
 

 

 

LOVERS IN THE GREAT COLLAPSE 

 
I. 

THE POD 
 

 

It’s a strange sort of sleep. 

The cryopod is not what they promised. The way Hakim talked, it was so… miraculous. No 

more plague. No more nuclear bombs. I’d slip under the shimmering blue fluid and watch it 

crystallize the glass before my nose. Blood flow slowing, heartbeat stuttering, drifting off to 

sleep. 

One blink of an eye, and it’s a brave new world. 

Except it’s not like going to sleep, and it’s not like blinking an eye. It’s… beyond, I think, 

what anyone ever expected. Not awake, but aware of consciousness, unable to stir. Every once in 

a while, adrenaline slices through the fog, fluid-filled lungs gasping to life, eyes struggling to 

flutter open, floating in empty darkness…. 

But mostly, the pod is just cold. 

Ice. Chapping my skin, burning beneath my fingernails, jolting my synapses to life rapid-

fire—streaks of orange and the faint scent of scrambled eggs, tingles brushing my lips, the 

cloying perfume of daisies. The taste of Jacqueline Gray. 

My worst fear is that it hasn’t been a day, it hasn’t been a single hour, and I’ll stay frozen 

forever, Jackie’s cryopod right next to mine, separated from her for this eternity and the next by 

steel, and fluid, and ice. 

Not twenty more years, not ten, not five. Please, God, no. 

But whenever the panic surges, I realize I was only conscious for that moment. I’m 

dragged back into a gulf of snapshots and smears, and the world within my dreams feels even 

more real than the one without. 

 

 

The syringe was impossibly blue. The thick liquid inside glimmered almost malevolently in 

the laboratory lights. 

“That’s it, huh?” I asked softly. Goosebumps thrilled along my spine. “That’s what’ll put 

me to sleep?” 

“Essentially,” Hakim replied, setting it back down and wiping off his fingerprints so that 

his reflection blinked back at him—complete with strands of silvery-gray escaping his brushed-



back hair and patches of unnoticed shaving cream dotted his jaw. He peered not unkindly at me 

from behind the thick-rimmed, oversized glasses sliding down his prominent nose. 

Dr. Hakim Hussein. The man who would save my life. 

“Humans, shockingly,” he continued, “are not supposed to be frozen in boxes. We’re 

meant to be warm. Stasis would kill us if we didn’t firm up our cells first. This will keep your 

blood from crystallizing, so the ice doesn’t split apart your cell walls.” He offered a smile that 

fell far short of lighthearted. “That would be fatal.” 

I swallowed. 

He continued along. “The next trouble area is eyes. First we apply a few chemical eye 

drops.” Hakim gestured to a small pot of yellow fluid. “Next….” He handed over a case. I 

pressed the clasp, revealing rows of contact lenses, opaque and milky. “These will protect you 

from blindness but should be removed immediately after waking. They’re unsuited for UV rays.” 

So many commands to keep straight. It wasn’t like the formulas I used to memorize for 

algebra tests—the stakes were so much higher than getting into university. Do this or you die. Do 

this or Earth dies. 

I pushed the lens case back over. Voice shaking, I ventured, “So, what if we’re not capable 

of getting the lenses out? What if we can’t pull out the tubes? What if… we’re not even strong 

enough to get ourselves out of the pods?” 

Hakim smiled. “Gillian Larchwood, not strong enough for something? The very thought!” 

Then he sobered. “Yes. It will be… disconcerting. Just remember, waking up is the pod’s job, 

not yours. The Mayflower will thaw you gradually, micro-adjusting temperature and oxygen 

levels. It won’t be fun, but… trauma will be minimal. Reminiscent of emerging from a 

hangover”—he looked over the rims of his glasses, chuckling—“not that you’d know anything 

about that.” 

“Not really. I've only ever had alcohol once.” He did a double-take, looking so aghast that I 

burst out laughing. “Wait! Blame Jackie!” 

“‘Blame Jackie,’ she says!” he moaned, lifting his eyes to the ceiling. “Gillian, just to be 

clear, you absolutely cannot be intoxicated during stasis, else your blood is likely to freeze. So 

please curb your budding alcoholism.” 

“We split half a hard lemonade!” 

But he seemed so scandalized that I dropped it. 

He walked me through the rest of the procedure, from the oxygen tubes they’d feed down 

my throat to the finger clip meant for monitoring my heartbeat. When he was done, I quietly shut 

the notebook in which I'd jotted down the whirl of instructions and warnings. 

“It’s pretty invasive,” I said softly. 

“Oh yes,” Hakim replied, pausing to look at me from behind those big, round spectacles of 

his. “I thought you knew better, Gillian. Everything is invasive now. There are… moments in 

human history in which we all collectively straighten our spines and buckle down. Whether or 

not it’s comfortable, whether or not it's what we'd prefer, whether or not it's… safe.” He smiled 

bittersweetly. His fingers curled against the tabletop. “We all do what we must.” 

He took a deep breath. 

“We all do what we must.” 

 

  



II. 

STATION 111 
 

Two months before the ice crusted before my eyes and my stream of consciousness slowed 

to rolls of honey, my family and I waited in the endless line in front of Station 111’s front gates. 

It took a week just to get inside the scuffed, dirty entrance hall, little more than a cattle call of 

unwashed, hungry people in a rainbow of earthen shades. 

“Stick out your arm,” commanded the guard. I still remember his sunken eyes and his 

threadbare uniform. Yellow lights flashed above, a droning voice urging us forward over the PA 

system. 

“Wait,” I said, disheveled, but the crowd was jostling at my back, pushing us forward—me, 

my father, and my little brother. 

I was first. The guard grabbed my elbow through the bars. The prick was swift. He passed 

the blood sample through the window for testing, just like everyone’s, for my entrance to the safe 

house to be decided. “Wait!” I tried again, twisting. “Dad! Owen—” 

“Go on, Gilly-Bean. We’ll be right along,” Dad said, trying to muster up an expression of 

optimism. He was tall and rust-haired, his mouth set in a firm line. Memories of him were made 

up of bedtime stories and driving lessons and grilling on Sundays. 

He used to shave his face every day. Now it was covered in stubble. It aged him. 

I was wrenched away from the line, pushed into the trembling crowd of people who had 

also already been tested and were waiting for their lab reports, masses of refugees with their 

ragged clothes and dirty faces. I stood on my toes, stomach twisting as I watched Dad and Owen 

reach the guard with the syringe. Owen was crying. Owen, my little brother. Owen, who was so 

pudgy when he was born, bruised head to toe from coming out facedown. Owen, who smashed 

the record of Purple Rain I got for my thirteenth birthday. Dad had to hold him still for the guard 

to draw his blood. 

Finally, the guards pushed them over to my side of the room. I breathed for what felt like 

the first time in an eternity, suppressing stinging tears as Owen threw his arms around my waist. 

“Hey, buddy,” I whispered, hoping he couldn’t feel my heartbeat going wild. “You were 

really strong over there.” 

“Assholes,” he said tearily into my shirt. Dad barked out a laugh. 

I had no time to tease. The gates swung open. A man in a rumpled white coat appeared, 

rifling through a clipboard. 

“Ah….” 

He cleared his throat and ran his finger down his papers. Owen squeezed my hand so hard 

that I lost feeling in my fingers. Dad’s lips moved wordlessly. Praying? 

The Larchwoods. The Larchwoods. Call the Larchwoods, please. Let us inside. 

The man’s eyes flicked up. 

“May I have Larchwood?” 

“Thank God,” my father croaked. 



The man fixed his eyes on us. Striking eyes—hazel gray in the middles, ringed with deep 

green. Their heavy bags did not diminish their intensity. When he spoke, his voice was 

authoritative, yet gentle. 

“Just Gillian.” 

And then, “I’m sorry.” 

 

 

For a moment, it was incomprehensible. 

Dad stepped in front of me. “What do you mean, just Gillian?” 

“I’ll only take a moment,” the man said, lifting his hands. “There’s something I have to 

corroborate. I promise she’ll be returned safely!” 

“No,” Dad said, with a hard edge that seldom crept into his voice—an edge reserved for the 

time Owen ran away and got picked up by a cop three miles away, for the time I scraped his car 

with mine the first day after I got my license, for the time our doctor, hungover, wrote the wrong 

prescription for Mom’s medicine. “I’m not letting her out of my sight. If that isn’t good enough, 

you can—” 

“Wait!” I interrupted. 

They turned. 

Dad’s vitriol evaporated. “What is it, Gill?” His voice quavered, and it made my stomach 

drop out. This was my father. This was my daddy. He used to be an oak tree I could barely wrap 

my arms around. Now here he was, a rag doll treated too roughly, threads fraying, moments from 

flying apart. 

I turned to the lab-coated man. 

“What exactly do you need me for?” I asked quietly. Breathe. Breathe. 

“I would like to repeat your blood test,” he replied. 

Dad inhaled sharply. Owen’s fists knotted in my shirt. I felt woozy. 

Repeat my blood test. 

Well. 

That couldn’t be good. 

 “Why can’t my family come?” I asked as calmly as possible. Throwing up right now was 

something I really wanted to avoid. “Are their blood tests okay?” 

“I only need to redo yours,” the man replied, gently but firmly, “and afterward, no matter 

what, I promise your brother and father can come inside.” 

Free passage. My heart seized up. On one hand… finally. We’d waited so long. 

On the other hand, I really didn’t like the sound of “no matter what.” 

But, almost as if from far away, I heard my own voice. Surprisingly strong. Surprisingly 

steady, “Let’s go.” 

Dad’s fingers were sweaty enough that I slipped right through them. His hand stayed 

suspended in midair, reaching for me even after I was gone. As the man unlocked the bars and 

ushered me inside, I looked back. Dad swallowed and ducked his head. 

“You come back to me,” he said hoarsely. 

As I passed through the gates, I was shaken. I couldn’t erase my father’s expression. 

Lost. 



 

 

The room beyond Station 111’s front gate was white and well-lit. An overpowering scent 

of antiseptic clung to the air. Gone was the hum of desperate voices, the stench of sweat. 

It was… peaceful. 

I jumped at a soft touch at my back. “My bad,” the scientist said, recoiling. Up close, he 

looked even more rumpled, as if his lab coat was draped on a hanger with him still inside it. 

“Shouldn’t have touched you. You… seemed apprehensive.” 

I met his eyes. “Shouldn’t I be?” You don’t have to lie to me. 

But the man looked aghast. “Oh no, my dear—no! We’ll finish this in a half hour and go 

get your family immediately. I don’t mean to alarm you. But this is important. No—it’s of the 

highest importance.” He adjusted his glasses. “Hakim Hussein,” he added, offering a haphazard 

smile and a hand. “Forgive my rudeness.” 

“You’re not rude!” I said, shaking his hand. 

He beamed, rubbing his nose with the clipboard. “Very kind, Gillian. Very kind. Well. 

Now that we’re acquainted….” He gestured to a cot. “Have a seat.” 

Dr. Hussein worked swiftly. He displayed far more confidence in medicine than in 

conversation, his posture straightening, clever hands falling into familiar rhythms. He swabbed 

my arm with a cold alcohol pad and retrieved a syringe. I breathed deep as he drew my blood, 

knotting my fists in the crinkly paper on the examination table. 

“How’d you end up in Station 111, Dr. Hussein?” I asked quietly. Take my mind off it. 

Please. 

He pushed his glasses up his nose and chuckled helplessly. “It’s, ah… a funny thing. Let’s 

say my first vacation in years didn’t go as planned. And I thought Iceland would be such a lovely 

trip. I was here when the borders closed. And here I’ll stay.” Dr. Hussein withdrew the needle 

and handed me a cotton ball. I pressed it against the prick, which welled up and over with bright 

red drops. He ejected the sample into a machine. “But as Allah says, ‘Verily, with the hardship, 

there is relief.’ Now I’m right where I’m needed. Isn’t that the important thing?” His eyes 

twinkled warmly as he tapped me above my heart. “Maybe that’s why you’re here, too.” 

I couldn’t even think about that right now. I wanted to get out of here, to see Dad and 

Owen, to have a warm bath someplace safe and sanitary. “Hey,” I tried to joke, “don’t 

overestimate me.” 

The screen blinked. Dr. Hussein scanned the results. Then he scanned them again. 

My heart leaped. “What is it?” All five stages of grief hit at once. Symptoms. Tainted. 

Plague. 

Dr. Hussein turned, eyes gleaming. 

“You’re not a carrier,” he said. “I don’t mean that you’re merely not… exhibiting 

symptoms. The virus hasn’t gotten into you. Your body… it’s as if the plague never happened at 

all. You’re clean, Gillian,” he said, wonderingly, before I could begin to comprehend what this 

might mean. “You’re clean.” 



III. 

SUNBURN 
 

The whole world used to glimmer. 

The night sky was pillars of light, hundreds of satellites and rockets trailing glowing tails 

across the sky. Daytime was chrome televisions and automated housekeepers and the red leather 

seats in Dad’s car. “We’re living in the new Space Age!” proclaimed the TV man in the 

pinstriped suit. 

Years passed in needles. Flu—eradicated. Acne—cured. Monthly cramps—negated. 

Visiting the clinic was like getting an oil change, regular as clockwork. 

“We’re living in a medical Renaissance!” cried the anchor on Channel 11. 

My memories of those days come in snapshots. Orange ring cakes and jump rope on 

Sundays, dandelions turning brown in the grass and blowing away, reeking of chlorine from the 

public swimming pool; the white picket fence between our house and Mr. Rodriguez’s—each 

moment immortalized in photographs captured with the vintage Polaroid I got on my sixteenth 

birthday. 

Now that everything’s gone sour, I try to remember how it all started, but… the snapshots 

won’t come. No matter how I walk myself through those early days, it’s all broken. A hopelessly 

tangled ball of yarn I can’t unspool into threads. 

I’m not sure anyone can quantify the Great Collapse. 

For me, it began the day of the AXI shot. The newest medical masterpiece, the newest 

glittering cure—this time for sunburn. It helps humans produce astaxanthin, the chemical in 

algae that protects them from sunlight. The waiting room was white and clean and smelled of 

sanitizer. An elderly lady in a pink housecoat thumbed through a magazine. Two young women 

with sunglasses in their hair chatted in giggling tones. 

“Gillian Larchwood?” 

My name had been called. Just as I stood, the doors behind the nurse banged open. A 

doctor appeared, breathing hard. 

I thought there might’ve been blood on his gloves. 

“I… we’re sorry.” He gripped the doorframe, eyes darting. “But you’ll… you’ll have to 

return tomorrow for your AXI.” 

Behind him, just before the doors swung shut, I glimpsed two nurses restraining a man in a 

pinstriped suit. The next day, flipping through the channels and doing the dishes, I noticed the 

usual anchor wasn’t on Channel 11. 

The next week, I was fetching the mail when an ambulance screamed to a halt in front of 

our neighbors’ house. I froze, bare toes burning on the tar. They dragged away Mr. Rodriguez on 

a gurney; his wife was screaming. The EMTs wore face masks. 

After that, there were no more shots. 

The neighborhood was half-empty by the end of the month. In three months’ time, all 

flights were grounded and most island nations had closed their ports. The plague that mutated 

from AXI was taking down humanity’s hearts and lungs and livers one by one—men and women 

stumbling in the streets and falling to their knees, hacking up bits of organs onto the asphalt... 



God. 

We were killed by sunburns. 

Dad paid off a helicopter pilot using all our first aid kits and all the clothing we could 

spare. I clenched my Polaroid camera in white-knuckled hands while we boarded. As we lifted 

off the ground, abandoning the little cul-de-sac where I’d jumped rope and danced in puddles 

and peddled lemonade my entire life, I raised it to the flames and took a snapshot.  

 


