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			Prologue

			The desert wind harshly blew sand into my face as I struggled to see into the distance. I thought I saw movement, but I knew it was most likely my imagination, or perhaps a hallucination. With so much poison in the air, I could never be sure anymore.

			One thing I was certain about was the dead man my dog Toko had found the other day. He was lying with his face in a puddle, after a rare day of rain. There was a large gash in his head, and the back of his shirt was ripped to ribbons. Evidently, he’d had company, though I wondered at my own assumption. After all, I hadn’t had any company except for Toko in five years.

			I did not avert my eyes as the sand kept on coming my way. I was used to it, but also madly tired of it. At this point, I hated the dull color of the landscape, the scorching sun, and the monotony of mere survival. I no longer dreamed of anything better than just plain survival. Normal, real life was impossible on this planet now. Maybe in the future, someone would fix it before someone else destroyed it again, but not now.

			One thing I did dream of was a change in scenery. I wanted to see green. Tall trees, rivers, and lakes.

			I had put it off for so long, living here among the rocks in my wooden hut. Did I have the determination to actually make a change and move? Was my desire strong enough?

			Perhaps the fact that I was running out of food and hadn’t found an animal to hunt in weeks was another reality helping me to decide. Who was I kidding? Of course it was.

			I called Toko over to me. The powerful, tall, slim dog lazily jogged towards me. I was always impressed with how long he had lasted. It seemed that he simply loved me too much to give up yet.

			“Time to go home and rest.”

			The night was coming. Would I make that crucial decision, finally?

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One: Cold Reality

			I sat at the same cracked old wooden table as I had every night for so many years. I had just one candle left. Simple and white, a lone survivor, like me. I carefully lit it and watched as the flame took. Toko lay down in the corner of the cabin; he looked exhausted. How would he travel? Especially on a leash, no way I could let him just wander around, with all the mutated creatures around…

			I pulled out a grilled lizard and threw a piece to Toko. He caught it and began to gnaw on it. Even the dog was tired of this routine. I took a bite, and the taste was that of absolute monotony.

			It was funny in a way, how all the stories of the past had described the human apocalypse. Films and books depicted hordes of zombies and deformed humans. Yet, it was the animals that actually grew strong and deformed, and we humans became weak and poisoned. Those who couldn’t adapt to the poisoned air simply died, and that was the majority. The rest? Well, all I knew was that the beasts got most of the rest. Even the dead man I had found recently looked like a vulture or another large bird had attacked him.

			I looked at Toko. “Tomorrow, we go towards the sea.”

			Toko raised his head. He understood one thing: I had said something new, and that was worth his attention.

			He stared at me as I added, “We will either get there, or we will die trying.”

			I placed an old, small, faded red compass on the table and then unfolded a map. I tapped the image of the water.

			“To the east. Look at that…it’s hundreds of miles.”

			A daunting journey. But should that bother me so much? Wasn’t it all the same in the end? I believed that I’d go at the time meant for me, so why should I worry?

			I lay on the wooden bench and watched the last light of the final candle fade. Then there was darkness.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two: The Canyon

			Our bodies could be trained like machines. Mine was no different. I woke up exactly when the first rays sneaked through the boards of my hut’s walls, as I always did. Toko was slurping up water from his bowl. Once I sat up, he gave me a glance of acknowledgement. I began to pack.

			Hunting knife — attached to my belt.

			Revolver — also my belt.

			Rifle — over my shoulder.

			The rest?

			Dried meat, matches, two metal bottles filled with water, tape, bandages, and one small bottle of precious peroxide all went into my backpack. The last thing was my family photo. I looked at it for a long time before putting it into the backpack as well.

			Toko looked surprised and anxious, and his eyes were wary, as I put a leash around his neck. I tried attaching it to my belt, also making sure I had a handle on it whenever I needed to pull.

			“You need it this time, buddy, trust me. Don’t be mad.”

			Toko suddenly jumped up and scratched my cheek with his sharp claws. Instinctively, I smacked him on the side of the face. He instantly sank to the floor, and his eyes turned red. My anger faded at the sight of his frightened eyes and posture. I suddenly felt sad and ashamed.

			I reached down and fondled his ears. “Look, it’s not easy for me either. I’m sorry, but you can’t jump on me like that. We are going now.” I pulled the leash, and he followed without further trouble. 

			It was a bright, sunny day, or rather scorching hot, with the air hanging heavily around me. The only way out of this desert valley was through a canyon, and that’s the first place that made me nervous. I recalled elderly people, long dead, who had spoken about just how dangerous the trail through the canyon could be. But oddly enough, or maybe just annoyingly, I had forgotten exactly why.

			As I made my way down a hill and entered the tall orange walls of the canyon, I knew that my pace, unfortunately, had to be slow. Good observation of my surroundings was key. If I neglected this aspect even for a few minutes, a predator could be upon me before I could pull out my firearm and react in any effective way.

			I kept myself and Toko to the left wall, and we steadily progressed forward, or perhaps it was backward, and I just didn’t know it, just like the rest of this civilization.

			It was around noon that Toko began to cough a bit and dragged his feet. I took out a small bowl and poured just about a finger’s worth of water. “Don’t know when we’ll find water again, so be strong, buddy.” I patted him on the head.

			Toko drank it instantly. I took my time and drank in tiny sips, really enjoying it. The dog looked at me longingly.

			“Toko, why are you looking at me like that with those big eyes? You could have taken your time, too.”

			We pressed on.

			Around four, we heard the first sign of life besides ours, but I wished we hadn’t. It was an ugly croak, preceded by a giant deformed condor landing upon one of the rock formations sticking out of the canyon wall. I stopped, pressed my back against the wall, and pulled out my revolver. I forced myself to breathe calmly and slowly, and relaxed in order to reduce the pace of my beating heart. The condor beast was watching us; his big red eyes bulged as he flew closer and landed on the ground, spreading his massive wings. I pointed the revolver right at his head. He stood there observing me, slightly moving his head from side to side. Toko let out a low growl. We were standing our ground. The condor could clearly sense that we weren’t going to go down easily. He flapped his wings and flew out of the canyon.

			I closed my eyes and took a deep cleansing breath. I was relieved that I hadn’t had to use one of the six bullets in the revolver. We’d been able to meet the first challenge, but I was sure the condor would be watching us from now on. One slip-up and he would be on top of us. Damn.

			At eight, the sun began to set, and Toko and I found a formation of large boulders that created almost a tent-like structure, with a slab sitting atop the others, creating a type of roof. 

			For some reason, the makeshift building gave me a sense of safety, which I knew was not the case at all. The most I could hope for was some shelter from the elements, and perhaps any predator would make enough noise that I’d wake from what would surely be a light, fitful sleep. Still, I hoped for the best.

			Things that make little sense often rule over us.

			So I sat in the shelter of the rocky room and stretched out my tired legs. Toko lay down and placed his head on my thighs, looking at me with devotion in his eyes.

			“That’s great, buddy, don’t give my sore legs any space to move.” I smiled and scratched the dog under his chin.

			I put my head on my backpack, which was leaning against the wall, and simply focused my eyes on a single spot on the wall of the canyon, dimly illuminated by the moonlight.

			In the middle of the night, I woke up, shaking. It was cold. Toko barely opened one eye, obviously comfortable and not wanting to be bothered. 

			I guess the canyon’s beasts did not like the cold either. None seemed to be around. 

			From that point on, I drifted in and out of sleep until the sun began to rise again. We both rose and stretched, and I continued to lead our two-man mission to nowhere, or to the sea. Whatever came first, anyway.

			It was more of the same on the second day, however, once we got closer to the canyon exit, I noticed creatures I’d only heard about up high on the walls. I stared in fascination at the two-headed goats. They were great climbers. I remembered hearing about them and dismissing the story as a bad joke or a myth, yet here they were. Freakish. They let out disgustingly annoying sounds and somehow hopped from one tiny ledge to another. I could hardly believe what I saw as they simply defied logic, seeming to cling to the vertical surfaces. 

			Once they saw us, their harsh baaing became angry and more frequent. Their bright yellow eyes expanded, and their double heads swung back and forth.

			I had read about freak circuses in some old books, and here I had a free ticket to the greatest one yet. I twitched Toko’s lead to get him to hurry as I sped up my walking pace. The last thing I needed was these freak animals attracting more predatory birds. The canyon was almost at its end, but night was coming again, and I had no idea what we’d see up ahead, so I wanted to hurry and find shelter.
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