
        
            [image: cover]
        

    










EPOCH DAWNING

v2.0






By C.H.E. Sadaphal







Copyright © 2013 C.H.E. Sadaphal

All rights reserved.

Distributed by Smashwords

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this ebook with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If
you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not
purchased for your use only, then you should return to
Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting
the hard work of this author.

Ebook formatting by www.ebooklaunch.com







To Dan

We may only label something insignificant if we
neglect to follow its ripple effects all the way to the end.
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PROLOGUE

A rushing wind blew through the skies like an
unstoppable force. The heavens shook by its power and a thunderous
sound echoed through the air. The rays of the sun pierced through
the clouds bathing the atmosphere in glorious radiant light. The
oceans rippled and the surface of the Earth trembled. All of the
tumult elevated the interest of two observers, one curious and the
other steadfast.

One observer asked, “So what’s all the
commotion about?”

“What do you mean?”

“It looks like a preparation for something
big. I’ve never seen anything like this before. What’s going
on?”

“Patience my friend. In time, you will see
how things play out.”

“Does that mean you know or not? My guess is
you don’t.”

“Perhaps yes, perhaps no. Either way, that
is irrelevant. Your memory is growing shorter with age, old friend.
We have been through this before. You must learn to be still.”

“No… this seems different. There is
something strange this time. It doesn’t feel right. I just
can’t figure out what it is.”

“Then I guess you’ll just have to wait and
see.”

“How can you just stand there and do
nothing? Doesn’t any of this excite you? Startle you? Aren’t you
the least bit curious? I’m tired of being idle. I want to know
what’s going on! I’m going to—”

“Do what? Even if you did find out, what do
you intend to do about it? Do you have any power to change
anything?”

The anxious observer’s body language
relaxed.

Sighing, “I guess you’re right… I just have
a hard time being still. I need to do something.”

“Then I think you’re in for a treat. There
will be much work to do in due time.”

The other observer reluctantly said, “OK. I
guess you’re right… for now.”

“I don’t want to see you do anything
foolish—that can get you into trouble. Once you begin to act or
reason beyond your own understanding you will be walking down a
very troublesome path.”

“So you say. Like I said, I’ll wait and
see.”

“Splendid.”

“Just answer me this and I will let it be:
those two—what’s so special about them? They don’t look like much…
just a man and a woman living normal existences. They seem pretty
regular. I fail to see what all the fuss is about.”

“They seem regular now. Give them
some time and change a few circumstances and you will be amazed at
what they will become.”

“It just seems so unlikely that
anything will depend on them. I guess I just have to
wait and see, huh?”

“Indeed.”


 


THE BLIP

In the future, the man painfully awoke from the
recurrent nightmare that plagued his sleep for the past few
weeks—he remembered being in the village square when the tribal
elder blew the ram’s horn, alerting all to imminent danger. The
weaker villagers who were unable to reach the island’s peak were
left stranded, and consumed by the massive influx of water that
engulfed most of the land. He could remember all the cries, all the
pain, and all the chaos. On that day, in a matter of minutes his
reality was thrust from paradise to a living hell. The cataclysm
came without warning—the earth had not shaken, the rain did not
pour, nor was there a strong wind in the air. He reasoned to
himself the ancestors must have been angry, and exacted their
judgment swiftly.

In the now decimated village, the few
remaining villagers looked weak, broken, starving, and near death.
The man feared he was the only one left with the stamina and
strength to endure the future. He felt unsure what to do in the new
misery, and came upon the shores of the beach one morning, hoping
the warm tropical air could provide him with a new breath of
focus.

He walked out from the jungle onto the
desolate beach he had known since he was a young boy. He looked
from left to right in the hope that the destruction may have been
brushed away, but the once ideal scene appeared tarnished with the
scars of a tsunami’s aftermath.

In the distance over the water, a strange
being rapidly approached him. The being, an odd and strange
creature, zipped through the air, but it had no wings. As it came
closer, the gentle buzz coming from its insides went from a subtle
whisper to a loud rumble. The creature had no eyes, and its skin
was grey and shiny in the bright sun’s rays. The creature soon
hovered next to the man as the two stood motionless, contemplating
and examining. The man took a step back, and his muscles
tensed.

A small circle of fire flashed atop the
creature’s skin and some sort of green mist began to shoot out of
an eye the creature appeared to have on its belly. It made a series
of strange noises, before extending a long arm with hooks on the
end that opened and closed. The man cautiously watched as the hooks
moved closer to him. He withdrew, knocking them out of the way. The
creature then began making even stranger, louder noises, and the
man wondered if the Gods had sent him a drunken messenger. Alas,
the creature persisted in its course and advanced towards him. In
turn, the man became alarmed and afraid—he retreated to a nearby
rock, which he threw at the creature. He then picked up every other
projectile in sight, and began to furiously hurl the objects at the
beast.

The creature momentarily stopped, then
continued its advance. In a minute, its noises ended. It then
opened its skin, and a blowpipe emerged from the top of its
head.

After a loud charge and then a high-pitched
whoosh, the man looked down at his chest and saw the gaping hole
where his heart had been located. In his final seconds of life, he
looked up at the creature and wondered where the strange beast had
come from, who sent it, and what had happened to the world he once
knew.


 


THE REASON

In the future, Asher felt alone. The sun bore down
on his face and the wind gently kicked dirt and gravel onto his
chin. He stood in the middle of a lifeless area, on the periphery
of a desolate urban landscape, with his only companion being the
merciless rays of the summer sun. His eyes remained closed. He
experienced no fear, but existed in a place of serenity and
resolve. His heartbeat slowed to a calm, gentle pace. He found
himself in the current unfortunate predicament, lost in this new
world, because he believed nothing remained for him; he had no
purpose. He was a misplaced journeyman without a map and a sense of
direction. A vibrant individual in a lifeless realm, Asher assumed
he had no future.

As his eyes remained closed, Asher cocked
the revolver, its barrel pointed at his temple. He felt each
contraction of his pounding heart, and the resistance of his chest
at the apex of every deep, vigorous breath. He sat on his knees to
steady himself. In the distance, the remnants of skyscrapers cast
long, finger-like shadows onto the barren ground. Behind him, the
cracked and jagged asphalt served as a horrid reminder of the city
that once existed here.

Asher heard no sounds other than a gentle
wind blowing softly in front of his face. The sun’s rays heated the
dome of his head, inducing a thin film of perspiration that coated
his hairless scalp. The world remained quiet, an anxious observer
of the solitary man on his knees. Asher steadied himself and pushed
any trace of emotion out of his body. He filled his consciousness
with logic and determinism.

With the revolver cocked, he placed his
right index finger on the trigger but applied no pressure. In one
last act of defiance to the cruel sadist of the world, he opened
his eyes to face the planet that had tortured him. He inhaled
deeply and tasted the warm air. He exhaled in a slow, deep fashion
keeping his eyes focused on the distant horizon. A small branch,
mindless of its path, brushed by in front of him. Dirt began
collecting in the creases of Asher’s pants. Behind him, a tattered
plastic crate lay motionless. He told himself all he needed to do
was flex his right index finger and the gun would do the rest. As
he readied himself, Asher faced his last wall of inertia; that
final guardian of human life that perpetually struggles to preserve
vitality and live on in all of us. He hurried to strangle that
faithful protector to clear his path toward self-destruction.

With his eyes wide open, Asher instructed
his right index finger to flex. As his finger curled against the
cold, hard metal trigger, Asher looked forward to the peace he
envisioned for himself. He took a purposeful deep breath in, and
then—he saw a moving figure in the distance.

Confusion. Shock. Angst. The figure came
toward him. The black silhouette looked hazy from the rays of heat
emanating from the morning sun. Asher froze. He thought he was
hallucinating. It was inconceivable that someone else was out
there. He initially dismissed the vision as his mind’s own feeble
attempt to preserve itself but then he thought, “What if this is
real?” His right hand trembled, the revolver still pointed at
his temple. His heart rate increased. His breathing quickened. He
began to sweat profusely. Am I dreaming? Who is out
there? After all this time, why now? Why the hell RIGHT NOW? What
would happen if they find a dead body? Is it a rescue squad? Should
I still do it? A tidal wave of hesitation overcame him; the
doubt was too great. He lost his resolve. Asher threw the gun down
into the dust.

Asher awkwardly stood up, and looked ahead
with a fine tremor in both of his hands. He had to use all of his
energy to stop his teeth from chattering. He could feel his heart
fluttering in his chest and the sweat dripping from his brow. He
felt nauseated, curled over, and spit up in his mouth. He fixed his
gaze at the indifferent earth beneath him in a hurried attempt to
get his head back in the game. He then formulated a plan: you’ve
got to play this cool, he thought. No one knows you just
tried, and then failed, to kill yourself. The minutes passed
and his physical symptoms began to subside. Get it together.
Now he regrettably would be forced to engage. To converse. To
socialize. He wanted to silently remain still and wait, but his
state of shock overwhelmed him, pushing him out of character. He
succumbed to a driving force not his own.

Asher took a deep breath, and then yelled at
the top of his lungs, waving both hands in the air. The figure in
the distance stopped. Even from afar, he could perceive the
figure’s body language appeared tense and startled. For what seemed
like an eternity both individuals remained motionless in their
respective states of astonishment and awe. Then the other figure
frantically waved both of its hands as well.

Asher overcame his mental anguish by diving
head first into the new scenario. He ran and darted across the
landscape as fast as he could with the rollercoaster of emotions
coursing through his veins; he was not a runner, but marveled at
how fast his legs were taking him. He saw the figure running toward
him as well and, after a few minutes of sprinting, he realized it
was a woman. He continued to race faster and faster toward the
woman, jumping over minor obstacles in his path. Asher seemed to be
gliding over the ground, racing toward his goal.

The two eventually met face-to-face. Asher,
now gasping for air, had his gaze locked onto a woman who also
appeared winded. He looked straight into her radiant eyes, and
Asher managed to produce a half smile. The woman smiled back. As he
struggled to catch his breath, he inspected her from head to
toe.

She looked attractive, approximately 35
years of age with straight dark brown hair down to her shoulders.
Her unmistakable beauty overcame the dirt and stress on her face.
She stood about 5 feet and 9 inches tall with a slender build and
long legs. Her oval face complemented her deep brown eyes and the
freckles on her nose and cheeks. A slender neck flowed gracefully
into her arms and then into elongated flowing fingers. As she
caught her breath, she placed her hands on her face and began to
cry.

He could see the heartfelt expression of joy
and jubilation on her face, and the deep longing in her eyes.
Before the woman spoke any words, she reached out her hands and
embraced Asher and held onto him for what seemed like an eternity.
Asher could feel her heart pounding against his chest and the
emotion emanating from her embrace. He initially felt awkward and
wanted to resist, but then responded to her embrace in turn. As she
unlocked her arms, she kissed him on the cheek. She took her hands
and held onto his face as if she had been reunited with a loved
one. She looked at him with longing, affection and hope, much as a
mother looks upon the face of her newborn child. The woman appeared
famished, filthy, dehydrated and exhausted but her enthusiasm and
warmth was contagious.

Breathing heavily she said, “My name—is
Evelyn. Words—can’t describe how happy—I am—to see you.”

“Asher. Asher Grant. You are certainly the
last thing I expected to see today.”

“And I you.”

Evelyn released her hands from Asher’s face
and took a step back. She looked warm and inviting.

Evelyn continued, “Did you get here on an
airplane… or a spaceship? I followed the trail of smoke from some
sort of a ship crashing from the sky.”

“Yes, I did. The ship isn’t too far from
here. Where did you come from?”

“I was hopelessly stranded, looking for
someone, and then I saw the ship. I was at work and then the next
thing I know I woke up on the ground in the middle of a wreck—I’ve
been following the trail ever since.”

“You… woke up? I hope it wasn’t anything too
traumatic.”

“Oh no… nothing really.”

Evelyn’s gaze shifted toward the ground and
she pursed her lips. He could tell she was holding something
back.

“I see. How long have you been following the
trail?”

“Seems like weeks but I’m sure its just
days.”

“You must be famished.”

“You have no idea.”

“There’s still food in my spacecraft. I’ll
take you there.”

Evelyn smiled with relief and said, “You’re
a godsend.”

He gestured his hand in a westward direction
and the two began walking towards Asher’s downed spacecraft. Evelyn
moved slightly ahead of Asher, revealing the large bandage on the
back of her head.

He said, “Are you OK? That bandage on your
head—”

“I got slammed in the noggin pretty good but
I’ll be fine.”

“From when you ‘woke up?’”

“Yes. Once I get some food I promise I will
tell you everything. The sprint to meet you took the life out of
me.”

Asher replied, “Of course… so… I guess it’s
premature to ask if you have any idea what happened?”

Her hands gestured around her. She said,
“Meaning all this?”

“Yup.”

“Well one minute I was in the office and the
next I wake up in a nightmare.”

“Yeah I was on the ship…”

Evelyn acutely began to look a pale and
faint—her body gestured as if she was about to lose control and
fall to the ground. Immediately, Asher reached into the pocket of
his trousers and gave her a pre-sealed space ration. He removed her
backpack and carried it on his shoulders. She devoured the food
like it was her last meal.

She replied with a mouth full of food, “I am
sooo grateful for this… it’s the first source of solid nutrition
that I’ve had in days.”

“Yeah, you were beginning to look a bit
unwell.”

Evelyn smiled warmly at Asher and continued,
“That hit the spot. Have anymore?”

“Plenty at the ship. It’s not a long
walk.”

The two pressed forward and Evelyn’s color
returned.

“So how long ago did you crash?”

“Oh, I would say it has been a few days now.
I’ve been wandering the landscape ever since.”

“Have you seen anyone else?”

“No, I was beginning to think I was the only
one left. And you?”

“You’re the first.”

“So how far did you travel to find me?”

“Too long. My feet ache and my knees are
sore. I’ve never walked so long in my entire life.”

Asher replied, “Well it feels… good… to
finally see someone. It is certainly reassuring and… um… hopeful.”
The memory of the revolver pointed at his temple reverberated in
his mind.

“So what exactly were you doing in the
spaceship, and why were you crashing?”

“Now that’s a very long story. Once
you have a full stomach, I will spill the beans and tell you
everything.”

Asher had both hands in his pockets as he
watched her smile. He felt Evelyn hook her arm around his elbow for
support; his body suddenly tensed up and he gently drew away from
her. She held on tighter, and by his side, Evelyn followed him back
to the shipwreck.

The walk did not take very long at all, and
only after a few minutes, the pair could see the outline of a
spacecraft partially submerged in the ground. Seemingly startled,
Asher removed a piece of flint from his left pocket and stealthily
threw it away from himself onto the ground. The impact made a dull
but perceptible noise. He innocuously broke away from Evelyn to
pick up the debris and encouraged her to walk ahead to the ship. He
assured her that he would be right behind. As she pressed forward,
Asher walked over to the flint, turned his back to her and squatted
to the ground.

In front of him lay the flint adjacent to
the revolver that kissed his temple not too long ago. With his
posture obscuring any view Evelyn could have, he paused for a
minute of silent reflection and stared at the gun. He thought back
of the mindset he had this morning and the clear plan he intended
to execute. He never had postulated that today of all days would he
encounter another human being. It was his day, with
his plan but unexpected variables now made his equation null
and void; his exit strategy had been foiled. He picked up the
revolver in his hand, switched the safety on, and wrapped the gun
in a piece of cloth that he put in his pocket.

Looking ahead, Asher watched Evelyn as she
approached the makeshift camp. Her body language sunk looking at
the scenery around the site. Far off in one direction, the outline
of an emaciated tree was the only highlight on the horizon. In the
opposite direction, the pitiable remnants of once vibrant
skyscrapers stood only a few feet high. Next to them were shells of
former houses crowded around cracked asphalt and pavement.

Evelyn paused in the middle of the camp,
resting her hands on her hips as she looked around. The ground was
completely flat and brown, with no grass and devoid of any plant
life. No matter where one looked, the eye was inevitably drawn to
the large black scar burned into the earth from the spaceship’s
crash. The vessel itself remained cracked in two with the cockpit
partially submerged into the dirt. The other pieces of the vessel
were totally destroyed and separated from the rest by haphazard
projections of wires, metal, and debris. The cracked door of the
cockpit dangled from a solitary steel hinge. The tip of the ship’s
nose rested at the base of two large trees that projected many
thin, frail, leafless branches into the air.

On a positive note, the campsite looked well
organized and orderly. Everything had its place, and Asher seemed
to demonstrate a sense of pride in his abode. Outside the
spaceship, two pieces of crudely cut wood surrounded a large
aluminum crate marked ‘NAUSAF’. A tattered cloth, suspended from
the wood pieces, flapped in the air. The configuration provided a
seat with shade to protect from the sun’s rays. Next to the crate,
a large, smooth grey rock was adorned with a dirty white fabric.
Resting on the fabric were an assortment of tools, each spaced
equally from one another. The hammer and knife were dulled from
repetitive use. A few steps away from the crate lay a neat
assortment of rocks arranged in a circle and stacked one atop the
other. The circle contained bunches of tree braches and fresh ash.
A small pot hung from a bent metal bar that curved over the
improvised fire pit.

Asher approached Evelyn from behind. His
purposely made the sound of his footsteps noticeable.

Without turning around she said, “Got your
flint?”

His voice cracked. As he patted the pocket
of his pants with his open hand he said, “Yes indeed. Got it right
here.”

“Your accommodations look… not half-bad.
Looks like you’ve been busy.”

“Yeah, when I first crashed I was a bit
antsy. Couldn’t sit still.”

“Can’t blame ya. You have shelter, food,
fire, shade… pretty good considering.”

“Yeah, I guess I got lucky.”

“If you believe in that sort of thing.”

Asher chuckled and said, “You mean luck?
Everyone has some of that!”

“Well, with all this it seems like you have
something more than luck on your side, mister. I just spent
the last few days starving, dehydrated, exhausted and anxious.
These are five star digs in my book.”

“Indeed. So… you are hungry right? And
thirsty?”

“Yes!”

“Sure, take a seat on the crate and I’ll get
some space rations.”

Asher gestured for Evelyn to sit and he
scurried into the ship’s cabin. First he ensured she did not follow
him in, and then found a secure hiding place for the revolver for
the time being. With the gun wrapped in cloth, he had to get down
on his knees and awkwardly reach to place the weapon in a discreet,
hidden airshaft behind the rear of the cockpit. Next, he opened one
of the smaller aluminum creates from the cockpit’s pantry and took
a bottle of water with three space rations in pre-sealed plastic
wrappers outside. Asher sat down next to her in the shade and gave
her two rations, keeping one for himself. She gracefully opened
them both and began her feast, washing the food down with fresh
water. Asher gave Evelyn a minute to enjoy her food before asking
any questions.

“A full stomach feels good doesn’t it?”

With her mouth half full she said, “You have
no idea. If I ate another stale cracker, I would scream!”

She looked elated.

Asher turned his glance from Evelyn toward
the distance and said, “Well, I guess it’s me and you now so you
can get used to some luxury for a change… roomie.”

She smiled and said, “OK… roomie… that
sounds like a plan. So… tell me your story. We have a lot of
catching up to do. I want to know everything.”

“Everything may take a while.”

“It looks like we have much more than a
while.”

Asher began to fumble his words, awkwardly
searching for a starting point. Evelyn looked unnaturally
tired.

She said, “Let’s start with your
family.”

Asher looked befuddled. “Well… I lost my
wife and son before all of this happened… and other than them, I
had no one really…”

“Sorry to hear that.”

There was a brief and comfortable pause
before Asher said, “Let’s start with you. Tell me your
story.”

“…”

“Evelyn?”

Asher glanced over and caught Evelyn
snoozing, her head resting against the makeshift wooden poles next
to the crate they both sat on. He thought to himself that for her
to fall asleep on such uncomfortable surfaces, she must have been
truly exhausted. Considering the circumstances, he couldn’t blame
her. Asher quietly and effortlessly picked Evelyn up from the crate
and carried her into the spaceship’s cockpit, laying her on the
ground atop pieces of cardboard made out to be a bed. Evelyn didn’t
make a sound during the entire procedure. Asher routinely checked
in on her for the rest of the day only to be continually greeted by
the scene of a woman in deep sleep. He spent the rest of that day
fidgeting and unable to find peace of mind.

Eventually, the day turned into dusk and
dusk into night. On that first day, both Asher and Evelyn felt
tired, dirty and worn out. Both gained some insight into their new
predicaments but many questions still lingered. Are they witnesses
from different viewpoints of the apocalypse? If this is the end,
who else is out there? What exactly did cause all the carnage and
desolation? That night, Asher tossed and turned before eventually
falling asleep. Evelyn managed to remain asleep until the next
morning. Both remained cautiously optimistic about what lay ahead
of them. After all, each person had just met another survivor of
the end of the world. A new epoch had begun.


 


THE AFTERMATH

In the future, she felt pain: remorseless, merciless
pain. Her world felt isolated and dark. Evelyn experienced an
unrelenting ache and pulsations over the back of her head. She
struggled to open her eyes, but the bright morning sun proved too
much to bear. Her muscles screamed out in agony. She felt weak and
beaten down. Her neck felt sore and her lips felt numb. Her hearing
was not absent, but dull. Her ears rang. Evelyn was not sure if she
was alive or dead, dreaming or hallucinating. If she had died, she
dreaded what came next. She tried to speak but couldn’t, she made
an attempt to move and felt paralyzed. She sensed her appendages
but they would not obey her commands. An excruciating sensation
radiated from her spine down to her arms and legs; pins and needles
tormented every square inch of her body. Evelyn’s heart raced and
her breathing quickened.

She wet her lips and tried to coat the
inside of her mouth with the drop of saliva she had left, and then
roared at the top of her lungs, crying out to whomever. No one
listened. The act of screaming and the expansion of her lungs
caused an excruciating pain in her chest and shoulders. The
desolate environment ignored her cries. The air around her felt
warm and a gentle wind rolled over her face. She lay there for
several more minutes without direction or a guiding light. There
were no cues from the outside world, nor could she rely on her
senses to direct her next action. The pain in her head and limbs
continued, and she slowly became aware of a force holding her
back—a malevolent mental monster that kept her enslaved and
shackled. Evelyn turned inward, and reached down inside herself.
She channeled all of her emotions and fear into a new determination
to escape and release herself from bondage. She felt the drive
building into a tidal wave of pure emotion that roared through her
veins as it reached the surface. At its climax, she produced a
thunderous shout, screaming at the top of her lungs for a second
time. In the same dramatic gesture, she forced open her eyes.

First, she saw the sky. Something
familiar, she thought. The atmosphere looked clear and light
blue with scattered clouds. I think I am still alive. As her
eyes scanned the heavens above, she accidentally looked directly
into the sun, causing the light to temporarily alter her vision.
When the flashes resolved, Evelyn looked left, right, up and down,
only to see more sky and clouds. I must be lying down.
Evelyn began winning the battle and the monster began to withdraw.
Control shifted into her consciousness: her toes wiggled and then
her fingers. Gradually, it all began to come back. The pain began
to recede; movement of the toes traveled up the leg, and the
movement in the fingers traveled up the arms. Evelyn whimpered in
triumph as she shed a tear from the pain. Breathing remained
painful, but more tolerable; her headache also improved. Slow
and steady. I can do this. Her heart rate decreased and
her breathing slowed. The monster neared defeat.

Next, her reality began to materialize and
she began to partially remember all the painful things she just
witnessed. She remembered being at The Collective’s mainframe,
called CPEM (Collective Perpetual Energy Machine) with a co-worker,
a man called Linus Benjamin, who had a gun. With her memory foggy,
Evelyn asked herself what could have possibly happened. It caused
her physical pain to think back and retrieve memories.

As time marched forward, the pain dwindled
and the light appeared to be not as bright. Her coordination began
to return, but with each slight movement of her head, she
experienced crippling dizziness. She felt her head resting on top
of a dull hard object and reached back to realize she had been
thrown onto a large metal beam, resulting in a swollen and bleeding
scalp. The fingers of her left hand were covered in a combination
of brown, crusting scabs and fresh red blood. This is getting
better by the minute. Slowly, her hearing returned as gentle
ambient sounds around her kissed her ears. The wind produced a
subtle whoosh but there were no voices, and no traces of
tangible life. Evelyn felt as if the world had now paused to watch
her, as if the Earth had slowed in quiet anticipation of what the
tormented women would do next.

Evelyn took a deep breath, closed her eyes,
and then gathered the energy to slowly lean forward, plant the
soles of her feet on the ground and stand. The quick rise made her
nauseous and, after a few seconds of adjustment, the resulting
headache and dizziness quickly crippled her, propelling her to fall
back to the ground on all fours. Then the vomiting began. She
expelled the parse contents of her stomach in three violent bursts.
Better take it slow next time. Evelyn took a few slow, deep
breaths. She first planted her left foot flat on the ground and
then placed her right hand on the ground for support. With a slow
purposeful effort, she exhaled and propelled herself up to stand.
Nothing could have prepared her for what she saw.

The world had become an uninviting canvas
painted with pigments of death, despair and carnage. The portrait
emerged from a hopeless void. Everywhere she looked chaos and
destruction reigned. Dead bodies saturated the landscape. Some were
burned to a crisp, covered in a fragile outer shell of black, some
were mutilated beyond recognition, and some were fragments of a
complete human form. Of the few bodies that remained intact, some
had their eyes closed shut and appeared to be at peace, while
others had their eyes, bright and pristine white, open in eternal
recognition and torment of their horrid final moments. The bodies
had been scattered as far as the eyes could see, but more densely
packed into the area immediately surrounding Evelyn. Erect
buildings did not exist, only empty shells of steel, concrete and
wires. Pillars of metal rose up from the ground, contorted and
disfigured. Scattered fires and debris lay upon every last corner
of the environment. The Earth buried infrastructure, with highways
terminating in the soil, small buildings covered in dirt, and cars
completely decimated. The environment appeared to revolt against
mankind, consuming any trace of advanced civilization. The land
around Evelyn looked erratic and treacherous: bottomless craters
dug deep into the terrain’s surface and ended in an infinite sea of
black, fractured maintenance pipes gushed out water and toxic
debris indiscriminately, and no trace of vitality could be found as
far as the eye could see.

Evelyn collapsed to her knees. She wept like
she had never wept before, the sensation of angst and worry so
intense that it rocked the most intimate parts of her being. She
held her head in her hands and hoped that if she hid from this new
cruel world long enough, she would be safe. She quivered and felt
like she was drowning in the open air. With the tears gushing from
her face, she tapped into The Collective. Nothing. She tried
again. No signal. How is this possible? The
Collective never shuts down. Is it… gone? Then it hit
her and the thought itself added to her pain—Did Linus really
pull it off?

The wound on the back of her head throbbed.
She felt the slow ooze of blood dripping from her scalp. Touching
the area caused her a fair degree of pain. The nausea from her head
injury had now almost left, but a tremor began running through her.
She cried out, “IS ANYBODY OUT THERE!? HELLO! HELP ME!” No
response. She started to hyperventilate, her heart fluttered, and
her fingers began to feel numb. She cried out again, “SOMEONE!
PLEASE. PL—” It was all too much. Evelyn passed out and fell to the
ground.

***

Upon awakening, Evelyn found herself face
down in the dirt. Her eyes opened to a close-up view of the ground
underneath her. The initial shock of the scene had dissipated,
allowing her to think more clearly. She felt embarrassed that she
had allowed her emotions to overwhelm her to the point of collapse,
but the desolate environment offered no one to judge her. Slowly
lifting herself onto her feet, she hopelessly looked all around for
anyone else. She tried again to communicate with The
Collective—nothing. At the top of her lungs, Evelyn yelled again
and received no response.

Several yards away, buried in the dirt near
the metal beam she struck her head on, more than a few lockers had
been partially submerged in the ground. In the far distance
scorched earth and remnants of houses decorated the horizon. To her
left were the remains of a 12-lane highway overpass, and to her
right was the cracked granite centerpiece that once stood in the
center of the CPEM lobby. When intact, the structure was in the
shape of an obelisk and weighed approximately 6,000 pounds,
standing twenty feet high. When the edifice had been built, the
architects boasted that the solid piece of stone would stand the
test of time. They obviously never met Linus Benjamin.
Behind her, amidst the rubble and debris, lay the International
Collective seal that once proudly hung above the obelisk. The seal
used to be held in place by massive steel beams projecting toward
one another, shaped to appear as arms with open hands. On the
bottom of the seal was written in Latin: “Out of Many, We Become
One.” The seal was now shattered into pieces, its remnants
scattered on the ground.

Evelyn moved toward the lockers submerged in
the ground. She walked over all the bodies, being mindful not to
touch any of them; the thought of being near a corpse repulsed her.
She remained thankful, but confused as to why no stench of decay
tarnished the air. She began digging into the dirt to free the
lockers’ doors. With time, as the doors became more exposed, she
realized it was from the CPEM employee lounge located below the
main complex in the subterranean levels. Finally able to open one
of the doors, she found inside a backpack, several bottles of
water, a small mirror, and an array of snack foods neatly organized
by type. She also saw a first aid kit tucked into a rear
compartment of
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