
      Snail Mail Delivery


      

      
      
         “It’s… a cargo crate, ma’am,” said Jameson. “One of the kind that RSI uses on their long-haul freighters. Moving at 78 meters per second.”



Beatrice frowned in confusion. She’d been in charge of Eris-1, the newest and furthest of the trans-Neptunian stations, since it was founded almost ten years ago. But there was just something downright off-putting about seeing a lone cargo crate lazily approach them on a perfect collision course.



The screens in front of her showed the crate’s heading, bearing, and anticipated time before interception. Given the crate's speed and distance, it was still weeks away from colliding with the station, of course.



“And there are no ships nearby that could have dropped it off?” asked Winslow, the station’s executive officer.



“Nada,” said Jameson. “Absolutely nothing for several million klicks around the path of the crate.”



“Any idea what’s inside?” asked Beatrice to the overworked technician.



“We’ve done a couple of high-penetration scans with radar and x-rays," said Jameson. He wiped his perpetually-fogging glasses with a sleeve. “They suggest an uneven distribution of mass. A little air, some intermediate-density solids, but mostly there’s liquid with the density of water.”



“Could it be water?” said Winslow.



“Possible. The crate’s still got power, so temperature's being modulated.” Jameson lazily stretched his hairy, chubby, arms out. “We’re getting zip on the spectrometer for radioactives or volatile residues, so it’s almost certainly not explosive."



That was good enough for Beatrice.



“We’ll wait until it gets within twenty thousand klicks,” she said. “Then we’ll send out a shuttle to pick it up. Send RSI an inquiry for now, but no need to divert any other resources.”



Winslow nodded at her words as he tapped his datapad, sending messages to the station’s various departments. Jameson, on the other hand, shrugged and already seemed to be losing interest.



Beatrice rubbed at her temples.



Eris-1 was a busy place, where 70-plus hour work weeks were the norm. Having to worry about yet another thing—even one that wouldn’t matter for almost a month—was a hassle that she didn't want.








They received a response from Roberts Space Industries late the next day, due to the light-lag. It simply read, “It’s a surprise!”



Beatrice did not like this response at all.



When the time came to pick the crate up, she made sure that Winslow included a hazmat technician on the shuttle’s crew.



The pickup team worked quickly, securing the minivan-sized container and bringing it into the station’s primary airlock in less than six hours. Beatrice was present as the hazmat tech, wearing a yellow contamination suit, began the process of unsealing the crate.



“This is some kind of practical joke from RSI, isn’t it?” asked Winslow.



Beatrice shrugged.



“If it is, it’s a damn expensive one,” she said. “Send an invoice to RSI for the rush-order docking services.”



Winslow chuckled. That’s what Beatrice liked about him. He understood her sense of humor.



The hazmat tech finally had the container’s hatch open, and he stepped inside. A minute later he came back out, helmet off and smiling. He carried a dark-glassed bottle in one hand, and a paper note in the other.



“Hey, Ms. Weintraub, check this out,” he said, offering the plain white card to Beatrice.



It read:



From the Crew of the Aurora, To those of you on the edge of all things, a gift.



It should be perfectly aged by the time it arrives. Happy tenth anniversary!




The date listed on the card was six years prior.



Beatrice felt the tips of her lips push up into her cheeks. She glanced at the label on the bottle that the hazmat tech still held and briefly caught the words, “Bordeaux, France”.



“Winslow,” she said, “did we happen to be resupplied by an RSI ship called the Aurora sometime in 2238?”



Winslow keyed his datapad.



“Yes,” he said. “April 17th of that year. Occurred with no incidents to note, other than the ship briefly slowing when they were about a tenth-AU away. That's when they probably kicked this off at us.”



Of course.



“I’m guessing”, said Beatrice to the hazmat tech, “that there’s a lot more bottles in there?”



The man nodded, dopily. Beatrice thanked and dismissed him.



“Winslow,” said Beatrice. “Please send out an announcement that officially, all station crew may consume no more than one glass with dinner each day.”



“Unofficially, ma’am?”



“Unofficially, please privately inform all department leaders to expect operational delays in our morning shift tomorrow.”



Winslow grinned back at Beatrice.



“Aye, ma’am.”
      

      
   
      All Deafening on the Home Front


      

      
      
         An army of sewing machines chatters inside the school gymnasium. If she closes her eyes, Mrs. O’Hare can pretend she’s sitting alone in a greenhouse, listening to the rain drive against the clear corrugated walls, unable to get in. She can reach out and touch the leaves. But the smoke is in her throat, the heat of bodies and work has her brow all wet. And it isn’t rain, it’s machinery.



And there is much more work to be done.



A pile of fabric sits wedged between Mrs. O’Hare’s legs. On the table next to the sewing machine sits a small wooden box full of names. Harmless rectangles of fabric that turn these jackets from warm clothing into uniforms. She doesn’t read them anymore. She lays them underneath the breast pocket and stitches them in—long side, then short side, other short, other long—and pretends they don’t say anything at all.



She used to be better than this. Calmer than this. She could shut the world out and relax whenever she pleased. She could sit on a bench by the cliffs and listen to the waves down below, isolate every sound and listen to them each on their own. A squirrel battling against a chestnut. The breath in her nose, and out her mouth. The waves. And, if she concentrated hard enough on one thing, she could hear a pin drop when no-one else could.



“Are you alright?” beside her, Sharan asks.



“Yes,” Mrs. O’Hare says, though what she wants to say is, Never talk to me. Don’t remind me I’m here. She takes a drag of the cigarette smoke in the air and relaxes second-hand.



She turns her sewing machine back on so it can chatter with the rest of them. Taking a new sheet of fabric, she feeds it into the machine to give it broad shoulders.



An idea hits her, to simply shove her hand into the machine. Stitch a gash into her ring finger and be escorted out like a wounded soldier. Better to leave clutching a bleeding hand than her own crying face. But what was there for her at home? Only Francis in his whining wheelchair, and Xavier cooped up in his bedroom, only coming out to check the mailbox for letters from his friends.



Friends who had lied about their age.



And what good was she at home? All she did there was trap Xavier in hour-long hugs. All she did was fail to convince a fourteen-year-old boy that war wasn’t the adventure his teachers said it was. And his father was right there, in the kitchen, in his wheelchair, with his missing leg and his empty eye-socket. If that didn’t convince him, how could she?



Or maybe she would go to her bookshelf again, to pretend she has the stomach for some fiction. Pretend she could sit down with a nice cup of tea and her favourite Jules Verne.



As she cuts the ends of the shirt and stitches the edges closed, her mind catches on the idea of books, like a fish caught on a line and dragged upstream. She once read a story where a book saved a young man’s life. In fact, she’s read several. It’s almost a cliché. Novels lining pockets, journals stopping a bullet from entering a kidney, a bible protecting the heart from inside the breast pocket.



And she wonders how many books she would need to save them all. She wonders how many books she would need to line every uniform from the shoulders, down the torso, and along the sleeves, so that every square inch of them is protected by a wall of words and paper. She wonders if there are enough books in the world.



“Are you alright?”



Mrs. O’Hare doesn’t answer. She holds the finished uniform up for inspection. It’s brown, already stained with lantern oil. Dreadful thing to wear just because you were told to. Dreadful thing to die in.



Just the name, now.



She reaches out, but her arm goes numb, and she swipes the basket of names onto the floor. They spill out, and she sees one. 



A. Ginty



“No!”



She gets to her knees and turns them over. 



M. Morrison, B. Kilkenny, E. Monk



“No-no-no.”



She stops. Her eyes find a name. The chattering army of sewing machines continues marching all around her. She picks up the harmless rectangle of fabric and sits back on her heels.



X. O’Hare



And she could hear a pin drop.
      

      
   
      Time-Traveling Salesman Problem


      

      
      
          “… so, sir, you could get away from it all with a timecation.”



The salesman’s presentation device displays company-watermarked photographs and footage from all across the timestream.



“A week in any old residence? Or months through a century’s beginning? What about years taking part in a historical turning point?”



His graying-beard prospect fires a watery chuckle. “Like being a Communist rebel in that October Revolution? No thanks.”



“Some people actually plan their suicides around that: dying with honor instead of straight-up killing themselves.”



“Now you’re just talking to yourself.” Prospect’s fingers tap on the counter. “Let’s cut to it: future’s off-limits?”



“This is the future. Nothing’s past this.” What, you’ve been living under a rock?



“Fine. I’ll take your cheapest plan then.” His strained fingers stroke the beard. “Some staycation in a 1950s Scottish suburb, I guess.”



A blank blink from the salesman before reverting to a standard smile. “Always appreciate a man who’s done his research.”



“Right. Anyway, I go by real money, so….” 



The prospect reaches for his jacket pocket.



Blue and red lights stop by the entrance, sirens loud and clear.



Surroundings come clear for the salesman: the bar’s spooked customers, breaking TV news of a terrorist in the area, a politician railing against chrono-emigration on another screen.



“Can’t believe they’re this early,” mutters the prospect. Actually, that jacket can hide a knife….



The salesman’s eyes shift. “You can use your money card if you want to be quick and discreet, sir.”



But the door slams open and the police arrive. Amid screams and canned orders, officers aim at the prospect. “You have an unregistered time signature! Surrender or we will use force!”



To disassociate from the suspect, the salesman slowly stands up.



Only for the prospect to clutch his arm. “You’ll thank me later, kid.”



Guns blaze, but the two men disappear in a flash.








His watch tells him the truth: a thousand years into the future, beyond the global time stasis.



The salesman sits on his poor bed, gazing around in the underground shelter. Blood-stained walls smell like corpses.



A hand opens the door. It’s the prospect, wearing the same jacket but a different, slashing, smile. “How’s my younger self doing?”



The salesman brandishes an icy glare. “I didn’t know I would become a psychopath.”



“It’s to keep you safe.” He throws a newspaper at his face. “Your time’s got nothing but population booms. Send your babies everywhen until it's so entangled, they’re afraid they are everywhen… except they don’t know….”



“Don’t know what?”



The prospect chuckles slower, calculated. “We’re the only people out there. Everyone’s a time traveler. Either they keep it secret or got memory wiped.”



“You must be crazy. The crisis is bad but it couldn’t be that bad. Besides, how do you know all this?”



That slasher smile again on his face. “By my bootstraps.”



“What?”



This time, the chuckle is guttural. “You don’t get it, do you? Bootstrap paradox. I tell you the truth, then you grow up to tell it to your younger self. The truth exists; just never made. Can’t guard against that.”



“Next you’ll tell me unicorns exist because of that bootstrap junk!”



“Look, you—“



The salesman grabs his pistol from his own jacket, sets it against his own head.



“Bring me back or else!”



“You fool! You’ll cause a paradox!”



“I’m stuck in the future thanks to you, and whether we’re really just looping ourselves through history… hey, I’m breaking that loop for you.



“I’ll grow up to be some sadist like you?” Finger touches the trigger. “Not on my watch. You’ll never torture me!”



“No, you—!”



The salesman pulls the trigger.



No bullets loaded.



His future self approaches the stunned salesman with a smile. Takes out a blindfold and some handcuffs.



“I knew that would happen, kid.”








The salesman struggles in his chair, all tied up. Racing in his veins, personality-altering serum.



The prospect presses the microphone, watching through a window with a clock ticking to midnight. “You just can’t fight the paradox. Let time take its course.”



For the next few minutes, he watches his younger self writhe, skin paling as the serum completes its work.



The salesman falls over on his chair, unconscious with a bang.



Blood drips down his nose.



The prospect pales as he watches. “Wait. That wasn’t supposed to—“
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      Starlight Angel


      

      
      
         Sophia checked her nails as she lay on her side, not bothering to cover herself up much.



"So," she said to Jamie, "I get the impression that you've got some experience under your belt."



Jamie lay on his back, in a position that in cliched romance novels would demand a post-coitus cigarette. "I've been around the block a few times," he said tiredly, glancing at her. "I didn't blow it, did I?"



"No. You're certainly not the worst lover I've had. Not by a long shot." Those words might have sounded more condescending in someone else's mouth, but Sophia knew perfectly well how to reassure her lovers. She did, after all, have a lot of practice.



It was nighttime, and the hour was very late. A familiar scenario. During their little affair, she took note of practically everything she could see in Jamie's bedroom, which in itself told her a dozen stories, each one subtly unique. Jamie was the kind of man who still kept those baseball cards he had collected in his childhood, not to mention quite sentimental items he'd had handed down from his father, himself a fan of collecting baseball cards, postage stamps, and the like.



It's almost like I've always been here, thought Sophia. She knew it wasn't true in actuality, as she had never been to this place before, but with every human's most private of places she found herself quickly adapting, even growing to love each one in a short amount of time.



Jamie took to lying on his side as well, resting his head on his forearm. "I can live with that," he said.



"Me too," said Sophia, perhaps too quietly.



A moment passed between them.



"What's that supposed to mean?" said Jamie.



"Oh, nothing." Indeed, it meant so little that may as well have been nothing.



Thoughts tumbled around inside Sophia's head, like clothes inside a washing machine. She wondered as to which she ought to grab first. He seems like a perfectly fine man. I've met a lot of humans who are far worse than him. Suppose I were to break my own rules and settle down with someone this very minute...



"I'll have to leave soon," she said eventually.



Looking disappointed, Jamie said, "As in tonight?"



She knew how he would react, but no matter. "Yes, I'm afraid so," she said with sympathy. "Don't worry, it's not your fault. I like to wake up in my own bed after one of these flings," almost spitting out that last word. She could feel the slightest pressure creeping back into her chest.



"Can I drive you home, then? I can do that much."



"No, you don't have to. I can take an Uber or something on my way back." It was a funny thing to say, if only inwardly, considering she had no money.








Once Sophia knew she had lost sight of her one-time lover, she turned off into the night, into the nearest forest she could find, where she felt fairly certain nobody would find her.



Sophia wore a shirt and a pair of jeans, although they didn't belong to her. She felt uncomfortable in them, almost on a subconscious level, how unnaturally they seemed to fit against her skin. Should get this over with quickly, she thought, as she did practically every time.



In a swift and robotic motion, she rid herself of her clothes before kneeling in the dirt. She dug her knees in and clasped her hands, as if about to utter a prayer, but instead she squeezed her palms against each other so as to prepare for what came next.



On her naked back, near her shoulder blades, the skin started to break open. No, it was more like tearing open, yet no blood came from these increasingly gaping wounds as feathers protruded from Sophia's back. She didn't scream, seeing as how she had experienced this so many times, but she let a pitiful moan of agony escape her lips, her heart racing as if in a fit of panic.



It took longer than she would've preferred, but large feathery wings sprouted from her being, and she knew she was ready to use them. Of course He knows I'm here, but I must go anyway. Better to give chase than to crawl back to Him, she thought with resigned melancholy.



Then, with an aching heart, one of God's fallen angels took flight, and within seconds transformed herself into the stuff that distant stars were made of.
      

      
   
      Disenchantment


      

      
      
         I had plans. I guess we all do. It’s kinda funny to think about, really. It’s like those silly childhood dreams we’ve all had. You know, the ones where we want to be astronauts or soldiers or movie stars or something. Or… maybe you don’t know.



…



Yeah. Well, life never works out like that, does it? I’ve been thinking about that a lot lately. How we don’t really stop to wonder what’s really stopping us from going there, getting that dream. I mean, sometimes it’s really closer than we think, but we just… let it slip away. Like everything else.



…



Well, I’ve just been doing some thinking lately. Not like there’s much else I can do. I just want to know that I’ve lived a good life, you know?. But… I’m not feeling it. I’ve been trying, though, looking back at all my memories. But there’s nothing there. Looking back it’s just so… 



…



Yeah! Disenchanting. That’s the word. It’s like, fuck, I could have done so much more with my life. I could have done so much differently. Like, instead of going to that stupid party, maybe I would have remembered to study for that god damned midterm. And maybe I wouldn’t have gotten kicked out of college. And… and maybe I’d die being something more than a 7/11 cashier.



…



It’s not that I didn’t try. Because I like to think that I did. That’s kind of why I adopted Freddy, too. Best damned friend I could ever ask for. But… you know, he died, and… and that was that. And looking back now, everything I did to try and change the world didn’t really work. 



…



It’s frustrating. Because I really did want to make my life meaningful. But I didn’t. Maybe I wasted too much time. Maybe I wasn’t brave or strong enough, I don’t know. But I guess I just took life for granted. Figured I had a full life ahead of me to become who I want to be.



…

What, with this? Yeah right. Who’s going to listen to what I have to say anyways? It’s just going to be another fucking sad song, with nothing to say. I mean, if I never listened to those stories, who’s going to? I’ve given up. It’s… it’s too fucking late now.



…



Look, I… I spent my entire life doing what I was told. They said go to college to get a degree, so I did. They said major in business, so I did. Look how that turned out. They told me to sit down and shut up because I didn’t matter. For a while, I guess I did. But, for real. I’m one person. It’s just stupid to think that I could change the world. I’m fucking nobody.



…



Just… just go away. I don’t care for what you have to say. You don’t scare me anymore. 



…



Linda? No, I never told her. Why should I? She’d just laugh. She never loved me anyways. Probably because I took her for granted like I did with everything else. So I went out, drank and partied. Look how well that turned out for me.



…



No. Nothing did. Not the drugs, not the beer, not the smoking. It just made me feel worse. Why do you care? You’re not my psychiatrist. 





…



Really?



…



I don’t know. I mean… I wish I could have done things differently. It’s so funny to think that I could have turned my life around if I knew it was going to end like this. It’s funny, I’ve spent all twenty four years of my life living up to die in a hospital bed. 



…



Huh. I guess I’d tell him to wake up and stop taking things for granted. To sit up and listen to what those at the end have to say. 



…



To those at the end? I dunno. Guess I’d tell them it’s okay, because they can rest now. They don’t have to worry about who they were anymore. I still have to, though. But… not for long. Right? That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?



…



Tell me one thing. What’s on the other side?



…



Heh. Oh yeah, I can believe that. 



…



No, I guess I’d rather not know.



…



I… I guess it wouldn’t hurt. 



“Were you talking to me?”



Oh, hey Doc. No. Just… talking to myself. Hey, could you pass me my phone? I need to make a call...
      

      
   
      Draw Your Own Conclusion


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Down to the Finish


      

      
      
         Thud. Thud. Thud. My feet pound into the rocky grit which scatters around me but never slips, please let it never slip. The wind slips around my ears and spreads the hair back from my eyes as I run, as we all run, and I hear the others all  thudding all around me as we drive down the long hill in thunderous waves, dirt flying up in clouds as our feet strike home, thud. Thud. Thud.



I wish I could remember when it all started, and I wonder if there was a starting line, and whether there will be prizes afterward. Under a pale blue sky that grows hazier off in the distance, so that none can see where we are headed, we dash on, each keeping the rhythm of his or her own stride, as if it was some patented secret. 



Some of us are carrying things, stuff we saw and snatched up as we sped by. I’d had an armful of pretty little shells, one with fourteen rainbow whorls that I had counted over and over; a rock that had been polished in its endless tumble down the hill, an old tooth… Then I’d stumbled over a hidden stump and came heart-stoppingly close to losing control and falling. I’d recovered, but all my things had flown out of my pinwheeling arms, sailing out and around me to bounce away over the slope. I never saw any of them again. Can’t go back. Thud. Thud. Thud.



I see sometimes from the corner of my eye, what happens if you fail. That one gal who’d been running the longest I could remember. She’d reached to grab a curious little red twig, and then something put her off balance, I never knew what. She fell and screamed as she bounced along, unable to regain her feet, and none of us in turn could stop to help her. Thud. Thud. Thud. Her bounces got higher and harder, and soon she stopped screaming. But her body stayed bouncing until there wasn’t anything left to bounce down the slope. I’m pretty sure the tooth I had came from someone who died like that. Thud. Thud. Thud.



I have a feeling it’s not much longer. How long can it go on like this? I find myself daydreaming, then I see it up ahead. A pretty little stone, glinting like a sunrise over a mountain, resting on that dead branch. But that guy next to me, he’s seen it too. It’s going to be close… I try to time it right to get there first, but we’re both running so fast—



He reaches me first and shoves me to the side and that should be the end of it, but I recover and jump back, my shoulder shoving his as we reach the branch.



And we both miss, of course, and we knock that pretty gem to the ground and that should be all she wrote. But we managed to slap it ahead of us and now it’s bounding before us, with just enough momentum to stay out of our grasps. Now, he tries to shove me aside, and of course I have to shove back, and it’s only going to be a matter of time. Thud. Thud. Thud. Trip—



He tripped, that bastard tripped! 



But then, so did I. 



Now we’re both tumbling, and the world is spinning around me and I see the sky and the ground whirling by more and more rapidly, but it’s always punctuated by the flash of that little gem as it bounces ahead. And his bounces are getting higher and so are mine, but I keep myself straight somehow amid all the flying dirt and the sharp rocks that stick out of the slope, and he—he comes down hard once, at the wrong angle, and there’s a crack, and he’s silent henceforth. 



I know it’s impossible to get back to my feet, but I try anyway, and I manage to get myself somersaulting forward, keeping a rhythm behind the jewel. I have time to study it now, the afterimages burned into my eyelids, and I swear I’ve seen this one before, but—



Suddenly the slope runs out. And now I’m spinning through space, into a void with no bottom I can see, but as I fall I reach out one last time for the gem...



And I miss it.



But at least it’s falling with me.



Together we plunge down, me, the gem, and my heartbeat.



Thud. Thud. Thud.
      

      
   
      With Apologies


      

      
      
         Greetings, friends!



Of course, once you've read this message, we may no longer be friends. And considering that we've never actually met, you may not think of me as a friend now...



But rest assured: our friendship is deep and long established. It's the friendship we progenitors always feel toward our descendants, a friendship that transcends time and space, reaching forward to bathe you in its radiance while reaching back to brush me with the knowledge of your love and affection.



At least until you arrive at the end of this missive...



But let's not focus on that right now! Let's focus on the glorious civilization you've formed there two million years in the future. Sitting here in my garage beside the Cyclotrauma, I can barely begin to believe the wonders I've seen through the swirling vortex my invention has summoned!



At my point in time, we've scarcely sent our rudimentary robots to tread stodgily through the dirt or speed timorously past the outer atmospheres of the other worlds and worldlets sharing our planetary system. But you! You've traveled to the stars and back, extending humanity's reach to an appreciable portion of the galaxy! Oh, how my heart overflows to think of it!



You've even transcended what my primitive peers would consider human! You exist as a hybrid of biological, mechanical, and virtual! So many frontiers you've negotiated and taken into the warm embrace of civilization—non-human cultures as well! New and alien friendships that have brought you a joy and peace we in the past are simply unable to comprehend!



Not that any of the aliens will probably survive, either...



Because, well, you see, I've uncovered a bit of a problem here. The Cyclotrauma has displayed for me two possible futures and two possible futures only for the human race. The first is yours, near-magical in every respect, while the second is a blasted hellscape in which chaos envelopes the world, the solar system, the galaxy, and the universe for two million years, a madness fed by technology, biology, and virtuality all gone horribly, horribly wrong.



Suffice it to say, I'm not sending a message like this to them!



But, while every scenario I run through the Cyclotrauma ends in either your beauteous wonder or their inslakable carnage, I can find no way of guaranteeing that we wind up with your future rather than theirs. The flapping wings of butterflies and all that, yes, but more importantly, none of the governmental officials I've approached will pay me the slightest bit of attention! I've assembled quite the comprehensive list of things we must do and things we must avoid over the next two hundred years to guide our current world toward the positive outcome, and yet? I'm called a crank and informed that I'm no longer allowed to enter their offices!



The only solution I've found—and here's where, I fear, you may wish to reconsider our friendship—involves me causing the Cyclotrauma to feed back upon itself, turning it into a sort of Möbius strip that will essentially destroy it. This, my calculations show, will cycle us onto a third, completely unknown path by slicing us away from both known futures and combining them into a single continuum that will then close back in upon itself and continue as a universe separate from ours in every way.



Yes, our future will not be yours, but neither will it be theirs. We will have a clear slate ahead of us, a slate that the equations I've run tell me will fall somewhere between yours and theirs.



Embracing mediocrity, in others words, but I'm willing to choose that path rather than running the risk of everything collapsing to ruin.



You, of course, will be locked in with the never-ending horrors of the other future, and for this, I can only apologize.



Still, brief good-byes are the best. I'm sending this message to the furthest point of the Cyclotrauma's range and setting it to disperse as widely as possible before bidding you a fond farewell. And I hope that, if you do overcome the utter nightmare into which I'm plunging you, you can someday forgive me.



George Laguardia

Inventor of the Cyclotrauma
      

      
   
      Post-Nuclear Feminism


      

      
      
         I don’t want to cave this dude’s head in. There are at least five other things I’d prefer to do with my day besides crush a man’s skull with a heavy rock. But life comes with many responsibilities. Brush your teeth, put on your makeup, and smash intruders’ heads in with rocks before they encroach on your territory. In the days before the apocalypse, we called this “the daily grind.” 



I didn’t like my job then, and I don’t like it now. But what else is a girl supposed to do? Join the local patriarchal pseudo-society of leather and motorbike enthusiasts and be forced to shit out babies to “replenish the human race” or something? Be taken as a slave by a roving group of bandits? 



Nah, I’ll stick with squashing brains. Society might have changed after the bombs dropped, but not so much that it hasn’t dispensed with institutional sexism. Now it’s just a little more direct and smidgen more rapey than before. But not much has really changed, except that it’s totally socially acceptable to shoot a guy who catcalls you. Honestly, kind of an improvement over the old ways, if I do say so myself. 



One might find a former high school art teacher engaging in wanton acts of violence a bit morally questionable, but I say when in Rome, do as the Romans do. If those Romans happen to kill anyone on sight, might as well act like the Romans. Nobody got any less raped by being polite to your local marauder. Hate the game, not player. 



Plus, I’m making a positive difference in the perception of women ‘s role in society, one shattered cranium at a time. After all, men aren’t the only ones who can kill and maim. I’m even working on an absolutely adorable collection of mangled bones and body parts to arrange on pikes around my base’s perimeter to let the nearby warlords know I mean business. I bleached the bones and everything. All I need is one more rib cage, and it’ll be complete. Another masterwork for Jenny. 



But anyways, the dude. He’s trapped in a pit. Some might even call it a pit trap. The vaginal symbology is an intended component of the piece; it’s supposed to be ironic or something. At least that’s what I tell myself as I ready my skull-crushing rock. 



“Help! Can anyone hear me? I’ve fallen in a pit! Or maybe a trap! Or perhaps, even a pit trap!” he calls out in a vulnerable yet strangely suave British accent. 



British accents are rare around these parts. Killing a Brit would be like slaughtering an endangered species. But I still need that rib cage. Quite a moral conundrum. Instead of crushing him with the giant rock like I intended, I peer over the side of my pit trap, just to get a good luck at him to sate my curiosity.



Fuck. He was totally hot, like the sort of dude you read about in trashy romance novels. Cobalt eyes, shredded bod, flowing blonde hair, and a pristine apocalyptic chic. Everything you could want. 



“Hey!” he yells at me. “What the bleeding hell are you doing?!” 



“Oh nothing . . .” I blush, twirling my hair in my hands. “I was just, uh, gonna crush you with this rock.” 



“What?” 



Oh goddammit I’m oversharing again. This is just like prom all over again. Get it together, girl! 



“Yeah, this is my trap, and you’re on my turf, buddy! Intruders get the rock!”



“Wait wait! Can’t we talk about this?” he pleads with me. 



Don’t say yes, don’t say yes, don’t fall for his sexy British charms. 



“Okay, fine!” Goddammit! 



“So, my name’s Nigel, by the way. Just so you know that I have a name before you kill me.” 



“I’m Jenny, and guilt tripping is not going to work. I need your rib cage.”



“Ah, just like Eve needed Adam's ribs?”



“Nothing quite so high-minded. I just want to make a corpse fence,” I say. 

 

 “Impressive! You’re looking to be a warlord? I like a woman with ambition,” he says provocatively. “Maybe I can be your Prince Albert instead?” 



Shit, he was historically literate too. A goddamn perfect man.



“Maybe,” I tease back. “Tell me a little bit about yourself. What did you do before the bombs dropped?”



“I was a professional video game streamer.” 




I almost felt bad about crushing him. But hey, I made a sick RGB ribcage out of him. 


      

      
   
      Decades


      

      
      
         Had there not been a hand tugging on my sleeve, guiding me up those stairs, I would've surely fallen off the side. I couldn't see anything when I entered the room—nobody in a position like mine could.



The guards had pulled a black cloth over my head, with only tiny holes punched in with knives to allow me some air. They tied a rope around my neck, just tightly enough, and connected it to the cuffs which kept my hands firmly stuck to my back. If I struggled with the cuffs, I choked myself.



I knew I wasn't the only one.



The room they took us into must've been big, almost vast, like the inside of a cathedral, because the captain's voice carried an echo when he spoke. "Now," he said when he had all of us gathered on the platform, "the current time is five minutes to eight. When the clock strikes eight—and we'll know when it does—we'll start the process." He sounded like he was reading off of a script, so palpable was his sense of dispassion. "For six hours, between eight o'clock and two in the afternoon, you'll be staying here. Assuming you're still alive when the clock strikes two, you'll be free to go. No more solitary, no more prison time of any kind being mandated. You'll be free to go as soon as you're able. If you're still alive."



A guy next to me tried to say something, but it was hard to make out his words. He must've been covered up like me.



Then I felt the coarse texture of a rope being wrapped around my neck, pressing up against my jaw in a way that made me immediately uncomfortable. And to think, I was supposed to suffer through it for six hours. Someone who probably wasn't me—for now I'm not entirely sure if I remember making sounds or not—whimpered, like a dog, but he didn't seem to be crying at least.



"Gentlemen," the captain continued, "I don't have much more to say to you, except that if you die within the next six hours, your death will be ruled an execution by hanging. It will be as if the prison saw to the conclusion of your death row sentence. Now, if you'll excuse me..."



I heard footsteps, and then a heavy metallic door closed shut.



I could only see thin rays of light coming from the ceiling, and occasionally I thought I caught a glimpse of a guard's figure pacing back and forth. I didn't know how many men were on the platform with me, and I still don't.



Standing upright for six hours was not the hard part. After all, most of us were used to working on our feet through the morning and much of the afternoon. Either that, or we were stuck walking about like zombies in our cells, cushioned to make sure we didn't injure ourselves.



No...



I realized soon enough that in spite of the chillness of the air, the extremely narrow space between my face and the sack over my head had begun to grow irritable with heat. Was I breathing too much? Too rapidly? I don't know. I don't know when I showed the first signs of panic, but my cheeks and forehead began to sweat, and I wondered if the plan was to make me collapse from dehydration, strangling myself with my own noose.



"Something—" I remember saying to myself. What did I want? I tried to move around, as little as I could, but as I'd said before, movement only tightens the rope which connected my neck to my cuffs, not even counting the noose.



Time moved strangely, as I'd had no concept of how many minutes were passing. No clock, no windows to be seen, no way of knowing when the hour of my release came. The other men with me didn't fair any better, but for a while it seemed like we were going to do fine.



Until... the trap door...



Something broke, or snapped, and someone must've had the door beneath his feet slide out, and he fell. He fell until he came to a sudden stop. Because a noose is not supposed to strangle—it's supposed to disconnect.



How many hours until the next body fell? How many necks snapped? How many would by the end?



When would it end?



I don't know.



I still don't know. 



I can still feel the rope around my neck.



How long have I been—
      

      
   
      Written on the Wall


      
      
      
         
         Overwritten

      
      

      

      
      
         Cloud Chaser stretched his limbs and got to his feet. Yawning, he seized his tattered leather hide, put it on, then strolled to the threshold of his cave and watched silently as the early rays of the morning sun daubed the surroundings in blood and crimson. With a grunt, he walked back inside, picked up the scant leftovers of his yesternight meal, next to the ashes of the dead fire, and chewed them thoughtfully.



“I’m dying.”



This realisation was not new. He was the last of this tribe. He had witnessed his kindred pass away one after the other. Mishap for some. Unknown, incurable illnesses for others. Old age had claimed its lot, too. Starvation had swept the rest. He cast a glance at his spear, with its polished, piercing stone end. What use he had of it anymore? Big game had vanished. The smaller one was quick, too difficult to shoot from a distance.



Of course, there remained the fruits and berries borne by trees and shrubs. But they were too meagre a pick to sustain him in the long run, and they couldn’t be harvested when trees lied dormant in winter.



Cloud Chaser took a fawn bone and rummaged randomly into the ashes. It didn’t use to be so. When he was a boy, food was abundant. He remembered wolfing down hunks of deers, boars, even elks and bears. Then the weather had changed: less snow, more sun, more heat. Summers became parching. The animals moved away. His tribe didn’t follow suit. As far as their collective memory harked back, they had always dwelt here. There was no reason to move, game would eventually return. Nor would the shaman have authorised it, given how many souls haunted the cave. Elsewhere, without the gentle caring of their dead, they would surely fall prey to evil foes. So he used to claim. 



But he had died, too. Like the others. And the animals hadn’t come back.



Was that even real, Cloud Chaser wondered, or just a way to cover up laziness? Or worse, cowardice?



The final blow had come when the strangers had appeared. They were alien. Their faces were weird. Cloud Chaser could see how they looked the same, and yet unlike. They were taller, lighter of build, darker of skin, less hairy. They ran faster, they hunted in big packs. They had no respect for nature: they killed more than they needed, and discarded most the carcasses which turned into carrion. They killed for fun rather than need. They had even slain a few of Cloud Chaser’s folks, and maimed others. He didn’t know why. He always had had friendly meetings with other people before. The only explanation Cloud Chaser could come with is that these aliens were intentionally cruel.



When they had hunted down all but the most elusive preys, they had gone, trailed by death and desolation, leaving him, alone and starved.



Now his last hour was drawing near. Soon he would join his ancestors whose souls lingered in the cave, and his body would rot away, unless some predator, attracted by the stench, would feed on it first. No one would adorn it with small trinkets and bury it deep in the back of the cave, where all the others lay.



He shook his head in defiance. He couldn’t resign to die like this. He had to leave something behind. Futile and pointless, maybe, but something that would survive him, something which meant “I was here, you know?” Something other than brittle and dry bones.



But what?



The bone he was holding fell from his hand right into the ashes. Cloud Chaser growled in anger. He fetched it back, and stood up. He felt weak. His head reeled. He had to drop the bone and press his hands against the wall to keep his balance.



When he recovered, he pulled his hands back. They had left two dark, five-fingered shapes on the wall. Cloud Chaser smiled. He rushed to the nook where he kept the brown powder he smeared over his body to better conceal himself while hunting. He dived his hands deep into the brown dust heap, walked back to where he stood, and pressed them again on the wall, only this time harder.



When he drew them back, they had left two other unmistakable, sharp prints.



Cloud Chaser stepped back, sat in contemplation, and nodded. 



Now, he could die in peace.
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