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He was by nature a man to smile and to laugh. But just now he was thinking about how to kill himself.

The remains of his F-97 lay crumpled -—synthetic alloy -—among the foliage in the jungle. 

Ryker was on his last ration of chocolate, staring blankly at a wide green valley below him. That he had missed landing upon it was inexcusable, considering his training; but that he had survived putting his aircraft down on the outer fringes of a jungle was miraculous.  

By his reckoning, it had been two hours since crashing; and it was now late morning. The sky was clear and blue, cloudless. The sun serene. No breeze.

Nevertheless, the black cloud was on the northern horizon. Like the rising of a bad dream, the cloud undulated as if waking. 

... coming closer ... 

He wrapped what was left of the chocolate into its wrapper and placed it out of sight. He got up again to inspect the aircraft for the Nth time. But it did no good. The machine was lifeless. 

... escape’s impossible ... 

He stared at it as if the thing might change its mind and take him far away from what was coming. 

From his shirt pocket, he took a cigarette, his last, and lit it. He savored the taste from the tobacco for some minutes, not letting it burn needlessly, and then snuffed it. He was saving the remainder for what he did not want to think about just then. 

Of course, after he had crash-landed -—the jet’s eject system did not work at the last second -—he had struggled to get out from the cockpit lest the jet explode. He had cut his shoulder and it still hurt like hell. Then he sent up a distress flare, but that was done more from momentary panic than any desire to see the local natives. 

... it doesn’t matter now anyway ... 

Maybe they were cannibals for all he knew or cared. But if anyone had seen the flare, he was either ignoring it or the walk to its source would be too taxing. On the other hand, if no one had seen the flare then really there was no loss to either party. 

South America. Maybe near the Amazon Jungle. This is what he thought as he sloped down from 10,000 feet at over 1,000 miles per hour. There had not been much time to triangulate or estimate his position. His damaged aircraft had to be brought down. Consequently, the jungle it had to be. 

Very logical.

Ryker’s first considerations were water, food, and shelter. Apparently, with the jungle so close these would be no problem. Only they would take time. 

-—time, time, ever fleeting at my back—- 

To forage, to build. And for defense. 

... why bother? ... 

These would levy his ingenuity. But really. 

... why bother? ... 

“Does it matter now anyway how I die?” 

He imagined that he would be killed by the hands from the angry local inhabitants. Or, he would succumb by a slower death from thirst, hunger, and blindness.

“Or maybe,” he grinned. “Maybe I’ll suffocate!” 

>>>  >>>

Just then his attention was snatched up toward the sky at errant missiles streaking past. Plumes of smoke streamed out in slowly moving clouds of isosceles triangles. 

“Where are they going?” 

He didn’t know whose missiles they were, how they got to where they were, or where they would wind up. The missiles, the sunlight gleaming brightly from their alloy hulls, glided silently toward the southern horizon.  

“Good luck!” He waved and saluted away the Harbingers of Dead.

>>>  >>> 

Leaning against the hull of his own Harbinger, Ryker wondered if he should take notes, write a diary, a journal, a letter, or something. 

After all, it was not every day you can encounter the End of the World, the End of Yourself. 

“What should I call this narration?” Ryker mused. “Of course! I’ll title it Nuclear Winter.” He smiled. “How the earth suffocated.” 

He checked his wristwatch.

“How long will it take them to hit ground?” 

He didn’t have a calculator. So, he tried to figure it in his head. Ryker was not a computer. He could not estimate the speed or trajectory of the missiles. 

“Oh, well.” 

When they hit the ground, he’d know it. 

The Journal of Lieutenant Charles Ryker. 

Unearthed after 100,000 years. 

The only extant history of what really happened. 

The last Great War on Planet Earth. 

Ryker laughed. But the laughter dissolved into a scholastic silence.

... how long will it take for the Earth to get healthy again? ... 

Ryker did not know. He did not know if there would be anyone or anything left alive in the coming long and lonely millennia or anything after. Nevertheless, he wanted to leave a memory, a memento, a legacy no matter how brief, behind.  

Something. 

He had no children.

“I’m glad now that I don’t.” 

>>>  >>> 

He thought of his girlfriend; how they were to be married that coming spring. But here in the Southern Hemisphere, the seasons were backwards, inverted. He couldn’t say next spring here, he had to say next fall. 

Crazy ass world. 

He wondered what she had been doing when the End had come for her. Playing with her pups? Talking to her friends? Trying to communicate with him through her phone or computer? 

Did she feel pain? Did she know what was happening? Was she conscious during the last micro-second of her life as her flesh was stripped from her bones?  

He wiped the thoughts away.

... what to leave behind? ... 

He imagined some distant mutant in some dark unintelligible year clawing his skull from radioactive clay: “Ah, poor Ryker. I knew him well.” 

Maybe his dog tags would survive. Or his belt buckle.

>>>  >>>

It was only that Sunday morning Ryker awoke to begin his day as typical as any other on the base. The routine of breakfast and inspection passed as a blur in his recollection. Necessitated discipline forced him to do what had to be done with such precision and knowing that he did what was ordered without thinking at all. He could perform his military functions with eyes closed (which on many occasions he was expected to do) or in his sleep. He was a well-trained soldier of the skies. 

Certain memories, lugubrious and languid, flowed across his mental field or vision: Commander Eddie going about his business with the other men; the cafeteria personnel, goof-balls if ever there were any; the cooks Haines and Meech; the liners O’Henry, Crofts, and Ojo, complaining with the other guys, slipping in jokes about anything and everything as they ate. 

After breakfast, Ryker walked across the airfield. It had been a brilliant, clear day with a laziness to it. There were no trees to be seen just control towers and hangars. He was alone on this walk. Being a Sunday morning, usual business was slow. And besides in winter, most were inside. He walked with a steady gait, his military boots firmly hugging the ground. The sky, as clear and blue as he ever saw it, dazzled his eyes. The smooth, flat tarmac on the airfield stretched out endlessly in every direction. No mountains on the horizon. The odor from jet fuel wafted through the air. 

The walk was a hefty ten minutes, and he absorbed them all, not once stopping on the field to stretch out the time because -—even on a leisurely Sunday morning -—there was no time to kill. There was only time to kill the enemy. And even on a leisurely Sunday, Lieutenant Charles Ryker was on the alert and ready to climb into his jet to defend and slay the enemy. 

Ryker sighed contentedly, going to the pool hall at eight in the morning. 

“Fuckin’ A, Mac. Hell, yeah.” 

The familiar building, smudged on all sides as if by a large hand, waited patiently for the inevitable stream of companion-seekers, one-day gold-diggers, and troublemakers. Ryker always looked forward to the troublemakers and the laughs.

>>>  >>>

But instead of going straight to a pool table, he went straight to the phone. He dialed his fiancée’s number and waited. 

“Hello.” Her voice mellow. 

“Hello.” He smiled. 

He and his fiancée were separated by time and distance, but they felt close, because they were close, after all.  

How other men had gotten home through the ages varied. Land. Sea. Air. Radio. TV. Laser beams. Going home was joyful in any variant. On this winter morning, Ryker’s way was by satellite signals. This visit with his loved one relaxed and thrilled him. 

Other guys started to wander into the pool hall and starting up a game. Others stood in front of the TV where a grim-faced newscaster was reporting something about threats and counter threats between countries. 

Ryker’s world, however, was through this particular satellite signal. He easily ignored the others as he and his sweetheart whispered and laughed. That call: the warmth, the comfort, the infinite. He pictured her face, her eyes and pretty smile, her hair. Their voices were soft and tender. Time slipped by. 

“I have a free weekend coming up,” he said. 

“I’m so glad! I’ll make us a special dinner! Charlie, I’m so happy!” 

He smiled and thought of themselves in front of the fireplace. They were saying a lengthy goodbye. 

“Hey, Chuck.” Edison called out to Ryker from a pool table. “Get them stars out of your eyes and shoot a game with us.” 

Ryker laughed and waved him away as he hung up the phone. But as he did so, he caught glimpses of the newsman on TV. Ryker thought he looked exhausted. Nevertheless, he was speaking with urgency. More men gathered around the TV. Ryker thought it strange there were more men watching TV than there were playing pool. In fact, all the men by now looked serious and apprehensive. 

He thought nothing more of that as he dialed another number. He spoke to his mother and father, catching up on news about the family, neighbors, and friends, birthdays, anniversaries, and sports. Their voices were as new as they were familiar and comforting to him. Yet, there was something else tinting the sound of their voices: an unsettling uncertainty, obtrusive apprehension.

>>>  >>>

The moment he hung up the sirens screamed. 

The men ran from the pool hall. There was no time for Ryker to think. He ran to his F-27, which was
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