
      The Last Free Breath


      

      
      
         Time ticked by with little hammer blows as I paced the room, hearing the murmurs at the boarded windows and doors, seeing the flitting of shadowy hands as they tried to thrust past and seize me. I’d eaten my next to last ration can yesterday; once today’s was gone what would I do but stare at the walls until they forced their way in and swarmed over me to tear me with their sharp nails and rend me open with their fangs?

 

So little was left to chance now, all the furniture had been used to block the entrances and every scrap of available wood or paper was jammed into the cracks. All except the door frame at the center of the room, it had been too sturdy for me to tear down in my weakened state.



As I circled I eyed it. It was just a white door in a black frame and it was uselessly locked, as I could stand on either side of it and verify that it went nowhere. I had rattled the handle, knocked, yelled, gotten nothing resembling a reply. It just stood as I walked around it, making it the center of my conundrum, one odd thing in the last few days of my life before I died of thirst or they found a way inside.



I made my hundredth circuit of the room, patching holes in my defenses, plugging one gap with the dead and useless radio, and wondering if I dared spare the time to sit and eat the bitter contents of the last can. I shook my head and turned aside, and that of course is when it all began to fall to pieces as the voices groaned and surged.



The first shadow hand found its way through the walls,felt about and pulled more planks away, and as the wood fell to the floor I rushed to repair the barrier but more hands were thrusting through to slash at me and and rip down the boards. I backed away, taking up one useless plank to swing at their multitudinous claws.



And then behind me was a creaking sound as the central door, the door to nowhere, swung open. I could see the rest of the room straight through it, it still seemed to lead into thin air, but now I heard a soft whispering voice. Hurry, it said, flee through here.



I had surely lost my mind with a desire to evade my fate, but after knocking aside some more clutching claws and feeling their shadow-thin cuts on my arms, I cursed at them and backed up into the open door, looking at the black frame around me as I stepped through.



And once I did, the world went black and the gibbering of the shadows fell silent. I could not see my bleeding hands or hear any noise save the surging of my heartbeat. I smelled nothing aside of stale air, yet in the dark I sensed something and seemed to feel a space that was less black than the rest of it. My eyes fought to adjust to the blackness.



“Hello? What is this door?” I groaned to whatever it was. “Why didn't you open it before?” 



I held it until they came for you, came a whisper that sounded like a knife skittering over ice. Else you would not have come to me of your own will, which is most necessary to me.



Thin tendrils swirled around me and hovered before plunging into my flesh and deeper into my soul. I began a scream that would never entirely end, keening across all the cursed eons.



Now I have you all to myself.
      

      
   
      In Suburbia, No One Can Smell You


      
      
      
         
         Empty Faces

      
      

      

      
      
         Morgan was riding north on the trail, up to the intersection with the main roads, when it happened.



First they noticed the utility poles. Most were visibly cracked. Several were lying on the ground. A few still had wires, transformers, and whatever else. But there were no sparks, no flames. And there were no people standing outside their cars to rubberneck. No utility-company employees. No one else at all.



In fact, there were no cars moving -- all were still, Silent. The street surface was no longer full of just potholes; but actual, long, wide furrows. It was as if some occult hand had reached down from the sky and dragged rents into the Earth. The storefronts, public services buildings, little restaurants, and even the residences had fared no better. Many windows were broken. And no lights flickered that they could see, and no footsteps sounded that they could hear.



No birds chirped or sang, either. No winged insects buzzed. No dogs barked. And yet, there was not the -- heaviness, which comes at least in the forest, when the wildlife grow silent before a hungry predator or an imminent storm. Something had happened here, without doubt. But it was … it must be long-gone.



What the hell is all this? Too much, I'll say for a start.



They dismounted their bicycle, and stepped with deliberate care down the sidewalk, or into the street where they had to. Not with slowness, though, because the place feeling post-apocalyptic didn't mean they stopped knowing it like the back of their hand.








Several minutes later, according to their cycling-computer which had been beeped its "no GPS signal" warning several times, they had made it to an intersection with another road. Which was when they saw, out of the corner of their eye, movement. And not just a flag flapping in the wind. A person.



Should I hide? Should I run up to them? Maybe they know what --



But Morgan's thoughts were interrupted when the other person's gaze met theirs.



"Hey! You can't be out here! What the hell are you doing with a bike? Only scouts should have those, and you sure as shit aren't wearing the colors! You one of those 'move fast enough and the Others won't smell me' idiots, are ya?"



Morgan blinked. The other finished shouting, and started running. Toward them.



Crazy person? But ... there's all this whatever-happened-here. They shade their eyes, and look out in the direction of home. More downed poles. And more stopped cars. Not looking good.



"Yeah, this is ... not what this place normally looks like." They pause to sniff their armpits. "And did I smell that bad from that far away? I always use plenty of antiperspirant. And I smell fine to me? Is it a … problem, for you? And do you know anything about, um…" Morgan gestures around, widely.



"Quinn. Name's Quinn."



"Morgan."



"Morgan? No one at the fort I'm from calls themself that. Haven't heard of anyone by that name from the other safe zones 'round here, neither. You must be far from home! And what're you talkin' about? Did your fort not raise you right? One a' them 'don't tell the kids about the Others' type places? And then their elders always wonder why half their young adults go out and never come back. It'd be funny, if it weren't so sad."



Quinn sighed. "Screw it. We can feed another mouth for a bit. Come on with me. I've got an extra cloaker, for fools like you."



"Uhh. I understood all of those words, but none of the sentences. I'm from right around here. Born and raised. Moved out just a couple years ago, and pretty nearby. What, do you not come from here?"



"From here?" Quinn's eyebrows were high, and their mouth was open, a little slack. "No one ever comes from here, especially not right here! Shit, you've been running from the Others longer 'n I'd thought if you're losing your orientation to place! Now, come, we've got to get going before they catch up with you."



But as Quinn reached for their shoulder, the cyclist was … 



… still standing on the sidewalk, beside their bike.







Except everything around was back to normal. Except they could … definitely hear something stranger than silence; a pulsing hum. Like high-voltage equipment. And not from the power lines. But from up. From the sun.



Morgan turned around. And started pedaling home as fast as they could.
      

      
   
      The Terminus of Every Path


      
      
      
         
         Paved with Intentions

      
      

      

      
      
         "Tell me you have good news, Pete."



Pete scowled, but didn't correct me, which is how I knew we were in deep trouble. His real name was Pietro Paolo, after the humanist, and he was terribly particular about it; I only got away with calling him Pete when he was stuck on a puzzle, too caught up in it to really pay attention to what I was saying. "We have a model," he told me, "technically. A dozen free parameters, and no compelling physical interpretation."



"In other words," I said, "you have nothing." I was no statistician, but enough degrees of freedom and even I could recognize signs of overfitting. Pete's team must have been desperate, if they were even bothering to consider a model that bad.



He nodded. "The trouble is that the phenomenon should be impossible, which means our normal theories of physics must have some hidden flaw, and until we know what it is, we can't meaningfully rule out any hypotheses at all."



'The phenomenon' was Pete's term for it, understated and maximally vague. The rest of us tended to use terms like calamity, disaster, or, as one too-clever-for-its-own-good news channel had done, the aphorism. We all meant the same thing: over night, about three months ago, every human in the city had discovered we were trapped. You could walk right out the city gates, and nothing would seem amiss, but within a half hour's walk you would find yourself right back where you began. Signals went out just fine, and even most birds could fly away freely, but anything weighing more than about ten kilograms was stuck.  



I bit back my irritation. Pete's research team was the best we could put together; it wasn't their fault the problem was intractable. "Alright," I said. "What do you recommend, then? Doesn't have to be perfect; I'll take your best guess."



He shrugged. "The thing about knowing nothing is that one response is as good as another, here. We can collect more data, try to pin down the mass threshold, see if that narrows things down at all. But we could just as reasonably go out to the streets and start giving gifts to as many beggars as we can, on the off chance we've found ourselves in a fairy tale, or go knock on the Vatican doors and ask the Pope to intercede for us."



He smiled bleakly. "Really, all roads lead to Rome."
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