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	All come from dust, and to dust all return.

	Who knows if the human spirit rises upward

	and if the spirit of the animal goes down into the earth?
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Chapter 1: Milton

	 

	Nine Months after All-Clear

	 

	 

	 

	 

	"You'll be sorry!"

	Jackson spits blood and drags his beard across the sleeve of his blue jumpsuit, leaving a trail of crimson. He stands over me with big fists clenched, knuckles spattered.

	"You knew it could be any one of us, Milton."

	I pull myself away from him, my battered body sliding across the slick concrete of the storeroom floor. My mouth works to speak, slurring.

	"Why?" 

	"It's a random draw, Milton. Always is."

	I wish it was. It should have been. 

	"Why her?" I manage, shaking my head to clear the flashing pinpoints of light. 

	"It was her turn." Jackson shrugs like it's just that simple. 

	I sob like a child, impotent rage dissolving into whimpers. The coppery tang of my own blood oozes thick from both nostrils, mixing with the sand and ash—

	I jerk upright with a start, spitting to clear my mouth. For a moment, I don't know where I am. I look for Jackson, for Julia—they were right there with me in the bunker. 

	Not anymore. 

	I'm the only one here now. Outside. Free.

	I'll never get used to the silence.

	Dawn's golden fire breaks across the eastern horizon and crawls along a massive ridge of mountains in the distance. They look like sleeping giants, lying on their backs. Dark, with only their profiles aflame, they wait with craggy jaws and protruding bellies for the full light of day to awaken them from their slumber. Part of me wishes they'd rise up and greet me with a yawn. I speak to them sometimes, but I know they won't respond. 

	I'm not crazy. Not yet.

	"Time to wake up, boys. It's a new day." I grab one of my hydropacks and take a swig, swish the stuff around. It's enough like water to do the trick. I wipe my mouth with a sleeve, watch the ash trickle out of my beard. I curse quietly. I must have rolled onto my face in my sleep. Probably would have smothered myself if I hadn't woken up in time. 

	Not a bad way to go out, I guess. Considering the alternatives. Starvation. Loneliness.

	I bend down to tie up my bedroll. The thermal blanket is showing serious wear. Maybe I'll get lucky in the next ghost town I pass through, find an actual sleeping bag among the rubble.

	"Any chance you guys can point me in the right direction?" I glance at the mountains, jutting upward from kilometers of desolate hardpan stretching out in every direction, parched and cracked, interrupted only by occasional wounded hills—shadows of what they once were in both size and shape.

	Silence answers me. A slight breeze whisks across the ground, stirring the dust. The only sound is my own voice. And my noisy thoughts.

	The mountains don't look as much like my giants now with the sun climbing over, burning across the scorched earth as far as my groggy eyes can see. For the past week or so, I've headed straight for that ridge, the only thing separating me and this barren wasteland from whatever lies on the other side.

	"Just more of the same, right?" I sure hope not.

	I still have hope? Now that sure is something. Maybe I am crazy, after all.

	The sun cooks my face a little before I pull on my hood and tinted face shield. I guess I could sleep under some kind of makeshift shelter at night, but I like breathing the cold air. It chills my lungs, reminds me I'm still alive. Sometimes I breathe in a little too much of the ash and wake up coughing and spitting like this morning—but it's worth it. Being out under the stars makes me forget, sometimes. 

	Then I remember: So long without fresh air in the bunker—just the recycled variety they said was perfectly fine for us. 

	Never again. I'd sooner die.

	And that might happen a whole lot sooner than I'd planned. I count my packs: three hydro, two vitamineral, four protein. The last bit of ingenuity from those United World scientists before they were blown away. These packs were issued by the ton to every bunker in the sector. They'll last me two days, no more. 

	That's how long I have to scale those sleeping giants and see what's on the other side. I'm counting on a city—ruins with leftovers where I can re-stock my supplies. Maybe there will be people. Survivors, like me.

	It's been two months since I came across my last neighbor. But I probably shouldn't count him. There wasn't much left. Bones, mostly, and what looked like organic matter baked into the broken concrete nearby. I called him Adam, since he was the first person I saw after All-Clear. I knew he wasn't Eve because his pelvis wasn't the right shape. 

	I like people. I miss them. 

	I am so, so sorry for what I did. 

	Packs counted, bedroll slung across my back, every centimeter of my body covered by my jumpsuit, face shield, hood, gloves, and boots, I make my way down the rocky hillside where I spent the night. As I reach a level stretch of gravel below, I settle into an easy walking pace. There's no rush. Not anymore. Life has slowed to barely a crawl, and I'm the only one out here doing the crawling.

	I check my gloves again. Habit. A few weeks ago, I forgot to zip them to my sleeves. As I climbed down a knoll, the sand shifted and I lost my footing. My left glove snagged on a piece of shale and almost slipped off. The instant sunburn across my wrist was excruciating. Haven't forgotten since. And now I have this delightfully compulsive little habit of checking them every few minutes. Just a tug every now and then to be sure.

	All I can hear now are the dull thuds my boots make across the dusty ground and the echo of my breath against the face shield. Every morning it hits me like this: how alone we are now.

	We? 

	Humankind. I can't be the only one left. That would be too depressing. There have to be others like me somewhere out there. The bunkers were designed to safeguard the continuation of our species. I survived, so others must have as well. They all couldn't have lost their minds and killed each other—or eaten each other.

	"Cannibalism is not an option." Jackson's voice echoes clearly through my mind. 

	A smirk creeps across my face. He didn't say anything about murder. 

	It was one way to keep the rations coming. 

	Before the end, back when we had more restaurants and grocery stores than we needed, when they used to throw away extra food into dumpsters in back alleys, I'd fantasize about my favorite meals. My mouth became a wellspring of hot saliva at the thought of a large, extra cheesy pizza loaded with toppings; nachos smothered with salsa and jalapeños; lasagna with piles of garlic bread on the side... Then there were the desserts: ice cream sundaes, cheesecake –

	"Cheesecake," I murmur out loud. I shake my head. 

	Why am I torturing myself?

	Because you deserve it.

	Those years in the bunker may not have erased my memories of the way life used to be, but they did train me for the life to come. I learned to eat ration packs not because of their taste (they were designed by the government geniuses to have no flavor) or because I was hungry. I ate them to survive. They nourished me and kept me alive. That was their only purpose, and they did it well enough.

	So now when my stomach growls, when I feel that sharp hunger pang knifing me, I don't even think about what I want to eat. That part of the equation doesn't exist anymore. Things are simpler. My hunger is relieved by a ration pack. No use reminiscing on the flavors of a past life. 

	It's too soon to eat. With only a handful of packs left, I need to be careful. Hydration is no problem with this jumpsuit the scientists designed. The cooling system recycles my piss. Used to gross me out, but not anymore. I've learned to appreciate it. So even under the hot sun, three hydropacks will see me all the way to the top of those mountains. But I need to make the other rations last. Once I start climbing, I'll need my strength.

	I hum while my footsteps keep the beat. I don't recognize the tune. Something original? Improvised and improved, one bar at a time. I have to do something in the silence, or it'll get to me. The overwhelming enormity of it. The finality. And me, all alone, swallowed whole by it. 

	I really don't want to go crazy.

	Spending time hiking the great outdoors was never really my thing before the end of the world. I liked to swim or run in the Preserve on occasion when I could get the time off. It was great to see the wild life. I was in their world, visiting. The earth belonged to the animals, and we took it from them. We took it, and we destroyed it. We destroyed them. In the past few months, I don't know how many kilometers I've covered. But I've done more than enough hiking to last a lifetime.

	The earth is so quiet now, I can't help but wonder if it's sleeping. Should I walk on tip-toe to keep from waking it? No birds with morning calls. No snakes to slither, no lizards to blink in the sun. This land was a desert once, full of life. 

	Now it's an ash-scape, blown to hell. Like the rest of the planet.

	I glance over at the road, asphalt rippled and twisted like a frozen river. The InterSector highway at one time, with vehicles rushing in both directions. As long as it heads east, I'll keep it nearby; but if it decides to change direction, it'll be on its own. We've traveled together for a long stretch, linking each other to a past when life was good and gas cost seven bucks a gallon. 

	"We should've seen the end coming," Jackson would often say. "There were signs. Good God, there were signs." 

	He was a big man, and the way he told it, his father had been a professional ball player back in the day. I didn't doubt it. Jackson carried the genes of a bull. Years in the bunker had dulled his features, and his beard covered most of his face, but you could still see it in the way he carried himself. He was made to be a leader.

	He would have killed us all.

	I whirl around at a sudden noise behind me. A rock, tumbling down the hillside. Maybe I disturbed it as I passed by. It eventually finds a resting place and lies still. 

	Well, that's the most action I've seen in weeks. I almost smile.

	I resume my trek. The mountains look as far away as they did when I woke up. I fight off the weight of defeat that's always lurking for an opportune moment to strike.

	"There's no better direction to go." My voice is loud, hollow-sounding against the face shield. It's pretty clear what's on this side of these mountains—the spawn of Mars and the Sahara. It can't be like this everywhere. Somewhere out there, a tree is still growing. Grass, green and lush. A cool stream of fresh water. And people. 

	I just have to find them.

	Defeat sulks back to the sidelines to wait. It will have another chance to play in this game. If I counted my nourishment packs right, this is only the first quarter. 

	Another rock moves on its own, skidding down the slope at my right. It falls against a boulder and lies flat. 

	I stop and face it. Stare at it. 

	Hope is a funny thing. I've been longing for months to find another living soul—human, animal, or otherwise. Hell, even a cactus would have sufficed. Every morning, I awake with that hope burning in my gut. 

	But now I stand staring at the second rock that's moved in as many minutes, and I'm feeling a bit disquieted, I have to admit.

	"Hello?" I call out. I should take off my face shield if I really want to be heard. I look up to my right, then turn and check behind me. 

	It's only logical to assume I'm not alone. Before the end, there were more than nine billion people on the earth. Figure a few billion were lost on the surface thanks to the bombs and toxins and nuclear winter that followed. And a few billion more probably didn't make it underground, couldn't hack it. Lost their minds and killed each other in the bunkers. Or their airlocks malfunctioned, infecting everyone inside. Worst case scenarios. But that would still leave a whole lot of survivors to make the breach after All-Clear. 

	And what about animals? Any left on the surface couldn't have made it, obviously, and most of the ones taken below were eaten. But some could have survived. And hadn't those government geniuses collected two of every species, male and female, up in the Preserve? They were looking ahead. Planning, always planning.

	"Hello?" My boots shift, scraping across the dusty hardpan.

	Maybe it's a dog. Starving, most likely. Nothing out here to eat, not even weeds. Bare as the moon. I wouldn't mind sharing a protein pack or two. The company would be worth it. I'd have someone to talk to, and he'd listen to me, and I wouldn't have to consider the prospect of losing my mind anymore. We'd be in this together, the two of us.

	I shake my head. Not thinking clearly. The scientists didn't design doggy jumpsuits, as far as I know. There can't be a dog out here—or any kind of animal. Unprotected under the sun, the poor fur ball wouldn't last a minute before it was charred head to toe. Dog burger.

	Yum.

	The longer I stand in the silence, the more certain I become that it was just another rock deciding to migrate on its own. Bored with its life halfway up the hill, hoping to start over at a lower altitude. Or maybe it wanted to come with me. 

	Join the half-crazy human, see what's left of the world!

	Deriding my own foolishness, yet unable to stop myself, I clamber up to where the rock landed and retrieve it, hefting it in my hand.

	"I shall dub thee...Rocky." I hold it in front of my face shield and turn it over, noting how well it fits into the palm of my glove. I won't be able to touch it, run my fingertips along its smooth edges, not until sundown. Or until I find some shade. "Thou shalt be my pet, Rocky."

	I unzip a pocket in my pant leg and drop it inside.

	Then I jump out of my skin as another rock—much bigger this time—clatters down the hill, bounding and spiraling toward me. I have to lunge sideways to keep from getting hit by the thing.

	"What the—?" My voice sounds like it's coming from someone else.

	Rocks tumble toward me from all sides. Innumerable, they roll and leap, catapulting themselves in a sudden avalanche. The ground shifts at my feet. Dust rushes out from under me, sucked by an invisible vacuum. 

	Earthquake? Shouldn't the ground be shaking?

	A basic survival instinct kicks in, and I run. Faster than I've ever run in my life. I leap over the mid-size boulders tumbling across my path. My feet are swift, my boots barely making contact. The ashen world around me melts away as my jumpsuit presses flat against me. I should be gasping, fighting for breath, but I'm not. I'm in good enough shape, but not for a long-distance sprint like this. 

	I run faster, carried by a strength that's not my own. I look down at my legs, pumping effortlessly in a bizarre blur of speed. 

	This is incredible!

	I glance over my shoulder. The rocks hurtle after me now, skipping across each other as if they too are propelled by some unseen force of nature. 

	What the hell is going on? Maybe it's all in my head. I've finally lost it.

	A sharp pain jabs my calf muscle as a stone slams into it. I stifle a short cry.

	Yep. This is really happening.

	I leap over another boulder, then across a yawning ditch. My vision is consumed by the eastern mountains. They loom closer, growing as I approach. At the speed I'm running—as insane as it sounds—I'll reach them within minutes. 

	Thirty kilometers? Forty? How fast am I moving?

	A heavy stone hits me as hard as a fastball, square in the back. I cry out, but I can't hear my own voice above the rumble of the avalanche rampaging after me, gaining ground. Have I offended Mother Earth somehow? I've been minding my own business out here, trying to survive one day at a time, leaving her to her beauty sleep, doing my best not to disturb her. 

	Rocky.

	Cursing, I reach into my pocket mid-stride and dump my erstwhile pet into the rushing dust below.

	"Take it!" I yell, hoping the stampede will be appeased by my offering.

	Rocky hits the ground and bounces back, striking me in the shin. I howl and stagger, losing some of my momentum. Then gravel launches upward from all sides. I run through sheets of dust and sand swirling up from the ground, obscuring my vision. My face shield is instantly caked with the stuff. I should wipe it off so I can see where I'm going, but I can't slow down to do so. I run faster than ever, carried blindly by a superhuman speed I'm unable to fathom. 

	I don't bother trying to comprehend. It's the only thing keeping me alive right now.

	Gravel pings against the reflective polymer of my face shield. Did those scientists design it to withstand an attack like this? Unlikely. 

	Another rock hits me in the back, followed by another. They're catching up—or I'm slowing down. One good shot to the head, and all of this will be over.

	I should have worn that suit with the helmet. Thought it was overkill at the time. As soon as the bunker doors opened, I couldn't get out of there fast enough. Didn't care what was waiting for me on the other side. Couldn't stay another second. 

	Not with all that mess down there.

	The gravel—thicker now—pelts my face shield. It's going to crack—only a matter of time. Then I'll meet my end. I will have survived a nuclear holocaust only to be pulverized by killer rocks.

	Some kind of sedimentary mutation? There have to be all kinds of side effects the government scientists never could have foreseen. You don't nuke a planet and expect everything to stay the same—or ever be the same again. And with all those toxins and bioweapons released during the early stages of the war, maybe there was a bizarre chemical reaction, and the rocks and dust became sentient in some kind of freak molecular interaction. 

	Ridiculous maybe, but didn't the ancient Hebrews believe we all originally came from dust?

	Tears trickle down my cheeks, an involuntary response to the pain as one rock after another slams into my back. 

	Didn't stoning also originate with the ancient Hebrews?

	My legs keep running, but I've dissociated myself from them. They're connected through bones, ligaments, and muscles to my back, which is racked with pain right now. I want to be as far away from this insane situation as possible. I want to hover above it and watch from the outside-in. 

	I've always wanted to fly…

	The sudden silence is peaceful but deafening in contrast to a moment ago. The gravel around me has hit the ground and now lies still. The rocks and boulders have done the same. I imagine the sand and dust clearing, wafting away slowly, settling. I stand swaying in the breeze. My breath is steady and unlabored, as though I haven't just run over thirty kilometers in a matter of minutes. I can't see a thing—other than the crack in my face shield from my brow to my chin. Blindly, I wipe at it with my gloves, succeeding only in smearing the dust around the imbedded gravel. 

	Eventually I see light. Shapes. 

	I catch my breath. I've reached the foot of the mountains—my sleeping giants. They're even more massive up close. It would have taken me all day to travel this far. Can't quite believe my eyes. It's like a weird dream, not possible, yet there they are, and here I am.

	I wipe the remaining layer of dust from my face shield.

	You're not alone.

	Stumbling backward in surprise, I stare at the human form on the north ridge. He stands twenty meters above me, as high as a five or six-story building, and wears loose sand-colored garments unlike my standard-issue jumpsuit. Every centimeter of his skin is covered, but instead of a hood and tinted face shield, he wears strips of the cloth wrapped around his head, leaving room only for black goggles over his eyes.

	I raise my hand as hope swells within me. I wave, giddy like an idiot.

	"Hello, friend," I call. Can he hear me? 

	A gust of wind ripples his outer garment as his goggles seem to study me. His gloved hands remain firmly planted on his hips.

	"Hello?" Heart racing, I struggle to unlatch my face shield, opening it just enough to be sure I'm heard. My hood will provide enough protection from the sun at this angle. "Hello!" I take an unfiltered breath of the dry, dusty air. It smells like an old ash tray filled to the brim. "Good to see you!" I can't contain the smile taking over my face. "It's been so long. Started thinking I was the only one out here..."

	My awkward laugh echoes, fading until silence reclaims the moment. My smile dims. As still as a statue, the figure watches me. I try to quell the uneasiness clenching at my stomach. It's only natural that the first meeting between two members of the human race after the end of the world might be a little strange. Particularly so if this person assumed he was the last living survivor. I never truly believed that to be the case, but I suppose if you've resigned yourself to that fact, it might come as a shock to see another homo sapiens running around. 

	Or maybe it was the running itself. That was pretty weird, I have to admit, along with the attack from Mother Earth. This guy's probably just wondering what kind of freak I am. 

	Or how I might taste. That would really stink. The first person I meet after All-Clear turns out to be a freaking cannibal! Is that why he's regarding me so carefully? Sizing up his next meal?

	"Do you have a name?" The feeling in the pit of my stomach is turning cold and heavy. "I'm Milton, from Sector 43. I—we got out a few months ago." I'm making an effort at congeniality here, but if I'm dealing with a cannibal, I don't want it to be common knowledge that I'm traveling alone. "Where-uh... Where are you from?" I take a few steps back, hoping I still have the strength to run for my life if I need to.

	The figure launches himself from the ridge and seems to hang in mid-air for a moment before landing on all-fours before me.

	"Holy—!" I gasp, nearly tripping over my feet. To jump from such a height and land with ease—he can't be human. Not a normal human, anyway.

	The figure stands facing me, arms down at his sides. "You said you were alone," he says in the even cadence of a young woman's voice. 

	So he's really a she. Maybe it wouldn't be so bad getting eaten by a female cannibal. Even so, I keep my distance.

	"So you can speak." I attempt another smile. My mouth is the only part of me visible beneath my open face shield. Will the size of my teeth determine dominance?

	"First you said you were the only one out here. But just now, you said we got out. So which is it?" Her head cocks slightly to one side. "Are you alone, or are there others with you?"

	Judging by my reflection in her goggles, I can tell why she's being cautious—if she isn't a cannibal, that is. I look like a freak, a filthy survivalist who gnaws on bones in his spare time.

	Maybe she thinks I'm a cannibal. 

	I really need to think about something else.

	"I am. Alone, I mean. Not a..." For some reason, I go with the truth. "I've been alone since All-Clear."

	Her shoulders seem to relax, so I go on.

	"I never gave up hope, though. I knew there had to be others. And there are, right? You're not the only one out here, are you?" Playful thoughts of Adam and Eve pass through my mind. I wish I could see her face.

	"Come with me." She turns away and leaps onto an outcropping of rock, pulling herself upward in a single movement.

	Does she expect me to do that? Not happening. I might be able to super-run or whatever that was before, but rock climbing has never been my thing. I've never had the grip strength for it. 

	"Why should I? I don't even know who you are."

	She half-turns, and her goggles stare down at me. "Remember what you were running from?"

	How could I forget? It was the weirdest thing that's ever happened to me...outside the bunker. "You saw that, huh?" 

	She resumes her climb. "You're not safe here."

	Me? What about her? Shaking my head, I drop my face shield into place and start up after her. "At least tell me who you are."

	Strange. With all that's happened in the last half hour, the only thing I want to know right now is the name of my newfound companion. Who cares about killer rocks when after months of solitude, I finally have someone besides my imaginary giants and an ill-conceived pet to talk to. 

	I'm not alone anymore. There are others like me out here. And as I climb after my new friend, the only thing I know for sure is that I would follow her anywhere.

	"You have a name, right?" I watch her swing one-handed from a crevice in the rock and grab hold of another. Amazing, really. So agile—

	"Climb." Her tone is firm, making it clear that conversation won't be part of this journey, wherever we're going.

	I do my best to keep up, lagging five meters behind her at all times—but not due to any lack of effort. "Where are we going?"

	"Higher."

	Well, that much is obvious. She reaches the ridge where I first saw her and stands there, waiting for me. 

	"How far?" I grunt, pulling myself upward.

	"Not very."

	I pause to catch my breath. "You're not going to eat me, are you?" I half-smile, but my charm is lost now behind my face shield. "Because—if you are—then there's really no point in me going much farther. Right?"

	"You need to hurry." Her tone is flat. "We don't have much time."

	"About that." Straining every muscle in my fingers and forearms, I manage to reach the ledge at her feet. With as much grace as I can muster, I heave myself up and crawl toward her dusty boots. "The whole attack of the killer rocks thing. Is that commonplace around here? I mean, have you seen anything like that before? Because it kind of freaked me out."

	Her goggles are fixed on me as I stand. Wish I could see her eyes. I like her voice—even-toned and calm, albeit humorless. 

	I've really been alone too long. 

	"We go up and over from here." She points. "Follow me, and stay close."

	"Yes ma'am." I salute.

	She watches me for a moment, then takes a running leap from the ridge, upward and to the left, landing with both hands jammed in the crevice of a sheer rock wall. She dangles for a moment, then swings single-handedly across to another outcropping, her movements effortless.

	"Stay close, huh." I shake my head.

	This must be some sort of initiation into her clan. She's from a cave-dwelling, mountain-climbing bunch of survivors, and this is their rite of passage in order to join the tribe. If so, then I should consider my current humiliation an honor. Maybe she'll look past my grunting and gasping and slug's pace and see the effort I'm making here. That's got to be worth something. If I make the cut, I'll be part of a community again. No more going it alone.

	As long as there isn't anybody like Jackson in the mix, count me in.

	"Hungry?" I call up to her and reach into my pocket for a protein pack.

	"We'll eat when we get there." 

	"Anybody I know?" I chuckle as I tear open the pack and take a bite.

	"You've got to hurry." Her tone has changed. There's an urgency to it now. She looks below us, past me, as if something may be following.

	"Okay." I lose my contagious sense of humor for the moment and drop the pack into my pocket, doubling my efforts at keeping up.

	I've never had a fear of heights, and I'm glad of it now. Between my boots, there's a good twenty-five meters or more that we've climbed already, and who knows how much farther we have to go. One thing's for certain: my companion knows the way. Her familiarity with every crevice and outcropping proves that she's made this trip many times before.

	She must be fairly muscular underneath all those loose, billowing garments. She moves with such ease and grace. My arms are already sore and trembling, and I've tried to keep in shape over the years with hundreds of push-ups every day. But I'm using different muscles now—pulling instead of pushing. Guess I trained for the wrong Olympic event. 

	Thoughts of Adam and Eve cross my mind again, but I have to dismiss them. Even if she is the most perfect, beautiful woman I've ever seen (and after these past months of solitude, I know she would be), I have a feeling she's not alone. She didn't seem shocked to find me. There will be others waiting for us, maybe all from the same bunker. They weren't all like Sector 43. They couldn't be. And for all I know, she might be married to a polygamist—some kind of mountain tribe living off their stockpile of nourishment packs. Or maybe they're all women who outlived the men from their sector and set off on their own to live out their days in peace. If that's the case, then I'm sure I'll be very popular. We'll have this entire continent to repopulate, and we'll need to get started on that right away. Good things definitely come to those who wait.

	Don't tell them you're sterile.

	Everyone in Sector 43 was. Jackson said he wasn't, but I never believed him. We were a labor sector, and the government geniuses didn't want us reproducing while underground—consuming carefully planned resources, space, and oxygen. Sterilization was mandatory unless you were one of the sectors' best and brightest. Rumor had it that there were bunkers designated for all-male and all-female populations. Carefully selected based on the results of genetic and intelligence tests, they were the hand-picked gene pool of the future. Of course they weren't sterilized. They had one purpose in life: making plenty of whoopee. And babies, too, when the time was right.

	My companion could hail from an entire enclave of prime female specimens, all eagerly awaiting the arrival of a virile young male to get our species back on the road to recovery...

	Dream on.

	I reach a rock ledge and pull with my left hand curled into a crevice. I throw my right forearm over the top to brace myself. Strong hands take hold of my shoulder and the back of my dusty jumpsuit, helping me onto a level sheet of rock. Gasping from the effort, I roll onto my back.

	"Thanks," I manage.

	My companion stands over me, and I see myself in her goggles again. I look pathetic lying there with my lungs heaving.

	"We're here," her voice comes through the material wrapped around her face, but her tone is difficult to interpret.

	Behind her, the yawning mouth of a cave opens into the side of the mountain. The first few meters in there look safe enough, shielded from the sun's rays but with sufficient light. Farther back it's pitch black, and I can't tell where it leads or what could be lurking inside. I try to quell my overactive imagination.

	"By here you mean..." I leave the blank for her to fill in.

	She turns away and enters the cave. "Follow me." Her voice echoes against the earthen walls.

	Except for the sound of my slightly labored breathing, silence reigns supreme. I listen to it, remembering all too well what it's been like to live completely alone. Not a single living thing since All-Clear. No vehicles passing me by on the InterSector, no planes flying overhead, no animals, not even insects to prey upon me. One thought has kept me sane all along: the hope of finding life. 

	So that's why I struggle to my feet and follow this stranger into the cave. I have no idea what awaits me, but I can honestly say I feel no fear, no dread. I may be walking to my death, but at least I won't die alone.

	I find my companion seated on a large rock inside the cave, her goggles already off as she works to remove the wrappings from her head. I disconnect my face shield and throw back my hood, letting it fall to my shoulders. I take a seat on a rock across from her.

	"You're one hell of a climber," I thoughtfully articulate.

	Her eyes dart to me briefly—long enough for me to see they're a pair of dark chocolates with matching eyelashes. They focus on the ground as she frees the rest of her head from the cloth strips binding it.

	I catch my breath and run a hand through my shaggy mop of hair, damp with perspiration. The jumpsuit absorbed most of my sweat—thanks to the ingenuity of those scientists who designed it—and used the moisture to cool off the rest of me. I turn my face shield over in my hands as I watch her.

	"Any reason why you don't wear a suit?" 

	"They sicken me." Her lips and chin are free now—perfect, beautiful—as well as her cute little nose. The area above her eyes is still covered. I like her face. Her skin looks soft.

	"But you can't argue with the results. They were definitely looking ahead, you know. They knew what we'd need out here with no water and this savage sun. It's ingenious, really. The packs keep us hydrated, and the suits regulate our temperature." Am I rambling? Have I destroyed whatever potential existed for our first conversation?

	She's bald. There isn't a single hair on her head, not even the stubble from a day-old shave. She meets my gaze. "They're disgusting and unnecessary. A link to a world that no longer exists."

	She's really bald—not an ugly bald like an old man, but a smooth bald, like an olive-toned egg. I try not to stare. "Well...all I know is I would've died out here without mine a long time ago."

	"You would have adapted. Become nocturnal."

	Are we arguing? Barely a complete sentence out of her, and now this inane banter about my suit?

	"Maybe." Why don't I just let it go? "But I like to sleep at night when it's cool, you see. I've gotten to like it out under the stars. They remind me that…some things haven't changed. Y'know?" 

	Trying to wax poetic?

	She appears unmoved. "Most things have." She stands and turns toward the dark interior of the cave. "This way."

	I rise to follow her but find myself suddenly hesitant. My eyes have adjusted enough to see that this cave extends deep into the mountain. The darkness where she's heading looks impenetrable. Maybe it should be left alone.

	"Are we safe now?" My voice echoes after her.

	She half-turns to look at me. "What?"

	"Before. You said it wasn't safe." I gesture toward the darkness ahead of her. "Is it safe in there?"

	"If I said no, would you turn back?"

	She has me there—and she knows it. I have nowhere else to go. "Lead on."

	I follow her into the darkness and stay close enough to keep her in sight (somewhat), my hand out to the side to brush the cave wall. For some reason, my thoughts drift back to Julia. 

	She's never far from my mind.

	I was just a kid—fourteen or so—and it was right after the first missiles launched around the world. The sector governors had the bunkers ready to go as if they'd been expecting the global chaos to ensue. The Cold War was finally over, and they had to make up for lost time, I guess. The earth rumbled as we were escorted in a rickety elevator down toward its core—a hundred of us taken from our homes that night. Julia and I stood next to each other, pressed in tight like cattle as we made the long descent into the bunker below. We were strangers, but it didn't matter. Our eyes met in the amber light. Our hands clasped and squeezed. We were in this together.

	I miss her so much, I ache inside. I wish she'd made it. 

	More than anything, I hope she can forgive me. 

	"We go down from here," my companion says.

	"What?"

	She stops me with a hand on my chest. "Can't you see?"

	Is that a rhetorical question? "It's pitch black in here." I frown. "Can you?"

	Instead of answering, she sighs. "I'm afraid this will be difficult for you."

	What about her? She doesn't sound condescending, more like she knows something I don't. And that's already starting to get old.

	"You'll need to feel your way." She takes my hand and pulls me down toward what feels like a plastic pipe. "Take this ladder."

	"Okay." Blind as a bat, I feel along the pipe until I find the top rung of the ladder she's talking about. "How far down?"

	"Twenty meters. I'll go first."

	Her garments shift as she begins her descent.

	"All right then." I take a deep breath and blow it out, contemplating my odds of surviving a twenty-meter fall to whatever lies below. My boot makes contact, and I rest my full weight on the plastic rung. "There you are." It gives under me, bowing slightly. I bring over my other leg and start down, one rung at a time. The way the ladder bends and creaks as I make each step—it's like I'm the only one on it.

	"You still there?"

	"Of course." Her voice echoes from far below. She's already at the bottom.

	"Didn't even use the ladder, did you?" I recall the way she launched herself down at me when we met. 

	"No."

	Her matter-of-fact tone almost makes me smile. "There's something different about you. Can't quite put my finger on it." My boot slips off a rung, but I catch myself, clutching onto the sides of the ladder and knocking into the rock wall with my shoulder. 

	"Focus," she says. 

	"Right." Maybe I shouldn't try to multitask. But then again, I've never been good at following directions. "How close am I?" 

	"Fifteen meters to go."

	"You can see me, huh? I mean—you can see in the dark?"

	"Yes."

	Maybe she's some kind of mutant. They warned us it could happen if we left the bunker too soon. Sector 43 was auto-locked, programmed to release the blast doors after twenty years passed. By then, supposedly, the nuclear winter would be over, and the atmosphere would have re-adjusted, naturally replenishing itself. But I'm sure there were some bunkers with manual locks, built in basements by folks who were pretty sure they wouldn't make the governors' lottery. The scientists and the soldiers did their best to root them out and eradicate them—for our welfare, of course—but some may have remained on D-Day. People left to their own devices could have come out five or ten years too soon, and the fallout in the atmosphere might have done something to them. Changed them somehow.

	"You have any other superpowers I should know about? X-ray vision, maybe?" Silence answers me, so I try again. "You can't see me naked, can you?"

	"No. Your urine-suit is in the way."

	Humor? Can it be? "You really don't like this thing, do you? Have you ever worn one?"

	"Five meters more."

	I'm almost there. But then what? 

	Strange to think I'm actually inside my sleeping giants. Deep in these mountains, with no idea where I am exactly or where I'm headed, I'm blindly following a total stranger—just because she happens to be the only other representative of humankind in town. What would the giants have to say about that? 

	Maybe I'm giving them indigestion.

	My boot scuffs across the cave floor as I drop from the ladder. I reach out my hand, and she takes it in her firm grasp. She turns me around, leading me quickly onward. Thoughts of the all-female enclave return, but now I wonder what kind of mutations they might exhibit, or if they're all gnarly and deformed. I guess it really wouldn't matter, since I can't see a thing down here—not even my own glove in front of my face. 

	"Watch your step," she cautions as we come to a ledge and have to step up. She takes my arm.

	"Thanks. How close are we now?"

	"Almost there."

	"And there would be...?" I hope she fills in the blank, but my patience is wearing thin.

	"You'll see."

	"I hope so. Because right now: nothing."

	"Are you afraid of the dark?" She takes my arm again as we mount another earthen step.

	"No."

	It took a while to get used to the total dark after lights-out in the bunker. When those white, humming fluorescents were on, it was possible at times to forget how deep underground we were. Bright as day. But at night, things could get a little suffocating. My breath would quicken. Sweat would prickle down the back of my neck. Irrational fear would squeeze my insides. Sometimes Julia slept beside me, and with her body snug against mine, I could forget about the darkness. Hell, I could forget about anything but her warm curves.

	"Should I be afraid?" I ask. Her responses are so elusive, I have to do what I can to probe the matter. I'll break her down eventually. "Is there something lurking in here I should be aware of?" I keep my tone confident, but I can't help but wonder if I'm going to be fed to some hideous mutant beast. A sacrifice for the good of the many?

	"Not that I can see."

	"Well, that's a relief." I almost chuckle, but my heart isn't in it. "So I have nothing to fear."

	"I didn't say that."

	Is she toying with me? She's definitely warming up; that much is obvious. This interchange might even qualify as a borderline conversation.

	"You like keeping me in the dark." I hope my clever choice of words isn't lost on her.

	"Soon we'll be able to risk some light."

	"Is something following us?"

	"It was following you."

	The rocks and gravel? I was hoping to create a mental block against that. "So...what was it exactly? Mother Earth out for revenge? I'd say we deserve it, after what we did to her." I wait for a response. Anything.

	Silence.

	I'm done waiting. I want some answers. I need them.

	I feel her hand on my arm, guiding me forward, and I clamp down on her wrist, jerking her back as I plant my feet.

	"What are you doing?" she demands.

	Finally, some emotion out of her.

	"I'm not going another step without some answers." She tries to pull free, but I twist my hold on her and draw her close. She struggles. Nothing doing. I'm stronger than she is, after all. "Tell me where we're going—what we're running from. Tell me now!"

	"We're here."

	"What?"

	She tugs me forward and breaks free of my grasp, at the same time giving me a shove that sends me flailing blindly into the cave wall. The impact sends a sharp pain from my head down my right side, and I struggle to stay on my feet. But it's difficult to tell which end is up, and I land hard on all fours, cursing.

	"You'll be sorry!"

	Jackson spits out the blood and wipes his beard on the sleeve of his blue jumpsuit. 

	"You knew it could be either one of us, Milton."

	My jaw works to speak, but the pain is too great—it might be broken.

	"Why her?" my slurred words finally come out.

	"It's random. Always is. You know that."

	"Why Julia?" I scream.

	I rise slowly, holding out my hands to show I'm not here to fight. I'm at an obvious disadvantage with her night-vision, anyway.

	"I'm sorry." My voice echoes, then fades into silence. I can't sense her anywhere nearby. I can't even hear her breathe. "I just wanted some answers, that's all. Please."

	My stomach tightens at the thought of being abandoned in here. My breath quickens. Needles prickle down the back of my neck.

	"Don't leave me..."

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 2: Luther

	 

	Seven Days after All-Clear

	 

	 

	 

	 

	We're not alone. We feel it in the wind. Even in this desolation, there is life. A Presence.

	The earth is wounded. One has only to look out across this barren land to see we have hurt her deeply. Her fields are deserts. Her waters are poison. Her children are missing. Does she weep for them?

	We're not her children—we never were. Hers were the innocents we destroyed, the lives we caged and sold and devoured and, in the end, neglected to defend. Now they're gone forever.

	Will we be judged? Will the Creator punish us for our great sin? Or have we already been punished enough? 

	Our destruction is our own. We can't blame it on anyone else. There is no one left. We must shoulder our burden of guilt as we struggle to survive this world we've inherited. As we coexist with an invisible Life Form we cannot begin to comprehend.

	The sun disappears behind a range of mountains in the west. I can't help but marvel at the deep red and gold hues consuming the sky. Beauty remains in this world. Rare, but it can yet be found.

	"Now?" Plato calls up to me.

	I unfasten my face shield and pull off my jumpsuit. As the dusk light wanes, I turn and look down the hill behind me. Plato stands beside a steel doorway built into the hillside.

	"Let's get to work," I tell him.

	Plato shoves hard on the manual release, and the bunker door groans, then slides the rest of the way open, stopping with a steel clunk. He whistles, and the men behind him emerge like slow-moving inmates trudging out of the block into a prison yard. They take deep breaths of the outside air as they carry plastic pipes, fittings, canvas tarps, sheets of plexiglass, rope, and hand tools. They know their assigned tasks. I catch the hammer Plato tosses to me.

	"Tonight's the night," he says with an eager look in his eyes. "We finally leave the past behind."

	I pull down the upper portion of my jumpsuit and tie the dangling sleeves around my waist. A cool breeze whispers across my bare chest. "We should have the shelters finished by morning."

	"Some will want to go back. They don't look like it now, but they will. When it gets hard out here."

	The energy level of the men is high, as are their spirits, as they work together. A hundred meters beyond the bunker, our attempts at a makeshift village rise up from the dusty earth. The huts are composed of plastic and canvas and steel—anything we could strip from the underground warren where we spent the past decades. Not fancy, but these structures will do the job, serving as our base camp once we begin searching for other survivors.

	"I don't think they will." We descend the hill to join our brothers. "There's nothing for them to return to. The bunker is an empty tomb now. We have everything we need right here."

	"I'm just saying…" Plato shrugs. "The time will come when they'll crave the familiar." He looks back. "We should seal it shut."

	I follow his gaze. The bunker's dark entrance looks like the gaping maw of a half-interred beast. "Not tonight. We have other priorities, my friend. We must be certain our shelters are strong enough to withstand whatever elements come our way."

	He nods. "I'm sure it'll become a moot point eventually. Most of the life support systems have shut down. It's only a matter of time before the door mechanisms refuse to cooperate entirely." He casts me a sideways glance. "I'd hate to be the poor fool trapped inside when that happens."

	He makes a good point—in a roundabout way, as always. The bunker is a danger. But the men have been told it will be off-limits after tonight. For months now, Plato and I have stressed the importance of looking forward, not back. Our future depends on our ability to work together as one. At this point, after all we have accomplished—surviving below ground, maintaining our sanity, developing a brotherhood of unity, and achieving what will be, tonight, life outside the bunker for the first time in twenty years—only a fool would desire to go back to nothing.

	"Do you have anyone in mind?" I pick up one end of a steel support beam and wait for Plato to take the other.

	He shakes his head. "It could be any one of us—or more, if they panic. We have no idea what life will entail out here. We could not have possibly prepared for every eventuality." 

	He shoulders the beam, and we carry it down the middle of our street—a wide path through the center of the village—toward one of the last structures yet to be completed.

	"We're in this together, my friend," I remind him. "If we remain united, we have nothing to fear."

	"Of course," Plato replies. But he doesn't sound convinced.

	He's the youngest of us and, in many ways, also the wisest. The philosophical discussions he'd instigate following our evening meals earned him his name from the start. Over the years, I've learned the value of heeding his concerns; but I have to remember to balance them with a certain level of optimism. He tends to believe the proverbial glass is half-empty, and I always have to work diligently to convince him otherwise.

	"You're making more work for us, Samson," Plato grunts as we hand off the beam.

	Samson—so named for obvious reasons—takes our offering and shoulders it alone. "Standard-issue hut won't cut it. Man my size needs room to breathe." He devoted more time than any of us to building his physique in the bunker gym, at times spending more than three hours a day with the weights. His muscle mass is now double what it was on D-Day, and he was already a large young man back then. "Besides," he grins, baring white teeth. "When we find those women you promised us, I plan on taking two!"

	Everyone laughs as he punches me lightly in the shoulder. I plant my feet to keep from showing the force of the impact.

	"Yeah, Luther, when are our wives gonna show up?" one of the others calls out, struggling to tie down a roof tarp. He's the oldest of us by far, named Rip (Van Winkle never stuck). "I'm not gettin' any younger, y'know!"

	Amid the laughter, the men turn their eyes to me, tools held at their sides as they await my answer. For most of us, it's been the thought of repopulating the planet that has kept us looking forward to the future, whatever it holds. The government scientists selected us for this purpose. Samson, in particular, has mentioned his anticipation daily; it's become his mantra. Over the years, he's often told us how he envisions a future full of his children, filling the earth.

	Segregation by sex was easy for no one, but we developed our own coping methods. I earned the name Luther for believing that we could—for the time being—live without female companionship just as religious monks in monasteries had done for centuries. (Perhaps Augustine or Lawrence would have been a more appropriate name, but I kept the one I was given, as was our custom.) Quite a few of the men followed my example, using meditation and physical exercise to free their minds of our God-given urges. Avoiding madness was always the goal.

	"All in good time, my friends," I offer with what sounds like certainty. "We've lasted this long. We can hold out a while longer. If the women of today are anything like those we remember, then I doubt that they'll want anything to do with us until we get these shelters finished." I raise an eyebrow at Samson. "And perhaps take a shower or two."

	Hearty laughter erupts, and with renewed vigor, the men return to their work, doubling their efforts.

	"Well said," Plato remarks once we're alone. "So...when do we start the search?"

	My gaze returns to the mountains in the distance, their peaks frosty in the light of the waxing moon. "Sector 50's bunker was near that ridge. But the maps are useless now—the earth has changed. Those may not even be the same mountains, for all we know."

	Plato keeps his voice low as we work together, tying down one of the tarps on Samson's shelter. "Do you really think they planned everything out?"

	They—the government scientists and sociologists—had known for years the Cold War would eventually thaw, and when it did, another continent could be lost. Or worse: the entire globe. The North American Sectors had grown ripe with underground terrorists—Patriots, they called themselves. Rumors circulated about vials of weaponized chemical agents missing from secure government labs. If such dangerous bioweapons ended up in the wrong hands, the only way to neutralize a potential threat would be nuclear strikes hot enough to eradicate a toxic outbreak along with every other living organism for kilometers around.

	The scientists worked together unilaterally across the sectors to construct our bunkers—state-of-the-art subterranean prisons designed to safeguard their most valued commodities, as defined by rigorous tests of intelligence and physical stamina. The war-mongering factions turned a blind eye to these efforts; their goal was to take lives, not save them, and they did not interfere. Before the time eventually came for a chain reaction of falling bombs, the government officials collected us and took us below ground to safety. For the next twenty years, we stayed alive thanks to their careful planning and preparation. But how far into the future did their foresight extend? Could they have accounted for every eventuality?

	"For our sake, and for the future of our species...I hope so."

	"You've done well, Luther. You've kept us together, united. The men remain in high spirits." Plato glances around quickly before returning to his work. "But if they were to lose hope—"

	"We won't let them." 

	He looks up at me, and in his eyes is a hint of fear.

	"Done!" Rip calls out, slapping the roof with an air of finality as he tosses down his hammer. It hits the hard-packed sand with an earthy thud.

	"Done!" echoes throughout our village as the shelters are completed, one by one, and the men move on to the next.

	We join forces to finish Samson's, and by morning, as the sun's rays break across the eastern horizon, we find refuge for the first time not beneath the earth, but above it, in shelters of our own design. The men sleep, each under his own roof, exhausted bodies sprawled out across mattresses we exhumed from the bunker below. Snores and deep sighs punctuate the stillness of a new day.

	 I lie on my back and stare at the plexiglass ceiling, coated with a dark UV protective polymer. I study the edges where thick canvas tarps are tied down. If we made any mistakes in our construction, if something comes loose in a sudden gust of wind, the sun will scorch us in our sleep. Perhaps I should have told the men to wear their jumpsuits, but I wanted them to feel free. 

	I need to relax. We are free now. Finally on our own.

	But we're not truly alone. I feel it—that Presence in the air I breathe. I don't know how to describe it. I sense the men around me in their shelters, even when their breathing is quiet. But this is different. It's not simply the presence of another human being. What I sense is much greater. And it is watching us.

	When Samuel from the Hebrew Scriptures was a boy, he thought he heard his elder, Eli, calling to him. But it wasn't old Eli. It was God.

	"Here I am, Lord..." My voice hangs in the stillness. The silence that follows is thick, mocking me. I'm no prophet. I shouldn't presume to hear the Creator speak to me.

	Something hits the side of my shelter with a loud crack. I catch my breath and sit up.

	"Yes?" 

	No sound answers. I pull on my jumpsuit and fasten the face shield. Pushing through the heavy tarp that serves as my door, I step outside into the white-hot sunlight.

	Even with the tinted Mylar on my face shield, my eyes take a few moments to adjust. When they do, I find a large stone lying beside the canvas wall of my shelter. I bend down and pick it up, hefting it in the palm of my gloved hand. We swept this area clean a few nights ago, sending rocks to the bottom of a dry gully south of our village. This stone shouldn't be here. It wasn't here minutes ago when we all turned in for our first day's sleep inside our new homes.

	I glance up and down the vacant path between our twin rows of shelters. If one of the men is up to some sort of shenanigan, he's doing a good job of hiding. I stand and face the bunker, a hundred meters away with its mouth dark and inviting. In this moment, I know what Plato meant. It's natural for us to crave the familiar. We were so secure in our underground prison. 

	I grip the stone in my hand and take a few steps away from my shelter, the gravel crunching beneath my boots. Other than the sighs and snores of the men deep in slumber, everything remains still and silent. I hear my own breath against my face shield and marvel, yet again, at the complete desolation around us, as ashen as a crumbling corpse. We have sinned, and great is our iniquity.

	"Forgive us..."

	I don't expect a response. I gave up on that long ago. But I continue to pray daily. I know the Creator exists, and He hears me. There is no way we could have destroyed Him.

	I bring the stone into my shelter and set it beside the mattress. I keep my eyes on it as I remove my face shield and pull off my suit. I have no idea how the stone came to be where I found it, but I'm too weary to wonder anymore. My eyelids sink heavily and I exhale, falling back onto my bed. My arms stretch out to my sides as sleep draws me into its abysmal depths. I couldn't resist even if I wanted to…

	In my dream, I run toward the mountains as fast as I can, but I move so slowly it seems I'm not moving at all. In the distance, so far away yet so vivid, I see the women of Sector 50, their waving locks of hair taken by the breeze that whisks across their lithe, naked bodies. I try to warn them. I try to scream, but my voice emerges in hoarse gasps. I can't get to them in time. Horror overwhelms me as the sun scorches and blisters their perfect skin. They reach out in desperation, shrieking silently. The breeze becomes a wild torrent of wind that blasts through them, scattering ash into a thick cloud that engulfs me, suffocating me. I reach for my throat as I cough. My fingernails become an eagle's talons that sink into my flesh.

	I scream.

	 

	"Luther?" Plato kneels at my side, his face red, glistening with sweat.

	Where am I? 

	His strong hands grip me by the shoulders.

	"Nightmare?"

	I look him in the eye as reality reclaims my senses. I nod and wipe beads of perspiration from my brow.

	"No wonder. Hot as hell in here." He runs a forearm across his own brow and sniffs as he looks around my shelter. "We didn't plan for this."

	I take a deep breath to steady myself. Did I scream loud enough to wake the men? Or was that only in my dream? 

	"We couldn't have known." The suits have kept us cool during the heat of the day. This is our first without them. Mine lies folded beside my mattress. "We may need to wear them while we sleep."

	Plato nods. "I'll tell the men." He reaches for my suit, and as he turns, I see the skin on his back is sun-burned.

	"Where's yours?" 

	"Here—put this on. You'll sleep better."

	I pull it on. "You're burned, my friend." I look him squarely in the eye. 

	"You were screaming." He shrugs to explain his recklessness. "Do you remember anything from your nightmare?"

	Of course I do. It was terrifying. 

	"No." I stand and zip up the front of my jumpsuit. "I'll get yours. You've been burned enough for one day." I stop before I lift the tarp. "It was foolish of you to risk your skin like that. Don't do it again." I snap my face shield shut.

	"I hope I won't have to," he says.

	The images from my nightmare remain clear in my mind's eye as I step outside and move toward Plato's shelter. I glance at the mountains. According to the maps we printed off the bunker database before our computers lost power, the Sector 50 bunker was built in the foothills. It was there that our female counterparts were held during the nuclear winter. We were told that after All-Clear, we would be united with them. 

	Unlike other sectors whose members were sterilized prior to D-Day, we and the women had one over-riding purpose: repopulation. It was why we were selected, the only reason we're here now while everyone else in our sectors died that fateful day, twenty years ago. The government scientists knew we would be needed when the time came to recover from their world's mistakes.

	But without the women, my brothers and I are only half the solution.

	I can't shake the feeling that the women—wherever they are—may be in danger. Thanks to that nightmare, of course. I should deride myself for being so easily influenced by subconscious fears. But it was so real. I saw their faces, every detail. Vulnerable and exposed, standing on that ridge—a hundred or more of them.

	We were never told how many had been assigned to the Sector 50 bunker. Samson has his theories. A man with only one thing on his mind, he says it was common knowledge that the population of each female enclave was triple that of its male counterpart. For the purpose of our species' continuation, there would be a greater probability of successful births that way. The government scientists had it all figured out, he says.

	But I have my doubts. The Creator was not consulted by the United World government as they carefully planned our future, even as they destroyed our past. It would serve them right—and us—if we were unable to conceive a single child in this post-apocalyptic nightmare of a world.

	Something catches my eye as I reach Plato's shelter. A dust spiral rises from the earth just beyond our village, perhaps thirty meters out. Odd—there's no wind blowing against me. The dust devil whirls and builds upward, sucking ash into its center and expanding ever outward like a miniature tornado. I can't shake my gaze from it.

	Plato has to see this.

	I rush into his shelter and grope blindly, stumbling across his jumpsuit beside the mattress as my eyes adjust to the dim light. I roll up the suit and tuck it under my arm, heading back outside to see—

	Nothing. 

	The dust lies still on the baked earth as if it had never moved at all.

	I take a deep breath. First the stone, appearing out of nowhere. Now this dust spiral, forming without any wind and disappearing just as quickly. The stone could have been a prank, but not this. There's no way to explain this.

	Unless I'm losing my mind. 

	Lack of sleep in conjunction with the heat and a wild nightmare... Perhaps I simply need to rest. Shaking my head, I return to my shelter and toss Plato his suit, chiding him again for exposing his skin.

	"Fine. Next time I hear you screaming bloody murder, I'll leave you to the bogeyman." He stands as he zips up.

	I remove my face shield. "Thank you, my friend."

	"I thought we swept this area clear." He gestures toward the stone beside my bed.

	"We did." Part of me is glad that he can see it too. I exhale loudly as I fall back onto my mattress, arms out to the sides, eyes closed. I keep my suit on this time. "A memento."

	"Get some rest, Luther. You'll need it tonight."

	Tonight? Of course. Without the scorching rays of the sun, we'll make our first attempt at locating the women. "Be sure the men have enough to eat. They'll need their strength."

	"Before or after we find
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