The end didn’t come as anyone predicted. There was no Great War, no supervirus to kill off the species, no ice age, no catastrophic global warming. Machines behave as they are programmed. There is no more war because there are no more countries.

To be accurate, the end isn’t here yet, quite. Our stagnation as a race hasn’t thoroughly reached critical mass. It certainly isn’t getting any better, though.

Ben sighed, paused a moment from his writing to light a cigarette, his fifth of the day. He looked out the window of his two-room flat.

Even on a clear day, the sun was a dying lightbulb covered by a sock. Its presence was ceremonial now anyway. The plants that relied on its survival were long gone, given way to concrete and steel and plastic trees that didn’t need sun or soil to feed on, so long as they were connected to one another. Ben went back to his keyboard, crunched away.
From what I can gather, the trouble began in the late 20th century. Millions of computers everywhere connected to one another, allowing the instant exchange of ideas.

This is the worst thing that ever happened to humanity.

Granted, it did provide some benefits. Things like commercial space travel and cybernetic implants certainly couldn’t have come to be if this kind of information-sharing had never been conceived. But in the end, it did more harm than good.

It started being really noticeable about twenty years after the advent of the Internet. Someone well-traveled would have started seeing fewer and fewer differences between the places he visited. A new generation growing up in this time, though, would see nothing strange in it.

 Native cultures vanished. Downtown Tokyo and downtown New York and downtown Berlin were distinguishable only by the languages on the billboards covering every building, and sometimes not even that.

A subway rocketed past in the tunnels under the city. The tunnel absorbed most of the sonic boom, but enough got through to rattle the coffee cups. A gunshot sounded off in the not-so-distance, followed by a woman screaming.
I’d like nothing more than to get away from civilization. We simply don’t understand one another. Of course, this is impossible.

For a hundred years every square mile of habitable solid ground on the planet had been urbanized. This was good news for the still-exploding human population.

No bombed-out cityscape, no acid hell. It’s really pretty bland. When you have room to move around and see your surroundings, minus human cattle, it’s amazing how...uneventful it all is. A mugger in New York really isn’t much different from a mugger in New Baghdad, and believe you me, there are plenty of them.
***

It was night now, about 11:30.

Ben was so absorbed in his work that buzzer by the door sounded three times before he noticed it.

He got up and made his way across the room. Once there, he pressed a round green button marked TALK.

“Yeah,” he muttered, not bothering to take the cigarette out of his mouth. The cracked six-inch screen lit up, showing a black and white fisheyed view of someone he was not expecting to see. 

“Ben, open up.”

“Jesus Christ, Will! Where the hell have you been?”

“Let me the hell in and I’ll tell you all about it.”

Next to the TALK button was an OPEN button. 

Ben opened the door, greeted by a 5’7” running tackle. Haven’t changed a bit, he thought, on his way to the linoleum.

Will was twenty-three. Clad as she was in a two-sizes-too-small white t-shirt and baggy desert-camo pants, Will looked exactly as Ben remembered her.

“Miss me?” Her face was an inch from Ben’s. Stayed that way for what seemed like longer than it was.

“Picking up right where we left off, huh?”

She laughed twice, got up. “That’s the plan.” Green eyes surveyed the cluttered apartment, fell on the battered console on the overflowing desk. “Doing well for yourself.”

Ben’s turn to laugh as he picked himself up. “You could say that. Want some coffee?”

“Sure.”

They parted ways for a moment, Ben to the sink-equipped counter that served as his kitchen, and Will to the computer. She read what he’d been writing.

“You’re still at this shit, huh?”

“Yeah,” he said, turning his head. “Keeps me busy.” He cut across the room to a battered couch, sat down. He put the two ceramic mugs on the table. Will sat next to him.

The spent an hour or two telling stories, experiences from the three years since they’d last seen each other.

Will had spent most of the time in orbit, pulling cons in one of the big multinational space stations. After six months of hard work in making herself look like the disowned daughter of a lunar uranium tycoon named Everett Dowd, she managed to cheat another high-up corporate type out of “a metric fuckload of money,” she wouldn’t tell Ben how much. When he asked her she just smiled.

Ben’d spent the first two years as a small-time fence and information broker. He specialized in vat-grown cybernetic body parts. “Not anything spectacular, just, y’know, spare parts.”

Stories told, silence ruled for awhile. Will broke it.

“So, um. Do you still have it?”

Ben looked up, grinned. “And what, my dear, do you suppose I might’ve done with it?” He got up again, walked to the sink.

“What’re you doing?”

He turned around, feet together. “Pacing.”

Counting three long strides, Ben found himself standing in the middle of the room. In a three-foot square under him, the floor dropped two inches. Will laughed. “Hafta pace. Won’t open if you don’t.”

“You clever little bastard.” She laughed again.

Ben stepped off the square. It sensed the drop in pressure and slid into the floor, revealing a hole filled with black boxes, stacks of cash, guns and drugs. “I like to stay prepared.”

It took about ten minutes to dig to the bottom of the pile. Once there, Ben hoisted a matte black sphere from the hole with his left hand.

“Christ,” said Will.

“You’re a lot closer than you might think.” He handed it to her.

“Damn. Heavier than it looks.”

She looked closer at it. The sphere wasn’t black so much as it seemed to suck color from objects around it, making everything in the vicinity an unsettling grey.

Ben’s blood was still red, though.

Faster than he thought possible, Will dropped the sphere onto the couch and jumped up at Ben. She balled up her fist as though to give him an underhand punch in the gut, but mid-swing, her hand disappeared, changed into a shimmering, depthless rectangle.

Cutting skin and esophagus and veins effortlessly, Will’s hand was restored before she finished the graceful motion.

