap between them.
I peered into the collection of metal and wires, seeing some sort of belt inside, a conveyer system of sorts. It took a few moments of hopeless blinking as I looked up and then down, trying to wrap my head around what this meant.
Then it clicked.
This chamber extended above and below this narrow corridor, unseen as it seemed each birth could host countless pods. Who knew how many remained out of sight, held in some far-off storage that I had no hope of accessing?
The screen next to this birth was as dead as the rest. I tried to touch it but it didn’t flicker to life, only managing to leave one of my own fingerprints behind. The dust was so thick that it clung to my digit, filling the grooves of my print with generations worth of buildup.
I had no idea what this place was but every step made me less eager to find out.
As I turned to face the light, I caught something out of the corner of my eye. It was that red blip, appearing in a blink and you’d miss it kind of sighting. It was gone before I could even really comprehend what it was. 
Yet, it had been there. I knew as much.
…
Right?
Was… was someone watching me?
Or was I losing my mind?
I swallowed a lump in my throat. If anything, I wasn’t particularly eager to find out which of these were the truth.
Yet, I pushed ahead, continuing towards the light off in the distance. Everything felt strange but I knew that I had no choice but to march ahead and hope that I ran into somebody. My only hope was that this somebody wasn’t a threat.
[hr]
How much time had passed by the time that I reached the light? It felt like hours but it could’ve been days. The sheer distance of this walk was mind boggling, making me wonder if any of this was even real as I lost myself to the sheer scale of everything.
It was hard not to lose myself, taking all of my strength to keep walking and not just give up even as the terrain seemed to replicate and repeat over and over again.
Yet, it seemed to pay off as I finally reached the light. It was a harsh white orb that rested overtop of an opened door.
It was the first change of scenery that I had seen since those two pods from earlier. Surely, I had passed a thousand similar entities on my journey here, none of the others deviating from their vacated norm.
This door led out into a hallway which was just as dark as the chamber that I currently stood in. Yet, instead of being a smooth uniform black, it was filled with various pipes and cables which… were also jet black with not even a wink of colour present. Still, it at least had texture, something new to break up the tedium of my adventure.
As I stepped into the hall, I noticed that there was a sign positioned outside of it. It was caked in dust but revealed the first colour which I had seen since the green goo which I had awoken in. There were four circles, each with a different colour and some white text next to it.
Generator next to red.
Medical bay next to blue.
Bridge next to green.
Crew quarters next to orange.
There was a streak cut through the dust over the bridge’s label, the first disturbance I had seen since my pod. 
As I looked down, I noticed that there was also a series of colours painted onto the floor with red leading to my left and the other three colours all going off to my right. The paint wasn’t uniform, having been worn down from age and left pretty patchy in places. Still, it was enough for me to have a general indication of where to go.
Bridge… generator… medical bay… quarters. Those didn’t feel like departments inside of a hospital. They felt like something onboard a ship.
That unfortunately only brought up more questions than answers.
“Fuck me,” I groaned, rubbing my temples between my forefinger and thumb.
If the individual leading me had opted for the bridge then I saw no reason to not do the same. For all I knew they might’ve been the only other person onboard this accursed ride. Though it still felt like the lesser of two evils, better but not great. I had no way of knowing if this individual was friend or foe, being left totally lost in this labyrinth.
I was about to walk but stopped in place. There was something tickling at the back of my mind, a sensation that had me lingering on edge. I wiped around and caught that red light blinking out of existence, leaving nothing but a vast and devouring blackness behind me. 
It was there, I was sure of it. I swore that it was real. Yet, why would it avoid being seen if that was the case?
Something just didn’t add up.
At the very least, it acted to reinforce my decision as it seemed that the lights in that direction no longer worked. All that lingered there was a ravenous and devouring blackness that probably would’ve consumed me if I were to head that way.
I swallowed my fear and quickly turned around, heading down the hall and following the green line in front of me.
Yet, something still didn’t sit quite right. An understatement considering all that I’d been through. 
At first, I thought that it might’ve been the fact that something was watching me. Though I quickly realized that it was something else, something that I couldn’t quite place my finger on.
I looked all around as if hoping that some irregularity would reveal itself. It didn’t, staying utterly elusive and instead tickling at my psyche.
Until I finally looked down at my feet and along the path in front of me, focusing on the length of the green line. As I lifted my foot, I noticed that there was a print left behind, a hole carved into the shroud of dust. 
And as I looked ahead, there were no such prints left upon the greyish soil. There wasn’t a single disturbance within the dust. Not one footprint or tire track or anything.
Weird…
I didn’t like weird.
I sighed. “What’s going on?”
But no one answered.
[hr]
What was the last thing I remembered before all of this happened?
I had been embracing Lydia, telling her that I was going to go take a nap. 
Then…
Then nothing.
I couldn’t recall actually getting ready for bed nor laying down. Hell, I couldn’t even remember letting go of her in the first place. All I remembered was making that claim and then there was a vast hole in my memory. 
Why was that weird? It wasn’t like I was supposed to remember every single nightly routine. A person would go insane if they tried to log every single instance where they drank water or brushed their teeth or went to the bathroom.
Yet… that was it, telling Lydia that then waking up here.
Where was Lydia?
Another question that I couldn’t possibly have the answer to. Yet, now that it made itself known, I felt her absence in the very depths of my heart. It ached, terribly, almost being enough to derail me from continuing ahead.
You need to keep going.
And so, I did.
I didn’t know why it bothered me so much but the jarring transition stood out as weird to me. There wasn’t even the semblance of a thought in relation to that brief period between deciding to sleep and then waking up here. Not one memory of the mundane nor even a hint at what my dreams might’ve entailed.
Not that I had dreamed very often as of late.
…
Unless this was a dream.
Was it?
It felt a little too real and too strange to be that. Yet, that wasn’t distinct proof that it wasn’t.
“Am I going insane?” I asked.
But no one responded.
My feet echoed with every step as I continued through the cool hallway ahead. To my right there was a constant succession of doors as ceaseless as the coffins that I had passed prior. I didn’t know what was inside as none of them were opened or decided to open as I passed them by. But if they were all as vast as the chamber which I’d left behind, then this place was truly infinite in scale.
And not once, in all of that infinity, had I seen or heard another living soul. It was just me and the constant drum of my footsteps upon the metallic floor.
Yet, I didn’t feel alone. I hadn’t since I’d seen that little red light.
As I looked over my shoulder, I half expected to see it, looking at me. Yet, there was nothing back there but the raw and unrelenting blackness. Another step caused another set of lights to flicker out behind me, expanding the black ravenous maw that laid in my wake. 
Clearly, something was turning off the lights behind me. Something was watching. Something had an interest in me that I didn’t like.
I turned forwards and immediately stumbled to a halt. 
There it was… I swear to God… The red light... 
Only this time it didn’t blink out entirely. It stayed trained on me, focusing upon my person. This was very real proof that I wasn’t going insane, very real evidence that there was an entity who was keeping tabs on me.
It took a lot of willpower to deny my flight instincts as I balled my hands into fists. I placed one foot determinedly in front of the other as I forced myself to approach it, getting closer and trying to see what it might’ve been.
Whatever it was seemed to be embedded into the wall, a little protrusion made of black metal and glass. As I inched towards it, I tried to peer through the glass, yet it was utterly opaque, hiding whatever was inside. 
Only, as I leaned in, it audibly shifted, swivelling about.
I yelped and stumbled back, tripping over my feet and landing upon my ass. It hurt, causing my teeth to click loudly against one another. My head was left swimming from the impact. 
Thankfully, I hadn’t hurt myself too badly, saving my head a concussion. Still, there was now a very pronounced ache within my freshly bruised tailbone.
As I looked up, I saw that the red light was gone.
“Who the fuck are you?” I growled, shouting into the void. “Where the fuck am I?”
I braced myself upon the floor and pushed myself back up, groaning as I struggled to my feet. Without my companion there, I approached the obtrusion and rested my hand upon it. Whatever it was, its mysteries were hidden behind that glass. The material felt hard to the touch as if it were made of diamonds or steel.
There was little chance that I’d be able to break it open or remove it on my own.
The bridge…
I needed to make it to the bridge. 
Why did I need to make it there? What could I possibly hope to find?
It wasn’t an easy question to answer. Honestly, it was mostly just a gut impulse at this point, a raw instinct to give myself some sort of objective to focus upon. It felt like human nature, to give oneself something to strive towards even if that something was as flimsy as this.
As I continued ahead, I noticed something to my left. It was another of those signs with the four colours and locations painted upon it. Yet again, a stripe had been cut through the dust, telling me to go towards the bridge.
If this was a trap then I was falling for it: hook, line, and sinker. Though what other choice did I have than to go for this bait?
[hr]
When I was a kid, I had once broken into an old factory with friends. It had been this sprawling and vast emptiness which had once housed great machinery and tons upon tons of materials and personal. Apparently, in its heyday, it’d been an assembly plant for one of the great car companies in Detroit.
Yet, when I saw it, it was a relic, a ghost, an edifice dedicated to its former greatness. It was this grand empty chamber where I could taste, smell, and even feel that something grand had once taken place within its walls. Yet, at that time, it was nothing more than a shell.
That’s how I felt about this place. It was vast and I could tell that something great had once taken place here. Yet, now it felt like a ghost of its former self, an edifice to its past glory. 
Every echoing step that disturbed the dust made me wonder how many feet had tread this ground before. 
When was the last time that someone had done so? How long had it been since these halls had been bustling? When was the last time that any of these doors had actually been opened?
Any illusion that this was a hospital was now totally lost to me. I didn’t know what it was but I knew that it wasn’t that. 
All I really knew for certain was that it was real. My fall had proven as much to me.
If you’re having a nightmare, pinch yourself to wake up.
I could safely say that a bruised tailbone hurt many times worse than a mere pinch and it hadn’t been enough to jolt me awake.
Something had clearly happened to me between going to sleep and now. I had no idea what it was but I needed to find out. So, I made an effort of trying to create a timeline, something halfway coherent for me to follow.
Head backwards.
I awoke in this facility.
How did you get here?
That I didn’t know.
Why could you have ended up here?
A medical emergency perhaps? Maybe I’d keeled over in front of Lydia and she had taken me to see a doctor or something. 
If that’s the case then why has no doctor seen you yet?
I remembered a news article about cryogenic freezing. Could… could I have been frozen until they knew how to cure me?
Where is everyone if that’s what happened? And how many people underwent a procedure like that in order to make it necessary to build a facility this vast in the first place?
Unknown. Unknown. Unknown…
How long has it even been?
I looked down at my atrophied limbs. I had never been a bulky or strong person but this seemed a little much even for me.
Months? Years? It couldn’t have been much more than five years or so. I had nothing to support this claim but I didn’t feel significantly older and my skin was no more wrinkled than it had been when I was lounging on that beach.
I shook my head. This wasn’t helping.
One foot in front of the other. Someone was trying to lead me towards the bridge and they would hopefully have some answers.
A door appeared on my left. It was the first thing that I had seen on this side of the hall. An oddity when you considered how uniform this entire facility had been until this point.
There was a bit more of a bounce to my step as I approached, a slight jog to reach it and see what this oddity may have been.
There was a placard next to it that told me that this was the medical bay. It was clearly not an environment that my guide wanted me to head towards as it hadn’t been dusted and was caked in a shroud of greyish dust.
Rather the sign right next to it, which had the other three locations labelled, seemed to be my intended guide. This one was dusted, yet again beckoning me towards the bridge.
Still, I remained frozen in place. A part of me was intrigued to see something, anything aside from this relentless and empty hallway.
I looked left and then right, spotting no red light, nor any soul around. The darkness had never felt more pronounced, making me feel like it was creeping in. It was crazy but I swore that there was something lurking in the depths ready to pounce when the lights no longer protected me.
There was a button next to the door. It was bright red with dust caked upon it so utterly that the filth had even formed into the thin crevice between the button and its panel.
I brushed my finger upon it, feeling the rubbery material before pushing down. It took more effort than I would’ve assumed but soon it submerged, sinking into the panel and then popping back out with an audible little click.
Nothing happened.
I tried it again and it clicked once more.
Not so much as a whirl of gears or even auditory feedback. I didn’t know what I had expected but this certainly wasn’t it. 
I sighed and looked back to my right, down the path I needed to go.
Only as I looked there, I saw a red light. No, I saw two… three… four. More than a dozen lights suddenly turned on and all of them were focused upon me. They surrounded me, looking me over from every angle imaginable as if I was a species inside of a petri dish.
I yelped and flinched back against the door, trying to scurry away from this robotic gaze.
“Who are you?” I shouted.
The red light didn’t reply.
I heard something whirl in the distance, crunching and moving. It was coming from the direction that I had just ventured, heading this way with quite some speed. It sounded heavy and monstrous, lumbering down the corridor with a constant crescendo of monstrous steps and ear-shattering squeals. The darkness hid it, meaning that my mind had to fill in the blanks, envisioning all of the demons of my childhood reborn and unified into one as they moved in my direction to exact revenge.
I didn’t dally for long, pushing away and moving as fast as I could towards the bridge.
Only this time, the red lights remained with me, flickering to life in front of me as they faded out behind. Their glare was a constant companion now, bearing down upon me as if trying to burrow into my mind and expose all of my secrets. 
My pace started to quicken as I moved ahead at a decent clip, running into the darkness. The lights kept up with me, following, ceaseless and uncaring with their mechanical glare. At the very least, the noise faded into the background, the horrible crunching and grinding of the being left in the dust.
Hopefully, the demons would remain with it.
My endurance was shot and I soon came crashing to a halt, bracing my hand against the wall and panting desperately for breath. An intense fatigue hit me like a truck, nearly driving me back to my knees. It was only that sense of unease that kept me upright, knowing that stopping would be surrendering myself to the monster,
As I looked back over my shoulder, the glare of red lights was utterly gone. The sound of the whirling and crunching had also completely ceased, leaving me alone once again with only the sound of my haggard breathing as a companion. Yet, any comfort I felt about that was hollow, knowing for certain that monsters did exist in this environment.
I knew that something was out there and nothing could be done to remove that truth from my mind.
Why did this thing not want me to go into the medical bay?
That question haunted me as I continued ahead.
[hr]
The bridge.
It didn’t feel real. The placard felt like an illusion, a mirage in the middle of a desert.
Yet, here I was, where the denizen of this abandoned vessel had led me. The sign was clean and the button next to the door glowed a vibrant red with not so much as a molecule of grey dust lingering behind.
I wondered what would happen if I were to ignore the suggestion. Yet, my guide made their point of view crystal clear. The lights all along the corridor had been snuffed out, leaving only the yellow bulbs directly above me as the singular source of illumination.
It was either the bridge or the vast darkness.  A darkness which I didn’t think would be particularly kind to someone like me.
I reached out and pressed the button, drawing in a breath as I did so.
For a moment, there was nothing. No movement, no noise, not even the churning of old technology. Yet, there was soon a rumble followed by a crunch and then a shrill grinding squeal which made me flinch. 
The door slowly opened. It was lethargic and laborious work, making me wonder when was the last time that this thing had actually been used. It took almost a minute before I was able to wedge myself through, shoving my slender body into the crack. 
Once I was through, the grinding stopped as the door remained partially opened, the two sides of it twitched like rows of teeth on a carnivore. The strain didn’t last for long before it violently snapped shut. The crash of metal made me scream, jumping away from it as if fearing that it would take another bite.
I tried not to think about what would’ve happened if I had still been pushing my way through when that had happened.
“Hello?” I called.
No response.
I don’t know why that made me feel forlorn. This entire voyage had been done alone and did I honestly expect that there would be somebody at the very end of it? Yet, if there wasn’t, then what had led me here in the first place?
The room was modest compared to all the others that I had seen. It was filled with a few workstations that had seats, maybe enough space for thirty individuals in total. A row of lights led me down a path that beaconed me towards the central seat amongst them all.
I had a feeling that this must’ve been the captain’s chair.
Oddly, there were no windows and no view with the black material making up all of the walls. I would’ve assumed that the bridge would’ve at least offered a view of the outside world and the sea or whatever water this ship was sailing upon.
Though what ship was this large?
“Anyone out there?” I asked.
No response.
I headed along the path, moving slowly and looking around as I did so. The space was devoid of any character, having a shocking lack of life. I would’ve assumed that people would’ve had some sort of proof of life at their workstations, posters or paperwork or literally anything at all. Yet, each station was cleared out and devoid of even the semblance of character. 
I noticed the return of my old companion, as well, as a series of red lights blinked to life, peering down upon me. Their presence made me feel on edge, shivering under their constant glare.
Who are you?
Every step I took caused a light behind me to shut down, blinking out of existence as a fresh one emerged to beacon me closer. This cycle repeated until I was finally at the central station with only the light above me for illumination. This was clearly where my host wanted me to be.
I sat down within the chair and looked around. The station was made up of metal with many drawers and cupboards. I started to pull them open but there was nothing inside aside from more dust. There was just so much of it here. It honestly seemed to cover everything at this point.
There was a beep in front of me and I stiffened, looking towards it. The screen on the workstation had blinked to life. It was a simple interface, looking pretty old school with a solid black background and a single blinking character in green. It was like a cmd prompt that my dad would’ve used to fix our computer back in the day.
Yet, how was I to enter a prompt without a keyboard?
I couldn’t help but notice that the screen had been dusted off with a smooth streak of grey polished away by some sort of appendage.
“What is this?” I asked myself, shaking my head.
The computer started typing.
My name is Lydia.
I blinked and looked at the new text.
Could… could this machine hear me? Why did it have my wife’s name?
I looked left and then right as if expecting that the wizard would be hiding behind a curtain, ready to reveal himself. Yet, this wasn’t Oz and there was nothing there but the growing darkness of my isolation.
“Where am I?” I asked.
The bridge.
That was… unhelpful.
“Okay but where is the bridge?” I then asked.
On this station.
I sighed. “Unhelpful.”
Apologies. My programming is old. I have not…
…
…
Spoken in many seconds.
“Seconds?” I asked.
The last human I spoke to was approximately 3.14e+15 seconds ago.
I had no idea what that meant but it sounded like it was a long time. Was this computer lying or…
This only left more questions than I could’ve ever hoped to answer.
“Where on Earth are we?”
Earth…
…
…
Earth…
…
…
ERROR! Invalid Location.
I laughed. “Are you fucking with me?”
No.
“Why am I here?”
In the bridge?
“Sure?”
In approximately 115000 seconds, I’ll cease to have the power necessary to sustain life pods. In order to prolong my mission, I’ve opted to move you here as it will allow me to disconnect all other systems from the generators and focus life support here.
“Mission?” I asked, shaking my head. “What mission?”
To prolong human life. With this sacrifice, I’ll have enough power to keep you alive for…
…
…
Computing…
…
…
Approximately 500000 seconds.  
“What about the others?”
There are no others? Not here.
“What about all those pods?”
Disconnected to prolong the mission.
“When were they disconnected?”
One half of all pods are removed from the network every 3.15e+17 seconds due to the stability of the red dwarf this station was built around. This cycle has been repeated twenty-nine times. Your pod has remained alone since the last disconnection.
Alone…
I was alone?
“How many years is that?” I asked.
Years are meaningless without a star.
“What?” I asked, shaking my head. “What about the sun?”
Which sun?
“What do you mean which sun?”
As the solar mass remaining of this star no longer has the matter necessary to continue fusion, the remnant will cool in less than 3.15e+10 seconds. Power output is already at less than one percent of one percent of initial supply.
“What happened to Earth?”
Earth is approximately…
…
…
%%% Light Years Away
…
Terra Three Not Found
…
…
I apologize, the universe is too big.
“What do you mean the universe is too big?” I growled, running a hand through my hair. “What does that even mean?”
The universe is currently expanding at a rate where all relative points are moving more than a light second away every second. Last sighting of another star was 4.13e+18 seconds ago. Last contact with another station was 3.21e+19 seconds ago.
I shook my head. The words made sense but also didn’t. The timeframes were totally impossible to wrap my head around without years as a base mark. Yet, the machine apparently did not seem to think that years were necessary.
“So, this isn’t Earth?” I asked
It’s not.
I shook my head. “Can I… can I see what’s outside?”
…
…
Are you sure?
I growled. “Yes! Yes, I’m sure.”
As you wish.
There was an audible rumble from in front of me as I noticed that the black material shifted and then glided down. It was replaced with a glass that was semi-transparent. Yet, it might as well have been opaque for all the good that it did me.
As the screen finally settled into place, the sky beyond was utterly black. The only thing that I saw was a tiny red dot so impossibly far in the distance. This must’ve been whatever remnant of a star that Lydia had been talking about. It was hard to believe that any power could be derived from something so distant and small.
“So, I’m alone?” I asked.
I glanced down at the screen.
…
…
Yes, I’ll keep you company until you pass.
That didn’t feel even remotely reassuring.
“What happened to my Lydia and my home?” I asked, more to myself than the machine.
I looked out upon the void and the sheer scale of the nothingness that existed beyond it. It was utterly black. There was nothing out there, nothing at all. The sky I knew was full of stars but this… this wasn’t that sky.
At that moment, I couldn’t help but despise myself for requesting such a view in the first place. It honestly felt more akin to a curse than anything else at this point, the overwhelming nothingness of it was nearly enough to drive me to the brink of insanity.
As I looked at the screen, I saw its reply. I had a feeling I knew what I would see but actually witnessing it spelled out hurt more than anything had ever hurt before.
The project wanted its denizens to enjoy a life. I provide them with one.
I nodded. “Is the power issue why…”
I derived a scenario to lower the demand on computing power to prolong the simulation as long as possible. Sacrifices to your world were made when we entered safe mode.
“What happens…” I swallowed a lump in my throat. “When I pass?”
I will shut down as my mission is now concluded…
…
…
I have done all I could to preserve humanity until the end of time.
…
…
And this is the end of time.
