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			Foreword: A Dying Planet Short Stories
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			While there’s little evidence that T.S. Eliot – of ‘The Waste Land’ fame – spent much time pondering the subject of science fiction during his life, he did inadvertently pen the perfect mission statement for one of science fiction’s most enduring sub-categories:

			‘This is the way the world ends

			Not with a bang but a whimper.’

			These are the endlessly quoted final lines of ‘The Hollow Men’ (1925). The poem is about many things (post-war Europe, religion, the death of hope) but not, literally, the end of the world. However, there’s an intrinsic melancholy to those lines that’s at the heart of Dying Earth fiction – or Dying Worlds fiction as it has evolved into as SF authors have increasingly broadened their scale of reference (for example, Edgar Rice Burroughs’ Mars-based pulp series are often considered part of the genre).

			Because Dying Worlds fiction is distinct from that other great end-of-the-world sub-genre, apocalyptic fiction. Instead of humanity pluckily trying to survive one great disaster that’s caused (or threatening to cause) the collapse of civilisation as we know it, Dying World is about humanity facing up to the fact that our planet’s on its last legs, usually, though not always, because the Sun’s about to give up the ghost. Civilisation hasn’t collapsed; rather it’s slowly unravelling as entropy takes an ever stronger hold. The world is doomed, but it’s in no hurry getting there, so let’s make the most of the time left, yeah?

			The term Dying Earth was coined in the title of Jack Vance’s 1950 short story collection, but that was far from the origins of the genre. It’s always fun to try to find the earliest example of any SF sub-genre in the Bible but in this case the Gospels are clearly on team apocalypse. Norse mythology, with its wonderfully evocative ‘Twilight of the Gods’ and Zoroastrianism, which foretells of a future in which ‘the sun is more unseen and more spotted…and the Earth is more barren’ feel more like they contain the seeds of the genre.

			It wan’t until the 19th century that SF writers truly began to consider the end of time, partly as a response to science beginning to grapple with the fact that the Sun, and indeed the universe, may have an expiration date (the term ‘entropy’ was coined in 1865). 

			H.G. Wells’ The Time Machine (1895) is often cited as an early example, with the latter chapters of the book taking the unnamed time traveller to a far future in which the Earth’s spin in slowing and the Sun is dimming. But other SF writers were also experimenting the as-yet-unnamed genre, and the stories collected here provide some fascinating SF archeology for contemporary readers as you can see the Dying Earth tropes begin to form. 

			Camille Flammarion’s Omega: The Last Days of the World (1894) – the first section of which is reprinted here – starts like a Victorian prequel to Armageddon before spinning off into a cerebral and philosophical exploration of the various long lingering deaths that may face the planet. The two Clark Ashton Smith tales in this anthology are set in his imagined, dying world of Zothique and feel as much fantasy as they do SF, another common theme of the genre (the idea being that we’re so far in the future, the boundaries between science and magic have blurred). Also included in this anthology is William Hope Hodgson’s mind-bending The House on the Borderland (1908), which influenced writers as diverse as H.P. Lovecraft and Terry Pratchett.

			Some might say it’s better to burn out than fade away, but with the best Dying Worlds stories, you just want them to keep lingering on.

			Dave Golder

			@DaveGolder

			SFX Magazine

		

	
		
			Publisher’s Note

			Whether it is due to nuclear war, a climate disaster, societal reasons or something otherworldly the end days of a planet can tell us so much about humanity. A subgenre of science fiction and fantasy, the Dying Worlds genre has provided us with some of the most thought-provoking stories – they make us analyze our own struggles and put minor complaints into perspective. This collection brings together classic stories from well-known and lesser-known writers, including Camille Flammarion, Jack London and Stanley G. Weinbaum. We hope there are a few gems in this collection that you may not have come across before.

			We received an incredible number of new submissions for this anthology, and have loved reading so many powerful and gripping stories. The standard of the writing submitted to us has always been impressive and the final selection is always an incredibly hard decision, but ultimately we chose a collection of stories we hope sit alongside each other and with the classic tales, to provide a brilliant A Dying Planet book for all to enjoy.

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			The Destruction of Mankind

			Ancient Egyptian Myth
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			This legend was cut in hieroglyphs on the walls of a small chamber in the tomb of Seti I, about 1350 bc.

			When Ra, the self-begotten and self-formed god, had been ruling gods and men for some time, men began to complain about him, saying, ‘His Majesty has become old. His bones have turned into silver, his flesh into gold, and his hair into real lapis-lazuli.’ His Majesty heard these murmurings and commanded his followers to summon to his presence his Eye (i.e. the goddess Hathor), Shu, Tefnut, Keb, Nut, and the father and mother gods and goddesses who were with him in the watery abyss of Nu, and also the god of this water, Nu. They were to come to him with all their followers secretly, so that men should not suspect the reason for their coming, and take flight, and they were to assemble in the Great House in Heliopolis, where Ra would take counsel with them.

			In due course all the gods assembled in the Great House, and they ranged themselves down the sides of the House, and they bowed down in homage before Ra until their heads touched the ground, and said, ‘Speak, for we are listening.’ Then Ra, addressing Nu, the father of the first-born gods, told him to give heed to what men were doing, for they whom he had created were murmuring against him. And he said, ‘Tell me what you would do. Consider the matter, invent a plan for me, and I will not slay them until I have heard what you shall say concerning this thing.’ Nu replied, ‘You, Oh my son Ra, are greater than the god who made you (i.e. Nu himself), you are the king of those who were created with you, your throne is established, and the fear of you is great. Let your Eye (Hathor) attack those who blaspheme you.’ And Ra said, ‘Lo, they have fled to the mountains, for their hearts are afraid because of what they have said.’ The gods replied, ‘Let your Eye go forth and destroy those who blasphemed you, for no eye can resist you when it goes forth in the form of Hathor.’ Thereupon the Eye of Ra, or Hathor, went in pursuit of the blasphemers in the mountains, and slew them all. On her return Ra welcomed her, and the goddess said that the work of vanquishing men was dear to her heart. Ra then said that he would be the master of men as their king, and that he would destroy them. For three nights the goddess Hathor-Sekhmet waded about in the blood of men, the slaughter beginning at Hensu (Herakleopolis Magna).

			Then the Majesty of Ra ordered that messengers should be sent to Abu, a town at the foot of the First Cataract, to fetch mandrakes (?), and when they were brought he gave them to the god Sekti to crush. When the women slaves were bruising grain for making beer, the crushed mandrakes (?) were placed in the vessels that were to hold the beer, together with some of the blood of those who had been slain by Hathor. The beer was then made, and seven thousand vessels were filled with it. When Ra saw the beer he ordered it to be taken to the scene of slaughter, and poured out on the meadows of the four quarters of heaven. The object of putting mandrakes (?) in the beer was to make those who drank fall asleep quickly, and when the goddess Hathor came and drank the beer mixed with blood and mandrakes (?) she became very merry, and, the sleepy stage of drunkenness coming on her, she forgot all about men, and slew no more. At every festival of Hathor ever after ‘sleepy beer’ was made, and it was drunk by those who celebrated the feast.

			Now, although the blasphemers of Ra had been put to death, the heart of the god was not satisfied, and he complained to the gods that he was smitten with the ‘pain of the fire of sickness’. He said, ‘My heart is weary because I have to live with men; I have slain some of them, but worthless men still live, and I did not slay as many as I ought to have done considering my power.’ To this the gods replied, ‘Trouble not about your lack of action, for your power is in proportion to your will.’ Here the text becomes fragmentary, but it seems that the goddess Nut took the form of a cow, and that the other gods lifted Ra on to her back. When men saw that Ra was leaving the earth, they repented of their murmurings, and the next morning they went out with bows and arrows to fight the enemies of the Sun-god. As a reward for this Ra forgave those men their former blasphemies, but persisted in his intention of retiring from the earth. He ascended into the heights of heaven, being still on the back of the Cow-goddess Nut, and he created there Sekhet-hetep and Sekhet-Aaru as abodes for the blessed, and the flowers that blossomed therein he turned into stars. He also created the millions of beings who lived there in order that they might praise him. The height to which Ra had ascended was now so great that the legs of the Cow-goddess on which he was enthroned trembled, and to give her strength he ordained that Nut should be held up in her position by the godhead and upraised arms of the god Shu. This is why we see pictures of the body of Nut being supported by Shu. The legs of the Cow-goddess were supported by the various gods, and thus the seat of the throne of Ra became stable.

			When this was done Ra caused the Earth-god Keb to be summoned to his presence, and when he came he spoke to him about the venomous reptiles that lived in the earth and were hostile to him. Then turning to Thoth, he bade him to prepare a series of spells and words of power, which would enable those who knew them to overcome snakes and serpents and deadly reptiles of all kinds. Thoth did so, and the spells which he wrote under the direction of Ra served as a protection of the servants of Ra ever after, and secured for them the help of Keb, who became sole lord of all the beings that lived and moved on and in his body, the earth. Before finally relinquishing his active rule on earth, Ra summoned Thoth and told him of his desire to create a Light-soul in the Tuat and in the Land of the Caves. Over this region he appointed Thoth to rule, and he ordered him to keep a register of those who were there, and to mete out just punishments to them. In fact, Thoth was to be ever after the representative of Ra in the Other World.
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			How to Reclaim Water

			Barton Aikman
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			Dear M,

			Cry. I’ve found that’s the easiest way to reclaim water. I’m always on the brink of it. There’s more to cry about than to not cry about, don’t you think? Maybe it’s funny to think about me crying, but I do it all the time. In my camo and boots and this heavy olive jacket, I cry. I just wait till everyone else in camp has fallen asleep.

			Thank you for the crackers you left with your last letter. Don’t worry, they weren’t too stale, not as stale as you thought they would be. I played with the plastic wrapper the crackers came in after I was done eating. I held it up to my ear and made crinkling sounds. I closed my eyes and, depending on how I played the plastic with my fingers, could picture different things. A shallow creek passing over a rock bed. Rain. Rapid gunfire off in the distance. There isn’t much to do here at the hideout until we have everything ready for the reclaiming, and it was a nice way to pass the time.

			I think that’s another reason I enjoy it, the crying. It takes time. Feeling the tears pool in my eyes and spill over, rolling down my cheeks, and waiting for the streams to make it to my mouth. I’ve come to like the salty taste. I imagine the water they’re holding hostage at the facility isn’t as salty, but that’s okay. I know I’ll enjoy the difference, the crisp cleanness I’m sure the captive water has. I can’t wait for the chance to taste it. And I’ll always have more tears anyway.

			I hope this letter isn’t too creased for you. I folded it a lot to get it to fit completely into the plastic cracker wrapper, and I hope the wrapper keeps the letter from getting as dirty as you’ve said the last few have gotten. I look forward to the day where we don’t have to pass messages through an old foxhole to talk. That day will come soon. I promise.

			Attached with string, please find a gift, as requested. If you asked for a gift does it still count as a gift? For some reason I feel like it doesn’t count. It’s more like a request. Regardless, I was happy to get it for you, specifically for you.

			Be safe. I can’t imagine what it’s like to live inside one of the militarized zones. I can’t imagine how it actually feels. I only have your words, and so few of them sound good. Here I go again, wanting to cry. See what I mean?

			At least I’ll make more water.

			Flow freely,

			R

			* * *

			Dear R,

			Thank you for the pocketknife. I just want it as a precaution, but I appreciate it. In addition to taking away all of the metal cutlery in our homes, they’ve now stopped using metal utensils in the dining tents. I guess too many steak knives went missing. I hate the feeling of eating with plastic utensils. It cheapens the food, tarnishes it somehow, not that it’s that great to begin with, but still. Besides, I’m sure if someone tried hard enough, they could hurt someone plenty with a plastic knife.

			I’m sorry to hear about your crying but I’m glad you’re looking at it in a positive way. Maybe if enough of us had stored our tears we wouldn’t have needed militarized zones to begin with. A device comes to mind. A type of helmet or headgear that keeps tiny vials resting against your cheeks while you weep and fill them up. It would be like giving blood.

			Anyway, don’t cry for me, R. I’m okay. It’s true that living behind the blockades and fences is hard. Knowing those types of objects are how I mark the edges of my life weighs on me sometimes. I’m still waiting to get used to the constant presence of soldiers, but it hasn’t happened yet. They keep the resources guarded in shifts. From a distance they appear unified and sleepless, especially with them all having the same haircut, shaved down to the scalp except for a thin sliver of buzzcut on top. I don’t think I like the style. But there’s food here, and yes, water. It’s all handled by the soldiers, but I’m given enough rations to get by for now.

			More importantly, there’s the foxhole and our letters. As always, I make sure to keep the hole well covered and disguised on this side of the barrier. I know you’re doing the same on the other side. Remember not to pat down the dirt too much to cover the hole. They’ll be able to tell someone was there. I’ve been happy with a combination of bluegrass and tumbleweed and loose soil. I don’t fill the hole so much as cover it. I’ve been watching the soldiers very carefully and I still don’t see any signs that they suspect anything. They don’t seem interested in watching me do the work they’ve assigned me, which makes sense. Who would want to watch someone dig graves? Lucky me, I guess. If they liked watching me dig, they probably would have seen when I first discovered the hole.

			But they didn’t. They didn’t see me find the foxhole, and the message your group had hidden inside. I don’t know why I looked inside, but I still remember reading that first note.

			If you need help, please write, it said.

			Now look at us.

			This last letter of yours was much cleaner than the ones before it. Thank you for taking the time to fold it into the plastic. The creases didn’t bother me at all. I know you know that I destroy these after reading them, but I value the reading of them so much, the ability to communicate with someone outside of the zone, and sometimes the dirt and rips make me sad. There’s something satisfying, even comforting, about reading something on clean paper.

			To answer a question you asked in a previous letter, I do not have a sense of how much ammunition the soldiers have. Seldom do they fire their rifles or handguns. When they do, it’s usually a single shot that rings out, and our zone is a large enough territory that I imagine there are shots I don’t always hear. All I know is that, often enough, there are new holes to dig.

			Attached, a surprise. Something to celebrate another month of letter writing.

			Flow freely,

			M

			* * *

			Dear M,

			Photo paper?! I can’t remember the last time I’ve felt photo paper. It’s so smooth and slick. You probably saw this coming, but it reminds me of water. I shared it with some of the others and I had a hard time getting it back from them. I watched some of them rub it against their faces and necks. They all closed their eyes to imagine things.

			The paper also reminded me of running errands with my mother when I was a kid. She was very adamant that I hold her hand in crowded places, so I didn’t get lost. She loved lotions and oils, I think that’s why the photo paper made me think of her, of her and her hands. It’s funny now to think about someone actually spending time liking something as superfluous as lotion or oil.

			Can you imagine if you had a camera to use the photo paper with? Don’t get me wrong, even just looking at the exposed paper is nice, the density of the black. What do you think you’d take a picture of in the militarized zone? Or what do you wish you had a picture of to look at it while you’re living there? You don’t have to answer, but I’d love to know.

			Thank you for the information about the ammunition. I’ve shared it with the others. Every bit of intel helps us prepare for the reclaiming. Do you ever notice if soldiers are falling asleep during night shifts? Do you ever see them check their magazines or clean their guns? Do you think it’s possible most of them don’t have bullets, that what few bullets they have are saved for executions?

			Let me know.

			Our resources are scarce, or I would have attached an anniversary gift as well. I hope it’s okay if we count the knife as my gift toward that. Something else I can offer is that once we’ve taken the militarized zone, you’ll never have to worry about destroying letters. You can nail them to the front of your house for all we care. Yes, you’ll have a house again too. No more tent. I promise.

			We’ll avenge all of the bodies you’ve had to bury.

			Thank you for helping us.

			Flow freely,

			R

			* * *

			Dear R,

			At first, I thought I’d want a photo of my extended family, but no, I think I’d miss them too much if I kept seeing their faces but not their actual selves. I try very hard not to worry about how they’re doing right now, with communication being what it is.

			Instead, I would want a photo of a railroad. I’d prefer it to not have a train in it. Rather I would want it to be taken looking straight down the tracks, focused on the horizon, with nothing else but the surrounding landscape and the track itself. I love anything that implies what exists outside of the thing itself, the futility of capturing something, thinking about how humble having eyes is, how so much escapes our perception. I also enjoy thinking about vacated forms of transportation, and in particular, trains. I don’t think my tent and its flappable walls would be well suited for hanging a picture, but I would keep the photo of the train hidden in my pillowcase and look at it inside of my sleeping bag at night.

			No, I haven’t seen any soldiers fall asleep. I don’t see them clean or fiddle with their guns, I just know they have them. These are both hard things for me to see, given the curfew and the logistics of their executions. One might imagine they’d make the rest of us watch, but no, they’re actually very private about it. I never see the bodies, despite the final resting place I make for them. I dig a hole, tell a soldier when I’m done, and then a group of them come and place a black shimmering body bag into the hole. When I go to fill the hole back up, I can hardly make out an impression of a silhouette.

			The soldiers always pray together before calling me back over to cover the grave.

			Weird, huh?

			Sometimes, when the soldiers have all returned to their posts, I’ll put one of your letters into a grave and bury it with someone.

			I’m sorry I can’t be of more help with your questions.

			They’ve started searching our tents at random to find the missing steak knives. A few arguments broke out amongst us in my section of the zone about coming forward if you had taken one. I didn’t say anything for or against. I don’t like getting directly involved in those kinds of things. As to be expected, they started with the chefs’ tents, and two chefs in particular had dozens of knives taped to the bottom of their cots, which probably wasn’t the best spot to hide them to begin with. That wasn’t all of the knives, however. Maybe some of them were sent to your group? I’m not sure how many contacts you have inside of my zone. I imagine that’s not something you’d tell me. Maybe you don’t even know.

			Their search for the rest of the knives continues, but I don’t think they’ll find the pocketknife you gave me. I hope they’ll let me keep my paper and pens if they search my tent. I’m worried about what they might do to punish us depending on how long it takes to retrieve all of the cutlery. I’ve come to quite like writing, R. It passes time in a way few other things do. It’s such a quiet and little thing to do.

			I’m afraid I don’t have much to offer you in this letter. I haven’t answered your questions and I haven’t attached any gifts. I hope you are well, along with the rest of your group, wherever it is you all are hiding nearby.

			I’m certain I dug graves for those two chefs the other day. It’s impossible to know for sure. Where I am, we all look the same in death, under those slick black bags. It feels weird to say, but when I see the blackness of the bags, I think of the exposed photo paper. I’m glad I gave it to you. I’m sure that unwanted association will go away with enough time.

			Flow freely,

			M

			* * *

			Dear M,

			If you see anything change in the behavior of the soldiers, let me know right away, even if it means doubling up your letters inside of the foxhole. Even small things, like how they behave with each other. It’s all very good for me to know.

			I hope the missing steak knives don’t give you too much trouble. I would hate for you to lose your paper and pen.

			I think you know what I would want a picture of if I had a choice.

			There’s more to do here now. Sorry for such a short letter. Again, let me know if you notice anything.

			Flow freely,

			R

			* * *

			Dear R,

			The soldiers searched the row of tents I live on. They searched my tent and some of them stayed by my side while others went through my things. One of the soldiers beside me had a clipboard with text I tried to peer over and read, but ultimately couldn’t see. The soldier called out to the others searching my things that I was a digger. Not a grave digger, just a digger. After the soldier beside me said that, the searching ones disassembled my tent. They left my possessions inside the deflated tent and, holding opposite corners, a small group of them moved all of my jumbled things a few feet away from its original spot.

			It was a strange feeling seeing how easily all of my things could be picked up and moved. It was a mixture of a good and a bad feeling. Comforting, but also sad.

			I didn’t disguise the hole I’d dug under my tent as well as the foxhole. I honestly didn’t think they’d ever check underneath the tent. Even at the distance they kept me, I could see the freshness of the dirt I had patted down, how it contrasted with the rest of the ground. I had made a shallow hole and within moments they dug up the shoe box I had buried there.

			One of the soldiers opened the box, still hunched over, and looked inside. They stayed like that for a long time, hunched over, looking inside. At least it felt like a long time for me, just having to stand there next to a bunch of shaved heads and camouflage. I watched as they didn’t bother to take your pocket knife out of the shoebox. Instead, they put the lid back on and reburied the box. Then they put my tent back over the shallow hole and pitched it back up.

			They didn’t say anything else to me, just kept making their way down the rows of tents on my block. I stayed inside the green shell of my tent the rest of the day, doing nothing, too afraid to write. Too afraid to see if they had in fact not touched the pocketknife. The soldier beside me with the clipboard didn’t even make a note of what they had found, at least from what I saw. I almost wish they had done something. Taken me away, taken my things, at least taken the knife. Doing something, I’ve continued to realize, is almost always better than doing nothing. There’s assuredness there.

			They still haven’t said anything to me.

			They’ve just assigned me new holes to dig. Not more than usual or anything, so I wonder if they are having any luck tracking down the rest of the steak knives. They still don’t keep an eye on me while I work. I think about you a lot, R, and running to you. I’ve lost weight steadily for a while, even before the rationing, even before the establishment of the militarized zone. It’s been two days since the search, and I’ve thought and thought about squeezing myself through the foxhole. I think about how cool the dirt inside the hole would be. I think of the moments of darkness I would experience inside, brief but intense, and finding the light on the other side, of emerging from the hole and coming out on the other side of the barrier.

			But I don’t know where you are, R. For all I know you watch me dig graves hidden behind nearby rocks, but I doubt that. Maybe you hike down one of the mountains to get my letters, to leave yours. I find that easier to believe.

			I think right now I should wait before writing you another letter. I probably shouldn’t even be writing this one.

			What if one of the graves I dig becomes my own?

			I wish I had something better to say.

			Flow freely,

			M

			* * *

			Dear M,

			I think you should get rid of the pocketknife. Throw it away in the trash during dinner, bury it in one of the graves you dig, something. I worry about why they didn’t reprimand you for having it. They might be preparing lots of careful questions for you and are considering where it might have come from. It concerns me that you weren’t interrogated already.

			Of course, I’m glad you weren’t.

			I know you wanted the knife just in case, to feel a little safer around the soldiers, but it doesn’t seem to have helped. I don’t think it was advisable to bury it under your tent. Most emergencies unfold in an instant. Do you think you would have had the time to get it out when you needed it? I wish you had asked me about where you should hide it. I might have recommended somewhere like a neighbor’s tent, even if it was in an obvious place. It’d still be easier to get to than digging it up, and if the soldiers found it, it’d be your neighbor that took the blame.

			It’s likely too late for that now. On second thought, maybe it’s too late to even get rid of it. It might irritate them even more. No matter what, this complicates things. I, like you, am spending time worrying about this. My time should be spent preparing for the reclaiming of the water, liberating it to serve all of us, not just some. I wanted for us to help each other, M, not distract.

			I have consulted with the group about whether or not I should continue to write to you. For now, they have voted to allow it. They want to be sure that I thank you for destroying my letters after you read them. It has alleviated some tension about the situation. We are confident in our abilities, in our plan, and believe your correspondence is still of value. We are willing to risk this for intel about the inside.

			They want me to be sure I mention that they hope you are alright. It sounds like the soldiers did not harm you in any way, and for that, they are glad.

			I’m glad you’re okay too, M.

			The group has now agreed that it is probably best for you to hold onto the pocketknife. Once again, ignore my initial suggestion. I’d scratch it out, or tear off that part of the letter, but that just feels like a waste of paper and ink.

			Right now, I shouldn’t waste anymore.

			Flow freely,

			R

			* * *

			Dear R,

			A few soldiers approached me at dinner. They brought over an extra cup of tea and chatted about small things. The weather. The comfort of keeping a good sleeping schedule. They sat and ate with plastic utensils beside me. It felt okay, being there.

			We all walked out together, and they asked me to stop by their tent. The way they asked actually felt very natural. I had never seen the inside of the soldiers’ tents and was curious. I thought, at the very least, I’d just take a peek inside. From the outside, the tents are big. Not as big as the dining tents, but definitely larger than my personal tent.

			Turns out the inside of their tents are no more luxurious than mine. We still couldn’t completely stand up, and we found it most comfortable to sit on the floor together. Most of them, maybe all of them, confessed their jealousy for personal tents like mine. They said it was nice getting to know each other, but after a while anyone, no matter who they are, craves a little personal space. I agreed, and thought of my time writing, but of course I didn’t mention it, let alone writing to you.

			They asked if was okay with my work. Not happy, but okay, like they knew it would be stupid to ask if I was happy digging graves, which it would be.

			I said that it was what it was.

			They nodded and listened.

			They had reservations about their own work. All of them agreed that, at least once, they felt the urge to stop guarding the food and water, to let everyone come in and take whatever they wanted, to be able to keep extra supplies in their tents. They wanted to let us move back into the houses, but they understood why not. In case things got worse, there was a possibility the houses would need to be torn down, to repurpose their wood, plastics, and metals. Their superiors felt it would be better to have everyone, including them, to be used to living in tents, to have the houses become meaningless backdrops, should they need to be destroyed.

			That made sense to me.

			Then one of them introduced themselves. By name.

			Her name was Whitney. It still is, I just saw her walking around this morning, before writing you this letter, R. R, that’s all I know you by. I don’t know your name, even after all the time we’ve spent writing to each other. Although, to be fair, you don’t know mine either. I still understand why it has to be that way.

			Whitney offered to cut my hair, in the same style of her and the other soldiers.

			I said yes. Sitting on the ground in the tent with them I wanted to say yes, and I did.

			So, Whitney shaved my head. She left a thin strip of buzzcut on top, from front to back. It looks like a mohawk but without having to spike it up.

			I checked my reflection again today using the surface of my water ration, the extra one Whitney snuck for me, and I like how I look. I actually like it a lot. The style reminds me of spontaneous things I used to do.

			I’m worried that you’ll be worried reading this letter from me. Don’t worry, I haven’t said anything. Not about the knife or about writing. I didn’t even complain about my job because I was worried they might move me to something else, and it’d be harder to find a way to get to the foxhole so often.

			I’m still keeping an eye on them. In fact, now I’m able to keep an even closer eye on some of them.

			Kinsley is the name of another one of the soldiers.

			Nobu is another.

			All of the soldiers rotate the resources they guard. They all have, and will again, guard the water. They all seem to like each other, and I get the sense that has remained the same for a while now. I know that’s not much, but I wanted to give you something.

			Flow freely,

			M

			* * *

			Dear R,

			I know I’m leaving you a second letter, even though you haven’t come to take the last one I left, but I was too excited to not write to you.

			Can you see the lights from where you are? We have electricity. It’s limited, and sporadic, but some of the solar panels have been repaired and output energy in short bursts. One of the first things the soldiers did during one of these electric periods was set up a comm link with another militarized zone. The soldiers had a radio tent set up and ready to go for whenever they got the power to come back on, so they wasted no time once the panels started to function again. Smart, huh?

			Whitney told me once the power becomes steady, we’ll be able to talk to our families living in the other militarized zones. Can you imagine? I’ll be able to talk to my family again. I hope they’re okay. I’ve wanted so badly to make sure that they’re okay for a long time now. I know you of all people can understand that.

			I hope you can see the lights. It’s so nice to have a powerful source of illumination in the dark. They work so much better than candles, and we have to be careful how often we use the candles to begin with.

			Today I saw someone else get the same haircut as me. Someone who also isn’t a soldier.

			I’m trying to keep this letter short to save paper. I’ve also thought of a new sign off for myself, but I still like the one you started very much.

			Use wisely,

			M

			* * *

			Dear M,

			Why didn’t you pay close attention to the soldiers’ guns while you were in the tent? Because you were too busy getting your hair cut. At the very least, I wish you had pressed them about their superior officers, about their orders, about the resources they guard. You had a lot of opportunities in there that you failed to capitalize on.

			It is very good to know there is no one regularly occupying the houses.

			And thank you for telling me their names.

			You seem happier in your last two letters, M, and I don’t know how to feel about that. I’m sorry to say that I don’t know how to feel about your happiness, but I really don’t. I urge you not to trust Whitney and the others.

			Yes, I have seen the lights. I believe they are fleeting. Those solar panels broke for a reason. They will never be restored to their original optimization. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that they had kept a few dormant, half-functional panels stashed away for some time, and are using the stored energy to keep you and the others complicit.

			I think what Whitney told you about speaking to your family is a false promise.

			I’m sorry if this reads like I’m being short with you, M. Writing this, I feel like I’m being terse. I agree it is important to conserve, to reduce our usage. You’re right that paper, like all resources, is precious. But what’s even more important is that that conservation doesn’t happen via the hands of an authority, of a few maintaining control over many. If that requires using a few more things, some more paper, then so be it.

			The group is skeptical about me writing more letters to you. I just want to be honest about that. I almost didn’t send this one out.

			Flow freely,

			R

			* * *

			Dear R,

			We want the same thing. To survive, to make it through this hard time and build something better. I need to hold onto something to get through this. If there’s a chance I can reconnect with people I love, people who could be dead for all I know, I’ll hold onto that. I don’t appreciate your cynicism. I’ve helped you a lot.

			How do you even plan to ration the food and water after the reclaiming?

			I’ve started to worry about those kinds of logistics. You’ve kept me in the dark for so long. I have to walk around with secrets and have no realistic comfort in return.

			Use wisely,

			M

			* * *

			Dear M,

			What matters is that a free people make those decisions together. I thought you understood that. I didn’t think it needed to be reiterated. Yes, we both want to survive, but I will not do so as a lesser human to others. I will not allow decisions to be made about my well-being without my input. I would not expect others to let me do the same to them. I hope the same can still be said for you.

			Telling you any more than that would be unacceptable, and the group doesn’t approve for me to tell you anything more.

			Has it also not occurred to you that if the militarized zones didn’t exist to begin with, you wouldn’t have to worry about your family? You could just go to them.

			Take comfort in knowing that someday soon those fences and barricades will be torn down. They’ll fall from both the inside and the outside.

			I promise.

			Flow freely,

			R

			* * *

			Dear R,

			What if I went to my family, travelled all of that way, and there weren’t enough resources to sustain my presence? What if I became a burden to them? I likely wouldn’t even be able to survive the trip back if I had to turn around.

			See, this is what I mean.

			I’m sorry, but your supposed comforts are still abstract concepts to me. Wishful thinking. What if people here don’t agree with you and your group? How much dissent or disagreement before a gridlock is created, or worse?

			Let’s also not forget that it’s I that have been able to spare food for you. You have mentioned time and time again that resources are sparse where you are, hiding where you are. There are resources here. We just have to be smart about how we use them.

			I’m worried you haven’t thought all of this through.

			I want you to know, that still, despite the direction these letters have taken, despite my doubts, I have not mentioned you to anyone. That being said, those are the same reasons I haven’t given you anymore information. About Whitney, Kinsley, Nobu, or any of the other soldiers I’ve met. About anything at all.

			And, for the record, the power has lasted more and more every day.

			Use wisely,

			M

			* * *

			Dear M,

			Give up, M. That is how you have reclaimed water.

			Has it not occurred to you that you have no concept as to how many resources you actually have? That information is kept from you, as is how much energy your panels are producing and if they’re being stored with maximum efficiency. Those details are kept from you for a reason. To keep you placid, to create a system with a false sense of security. You expect your rations of food and water like you expect the sun to rise and set each day. These are all things expected out of habit. None of them are actually guaranteed to occur.

			Do not forget that it is soldiers like Whitney, Kinsley, and Nobu that tasked you with digging graves, that have given you bodies to fill those graves with.

			The group has agreed, and I with them, that this will be my last letter to you.

			When the reclaiming happens, I’m sure I will find you within the militarized zone, M. We have not used our names in these letters. We have not described ourselves very much, although I know now you have the same haircut as the soldiers. Regardless, I have a feeling we’ll be able to tell who the other is. We know each other well enough. Our eyes will know.

			I hope when that moment comes, we will be able to reconcile.

			Either way, I would like my knife back.

			See you soon.

			Flow freely,

			R

			* * *

			Dear R,

			I spoke with my family today. Whitney helped me get one of the first spots in line for the radio. She pulled a few strings. Most of them are still alive, R. It sounds worse in that militarized zone, the choices they’ve had to make to make the rations work. I don’t want to go into more detail about it.

			I hesitated to write this letter at all, given your last one. I’m holding onto the hope that you’ll stop by the foxhole at least one more time before your group attempts to reclaim the water. There are a few things I want to tell you, or at the very least, I think writing them down will be good for me. Writing has been much more helpful for me personally than I ever thought it would be, despite it wasting a precious resource.

			Here are a few things I’ve wanted to say.

			I told Whitney about you. Just her, although I know she’s told others. I didn’t tell her right away, but I did. I have a feeling you know, you already seemed to suspect it. I didn’t tell her much, just that you were out there with your group, a group of I don’t know how many people. You did a good job keeping me in the dark. She was sure you were watching us, and she made sure none of the other soldiers spent more time over by the foxhole. She didn’t want you to become suspicious.

			Telling Whitney about you was how I was able to talk to my family. I’m sorry, R, but I don’t regret that. I don’t regret hearing their voices or having closure and knowing which voices I won’t hear again.

			You might be happy to hear that she looked scared when I told her about you. I get the sense that the other soldiers are too. I think you were right. I think they’re almost out of bullets, and they never found the other steak knives. I’m sure your group has them.

			There’s something else, the most important thing.

			When I came out of the radio tent, I saw Whitney coming back from the water facility. She was crying. She tried to hide it, but that’s a hard thing to hide, even when the tears have stopped. She wouldn’t talk to me about it, and I didn’t want to talk much either. But I knew what her tears meant.

			We’re running out of water, R.

			We’re fighting over nothing now, nothing but a carcass.

			There is nothing to reclaim.

			Maybe you’ll find this letter before your group moves in. Maybe you’ll hold them back, forgo the plan altogether. Either way, at this point, I don’t think I’d blame you either way. Maybe it will feel good to have the victory of taking this place before having to figure out what to do next, if there can even be a next. I might try to make it to my family’s militarized zone, but I don’t know, I just don’t. It might not be feasible. Maybe I’ll just stay here, wait this out for a while.

			If I’m here when you arrive, when you finally emerge from the perimeters of paper, I think you’ll be right. I think we’ll recognize each other right way.

			One way or another, we’ll find a way to stop fighting over the knife.

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			The Hollow Journal
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			My name is Kieran Hollow and I want my children to know what we did.

			I woke my family early. We planned the whole day – a pancake breakfast, a trip to the zoo, and supper at the diner down the street. Just a mundane spring vacation, one of life’s simple pleasures. Nothing but a few precious moments with my wife, Marianne, and our two children.

			My little boy, Morgan, was almost three. My baby girl, Nora, was eighteen months. They’ll never know what life was like before the end.

			I had just finished the first batch of blueberry pancakes when Marianne rushed down the stairs. Only half her hair was curled, and she wore no makeup. Nora balanced on her hip. She demanded to know if I checked my phone. Of course not, I told her, why would I check my phone? She squeezed behind me to reach the small television we kept in the kitchen, switching it to the local news.

			Inbound nuclear threat. Evacuate to the nearest public shelter.

			I tossed every valuable into luggage while Marianne kept the children out of the way, huddled by the television to await more news. The whole threat could be called off any moment, she told me, even as she dialed family with shaking hands. Her parents first, then mine. Siblings, then neighbors and friends. Her parents refused to leave for an underground bunker. We’ve lived through thirty hurricanes, they declared, and two national bomb threats. This would be another nothing, just one more second in the long hours of their lives. My parents were out in the countryside, stocked up for the season. They, too, refused to leave their home. I heard Marianne reassuring them everything would be fine, but we were leaving regardless. We would not gamble with our children’s safety.

			Two hours later we inched through bumper-to-bumper traffic, creeping ever closer to the edge of the city. Constant updates flooded through the radio, calm but urging immediate evacuation. I found my gaze directed to the sky. Cloudless, brilliant blue – perfect weather for the family outing we would never have. I never saw any sign of the impending nuclear doom. But every car around us was packed to bursting with luggage and furniture and pets. I started to wonder if there really was a threat at all.

			When we arrived, processed through a police line with our belongings, the bunker appeared nearly empty. Those in charge assigned us a small room – two beds, a dresser, and a shelf. Good enough for a few weeks in the emergency.

			The updates filtered in slowly through the radio. Natural gas explosions destroyed Asian and African countries. Fighting broke out in the east on suspicion of terrorism. Entire oil fields burned, engulfing cities in smog. Anarchy spread like wildfire in a dry forest, grinding Europe to a halt, infecting South America, sparking in North American urban capitals. Infrastructure began to collapse across the globe – no internet, no natural gas pipelines, no power stations. Out came the nuclear warheads, to restore order. Two cities on the west coast were hit, a thousand miles away. Every source predicted more to come, with unknown landing zones.

			Whispers filled the shelter, of blackened skies and seas on fire. Would we ever leave? What would we find outside these concrete walls?

			Now, nearly a week since we arrived, the bunker reached full capacity. The police sealed every door. No one enters; no one leaves. We have enough supplies for a lifetime, they’re telling us. The means to grow food. A way to purify the water. Enough stockpiled coal for centuries of power. One day, they promise, it will be safe to return to the world above.

			Marianne is running through the list of those who were meant to meet us here. Her brother and cousins. My sister and her in-laws. Our neighbors, who had a boy Morgan’s age. We’ve yet to find any of them.

			I want to say that the world ended all at once on a perfect Saturday, but we all knew the end was coming for a long time. It came with our fracking and our drilling and our strip mining. It came with our atom splitting and our in-fighting. Even now, as I etch this family record onto paper – another product ripped from our Earth – the seas swallow another inch of the coast and the deserts eat another inch of the forest.

			One day, they keep promising, one day. The police and the politicians down here with us – one day. But I can see it in their eyes, in how they cast their gaze upward, as if God could possibly bear to be watching us now, after what we’ve done. We all knew the end was coming. We just thought we had more time.

			We killed the Earth for convenience.

			I’m sorry.

			* * *

			My name is Morgan Hollow and I was raised in the bunker.

			My father said that the bunker could provide for us all indefinitely. We had the means for healthy food, clean water, and fresh air. Until the growing lights burnt out, one by one. Until the filters clogged, overloaded with radioactive soot from the world above.

			They forgot about the medicine, when they stocked the bunker. Millions of analgesics, but not enough anti-depressants, and every day someone new desperately needs them. Thousands of syringes, but too few filled with vaccines. Our food supply dwindles with our population. Most of the deceased now are from plague or suicide.

			We lost Nora to the former. We lost Mother to the latter, not long after. Their deaths are some of my first memories.

			Father also said that before the outside world collapsed for good, we were told the United States had enough energy for the next century. That every bunker would be able to ride out the storm. And that we had plenty of renewable energy options for when the doors finally opened again. This was the last lie they told us, and the most devastating.

			My bunker will collapse under its own weight if we cannot generate electricity in the next six months.

			As mayor, my father chose me to be part of the first group to leave the bunker. My boots were first to touch outside soil in three decades. I led a team of ten brave people, my friends and my family. Each of us wore multiple layers over every inch of skin, the clothing lined in tin foil, and full-face gas masks to protect against the toxic air. We all carried a firearm, but none of us were soldiers. Teachers, nurses, farmers, engineers.

			Now we are all scavengers.

			Our goal was to return to the nearby city and scout what remained. If people lived outside the shelter, if they began to set the world to right, we needed to know. Our radio was decades dead; what if there was place for us to join society above? We set a timer for one week outside the shelter to investigate. We had no advance knowledge, no expectations, and all the hope that something – anything – would be left for us to bring home.

			My first step on the surface all but crushed those hopes. Smog stained the sky in gray and brown, choking the barren ground in a perpetual twilight. A sun shined behind that suffocating blanket, but I could not see it. The elders of the shelter kept pictures and paintings of the world above, before the doors closed. Greenery and vibrant flowers, birds and squirrels and trees. If any of that exists on the planet now, I have yet to find it.

			We hiked the crumbling highways, littered with rusted cars and piles of detritus. Our duty compelled us to check every vehicle, even though we found each to be empty. Winds whistled across the wasteland, clearing the smog just enough for us to see the outline of the old city in the distance, a slumbering behemoth clothed in a poisonous burial shroud. Even with the incessant gusts, I sweat through my layers, clouding the interior of my face mask. I dared not remove it to clear the stinging drops in my eyes.

			It took us a day to reach the edge of the city. Wind could not pierce the shelter of the towers. Without the sharp breeze, the smog hangs low, obscuring everything beyond ten paces. I lead my people over concrete ground, treading lightly around shapes in the dust.

			When we stopped to evaluate our location, checking broken street signs against an outdated map, I sensed eyes on my back. I turned, looking through the window of a building that was once a pharmacy. In the moment between one heartbeat and the next, a face peered back. To call it human would have been a lie. Skin like ash, paper-thin over a sharp skeleton. Eyes, too large for a gaunt head, were red and bloodshot. Thin, cracked lips hardly disguise a jagged, ravenous maw. Before I could even gasp, the figure darted from sight into the dark recesses of the empty building.

			My team inquired if I was fine. I nodded numbly, still staring past the smudged glass. If I tilted my flashlight just right through the window, I could see the flash of the hungry gaze, refracting the beam in a color like firelight. Only twin disks glared out of the darkness, face invisible to the shadows.

			We carried on through streets that no longer felt abandoned. Hands shaking, I turn my light into the occasional window. Behind every pane I saw pairs of burning orbs, like pits into Hell, only growing in frequency as we traveled deeper into the city. I wondered if our newness kept them at bay or our numbers. Could any sentience remain beyond those unblinking eyes, to warn them our weapons meant danger? Many times, I considered turning back, leaving the city to the ghouls. The thought of watching my people starve drove me onward.

			Halfway through the week, while marking places of interest, we found an old news station. Carlos, our shelter historian, urged us to search the inside for any old computers. The parts could be gutted, he argued, and maybe something remained to tell us what happened to those left aboveground. I already knew what happened to those that refused to leave the surface, but I held my tongue and agreed to his request regardless.

			That was how we found the launchpad.

			From the top of the radio tower, looking out past the edge of the city, the clouds cleared just enough to see the shape of scaffolds in the distance. Perfect for experimental passenger rockets, the kind the private sector was beginning to use for Mars colonies before the end, my father told me. The maps declared the city never had an aerospace industry, but the evidence sat before our very eyes. Even squinting through binoculars, I could tell the empty launchpad served no purpose now. The scorched scaffolds appeared at least a decade out of use, if not longer.

			How much fuel had they burned to reach the stars – how much did they waste? How long did they wait, after the radios failed, to declare the people in the bunkers a lost cause?

			In my anger, I turned my back on the evidence of betrayal. My team stood around me on the roof, shoulders heavy with the burden we all shared. Those rockets could only carry so many. Even if we had known, if our shelter had been opened, how many of us would have truly been permitted a chance to venture off this world?

			I looked out over the horizon, infested buildings like broken teeth, crumbled into a darkening sky. More expeditions would be planned after this one, but I doubted anything of value remained in this obliterated husk, and I had no desire to make a return trip. I guided my team back to the shelter. We arrived home only hours ago; just in time to bathe ourselves of radioactive dust before a safe night’s sleep behind a sealed vault door. We discuss our findings and next steps in the morning. I cannot imagine what we will do next.

			I will tell no one of the urban phantoms, the last of humanity on the surface of the Earth.

			* * *

			My name is Bailey Hollow and I built the village of Penance.

			For much time my people wandered across North America in search of a home. The underground shelter struggled onward, a prolonged death, and my ancestors stayed until the last moment. We eked out years, then decades, pilfering from the nearby city to resuscitate the bunker. The dream finally died with my mother. Thousands of lives were her burden to bear on the surface of a new planet. And then mine, when she passed. We were nomads of a hostile world, once custodians of this Earth and now nothing.

			I fought for a place to call home. Seeking, waiting, but never finding a haven for more than a few years. Every new location had problems, seemingly insurmountable.

			At the first attempt, the gardeners among us warned the soil was too sandy. With the desert in every direction, our half-way oasis would be swallowed in decades. For the second attempt, the carpenters found every building material too brittle. With torrential acid rain dissolving the rooftops every other week, I could not risk the people under my care. Our third attempt was a wooded caldera, but the rising sun made the natural crater a brutal oven, even with the shade of the trees. The plants had adapted to the heat, but even the strongest among us felt light-headed within hours.

			It took many tries, but I finally found Penance. Cradled by a mountainside, surrounded by lush forest, a freshwater river less than a mile away. The abundance of natural stone made for good houses and the air was not too thin to support life. We arrived just in time to spread seeds and the forest provided plenty to scavenge in the meantime.

			Best of all, it is far from a city. Our doctor, an aging woman named Moira, gravely informed us that life in the bunker and exposure to the elements damaged us. The radiation of the surface – our own doing, added to the oppressive sun – shortened our lives. Contaminants in the air abraded our lungs. Heavy metals and synthetic toxins in the water and food shred our intestines. Here, leagues away from a city, beyond the reach of our ancestors, we can make our own future. We rely only on ourselves and the yet untouched Earth.

			I await first harvest, to see if we are blessed or cursed.

			* * *

			My name is Lorin Hollow and I transcribed every family journal entry, every mislaid and poorly preserved scrap, into this book.

			My eldest, Leanora, lies abed recovering from her fourth miscarriage in as many years. Every woman in Penance suffers such, even secluded away from the noxious ancestral metropolises. The nearest is hundreds of miles away, a smog-filled jungle of hard angles and sharp edges, where specters haunt the crumbling streets with burning eyes. Even so, the poison seeps into our mountainside homes. We all succumb to it in the end, with aching lungs and aching hearts, feeding back to the Earth that gives and takes from us in turn.

			My Earth-given gift, little Lacey, is the only child in our village. Leanora had just the one, but it seems no more. Today I took Lacey up the barren slope to an overlook we call Godsreach, so we do not watch her mother suffer. The journey grows more burdensome with every passing year; my old bones yearn for rest.

			The thick clouds parted for us on a crystalline canopy, revealing the great stellar masterpiece. I pointed out the ones I knew to my grandchild and named each insignificant speck in turn. Whispered to her which humanity hoped to make their new home, back when everyone decided to leave. Had they made it up there, beyond the grasp of a choked world? Not a soul on the ground could contact them now, if they ever left. Debris fell from the heavens every other day, sparkling across the bruised brown sky like embers in ash, and I wondered if those pieces were all that remained of the Skybound.

			I taught my people to track the dying arcs through the atmosphere, to figure out where they land. When I had their youth, the fallen objects set the clouds alight. Just the flammable wisps in lower atmosphere, but we used to gape in wonder and call them Dragonfires. Now, though, with the combustibles kindled away, any falling wyrms only leave temporary burns on the clouds.

			Once, before I married, a group of men left to investigate an impact site, put reality into the Dragonfire myth. When no one returned, we forbade all future scavenging of the plummeting debris. If you see scorched Earth, we whisper to the children, turn and run. It might be a dragon, we warn them, but it might be a demon, too. My mother told me the demons were from beyond this world, crashed from the stars to see if it was time for us to be forgiven for the ancestral crimes.

			I do not know if we deserve to be forgiven.

			I once thought her stories all nonsense. That was before she passed a bundle of paper to me when I came of age. Read these, Lorin, and save them all. Those torn and yellowed scraps were all that remained of the Hollow generations, centuries of calculations and drawings and musings. Tales of a world so foreign it could have circled a distant star. Legends of cities with millions, of underground caves housing thousands. I scarcely believe them, even with written proof. Never have I met someone outside my village, and we number only a hundred. All I had were the stories.

			The Hollow Journal recorded the population of every place we called home for every year we lived. My census date soon approaches and the number I write will be less than last autumn. On these pages I have circled those numbers, if only to show myself how sand flows so quickly through the hourglass of our creation.

			Humanity reaches its final seconds.

			If the countdown isn’t enough, I can feel it in the forest. The skies may begin to clear, but after every winter fewer fresh sprigs poke through ashen ground. Every harvest brings us less bounty. Though I expressly forbid the youth from venturing outside the boundary of the fields, I know they explore beyond the forest. I hear them whisper about sandy soil, about withered underbrush.

			Atop Godsreach with Lacey, I tried to find the line where sky met ground. Once, towering conifers brushed the sky, the fingers of the world caressing the heavens as far as the eye could see. That lover’s embrace retreated over the sunsets of my life. Now the horizon blends into a haze, the suffocating clouds blanketing the consuming desert. By the time my granddaughter reads this book, I fear the forest will be eaten entirely.

			All the stories I know, none of them tell of life in the desert. I squeeze gently the small hand in mine. Bright stars glitter above, silent and indifferent in a swirl of eternity. I wonder how many barren planets orbit those distant suns. How many lifeless rocks spin through space with a cargo of corpses? 

			The Earth is quiet.

			* * *

			My name is Yas DeBurro and I found this journal in a buried time capsule.

			I have not read every page yet. It has been a long time since I’ve read anything at all. My family has a few novels, a couple textbooks, all on the verge of crumbling – and yet here I am, holding an entirely new text in my hands, hundreds of pages of words.

			For years, we lived in the gulf lowlands. Both my mother and father were raised there, and their parents before them, going back since the beginning of the end. We avoided the cities at all costs, welcomed in the stray traveler every few years, and created a community from nothing. By luck or the grace of God, the place we called home sheltered us from the worst of the heat, of the drought, of the storms. The land was arable and suited to farm animals.

			Every few years, as summer turned to autumn, hurricanes swept through our little Elysium. At first, we only needed to protect crops from the rain. But each storm caused more damage than the last, dragging the shoreline inland. Last year the hurricane brought with it black tides, flooding fields with oil and garbage. When the abrasive winds finally died down enough to venture outside, the sun created rainbows on the rows of spoiled crops.

			Lina DeBurro founded life in that valley, and now we move our home elsewhere.

			The mountains, we thought. Even with the thinner atmosphere, the natural caverns of the land could protect us. No petroleum hurricanes, no sweltering drought, no spontaneous grass fires. A fresh start, taking with us everything we could carry.

			We found this village in the shadow of a short mountain, surrounded by fertile soil. All that remained are stones ground into dust, the outline of cabins. There were no bodies, very little to scavenge. In the center of the crumbled ruins was one large fir tree – withered, warped like it has been struck by lightning, but grappling with the Earth for life. It was eldest in the young forest surrounding the village. In the shade of the evergreen, buried among the roots, was a ceramic and metal capsule. And in that capsule, this journal. My parents moved on, to inspect the suitability of the ground and see if it can support all twenty-three of us, but I already know this will be our new home. I stayed to investigate this village further.

			I found a wooden sign, overgrown with moss, reading “Penance” in black letters. That sign was the first thing we burned to feed our dinner fire. As it went up in smoke, I carved a new one.

			Kieran Hollow, I welcome you to Amnesty.
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			Power Grid

			Steve Carr
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			Ma’s tomato plants are wilting in the sun-scorched earth. Tied by old shoe laces to wood stakes to hold them up, the plants look as if they’re being held in the garden against their will and being subjected to torture by the heat. The vines are limp; many of their leaves droop, with their tips and edges curled. They had been stripped that morning of the few tomatoes they had produced. Ma put the tomatoes in a birch basket on top of some scrawny carrots and undersized cucumbers.

			Before carrying the basket into the house, she wiped sweat from her forehead with the back of her gloved hand, looked up at the hazy white sky, and said, “God save us.”

			From the edge of the garden that is surrounded by mesh wire to keep out raccoon, rabbits and deer, the flat earth beyond our property is carpeted in dying brown grass that stretches out to the horizon. Electric power lines stretch from one metal transmission tower to the next that stand a good distance apart on a broad path that bisects the prairie. There’s something comforting in the almost inaudible humming coming from the wires.

			* * *

			The fan above the dining room table swirls slowly, making little difference in the stillness of the hot air. With each completed turn of the fan’s blades it makes a loud clicking noise, something Pa has said he would fix for as long as I can recall.

			He’s
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