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	Sin Leche

	The wind is off the sea, and the sea doesn’t smell good. Even in the stinking byways of Lima, a sea wind is something of note. The salt tang of old has an oily underlay that makes your tongue slick and your eyes sore.

	I raise a hand to shield my eyes as something passes overhead, too low to be anything legal. The diffuse illumination from sunlight refracting off the layers of pollution makes it near-impossible to see anything against the sky. At least at night the light pollution lets you get a silhouette.

	As nothing drops on me, I decide it’s nothing to worry about. Three corners and a mad dash across an autopista later, I’m back in cleaner streets. It’s not the level of rubbish, it’s something about the atmosphere. The air may still reek, but I don’t feel the need to move cautiously and maintain hypervigilance.

	Taking the next corner tight to the wall, I carom off a food cart set out in front of a new huarique. These here-today-gone-tomorrow eateries are lifesavers for folk of quasi-legal standing, like me. I grab an Inca Cola off the cart, fall for the call of a churro, grin at the mamacita on guard, and make my way inside.

	Half an hour later I’m back on the streets, a guinea-pig-and-rat hotpot warming my insides, another Inca Cola in hand. Street life here is so much better than in the northern hemisphere. They have too many do-gooders, cause-seekers and enforcers - amidst a sea of the desperate and the incompetent. It’s not their fault: it’s the dystopias their parents allowed to rise that doom them. As a general rule, I avoid contracts that require my presence in the northern half of the globe. Besides, I’m a low-maintenance hoodlum, and I like it here.

	“Matón!” The cry makes people look away, but I know it’s for me. There are few other reasons to shout “Thug!” that loudly around here.

	Sure enough, it’s Che Che, looking like he’s lost something…

	“Mi corazon, Matón, mi corazon.” He actually has tears in his eyes. More importantly, he has a wad of notes in his hand. I shake that hand with both of mine, palm the roll, and smile as I say: “Leave it to me, mi amigo.”

	Che Che is a good man with a weakness. That weakness is named Simuella. She is beautiful, troubled, and possessed of a fading habit that still occasionally drags her away from the man she loves with all of her heart - when she’s straight. Not that she fell. I’m pretty sure she was pulled down, and I’m damn sure I know the culprit.

	Riding an air taxi is a conspicuous luxury round here, and me getting into one attracts a lot of attention. I’ll live with it. Besides, it’s why Che Che gave me the money: he has a rival for Simuella’s affections. The fact she has to be out of her mind on Amoratado - heroin’s bright blue sister - before she finds Decros attractive is something that doesn’t bother the biggest dealer in Lima. Every now and then he feels the need to take her, get her high, and enjoy her affections. 

	The last time I rescued her, I warned him of the consequences if he ‘borrowed’ her again. Which is why, a short flight later, I step out of an air taxi as it swoops across the roof of a certain fortified penthouse in Miraflores. Not going to be polite this time.

	I crash through a skylight and into his plunge pool, surfacing with gun in one hand and knife in the other. There’s a brief, ugly interlude that leaves blood in the water and bodies in the jacuzzi, then I’m charging into the enormous lounge. I pause when I see Simuella laid out on the throw, naked and oblivious. From a chair with its high back to me, Decros rises and turns to face me, his shirt blindingly white, but dull in comparison to his teeth.

	“Matón! I must say, it’s a plea-”

	The bullet from my Glock SDN goes in through his nose. Surprisingly, he carries on gurgling - until I stab him a few times. No need to waste any more bullets: they’re expensive.

	It takes me only a few minutes to rifle the place for loose valuables, wrap Simuella in the throw, and exit the penthouse. I meet the air taxi on the penthouse landing pad. Within the hour, Simuella is back with Che Che. This time, it’s likely to be permanent.

	I feel the need for another Inca Cola, and some lively flirting with the mamacita who guards the cart. Especially now I can afford to buy her a decent night out.

	***

	 

	How Many Times?

	The wind raises mournful cries as it blows through the broken panes of a dozen city blocks. On the streets below, dust swirls and scatters amidst neatly parked vehicles sitting on collapsed tyres. In the few without windows smashed by falling debris or looters, their interiors are still pristine.

	Off to the left, Kristen Truro catches a quick, furtive movement. She snaps the restraint off her gun and looks back to check on Mica. With a start, she swings a leg off the edging and wanders over to snap her fingers in front of his face.

	“Mister Feock, there’s movement below, and nearer than my last sighting. I do hope you finished the scanning before settling down to daydream?”

	He spreads his hands, indicating the spectacular city view spread before them, silent but for bird calls and the occasional, distant sound of things falling down.

	“How many times have we been here, I wonder?”

	She looks about, clearly puzzled. Checking her chrono, she replies.

	“Once. Arrived 139 minutes ago. Have you done the scanning?”

	“I didn’t mean it like that. Yes, I’ve done the scanning. There’s nothing drawing or holding power within two kilometres.”

	Something clatters in the streets below. Kristen dashes over to look, then rushes back.

	“There’s a group of them. They’ve got ropes, poles and what looks like a folding ladder. Tell me you actioned the pickup beacon after you completed the scanning.”

	“Yes, and I only uploaded the data for the outer kilometre. If they want the rest, then they have to retrieve us.”

	They lose scouts and patrols with bleak regularity. It’s only the longer-serving ones like Kristen and Mica that have noticed how the incidences of MIA and KIA tend to increase during times of low rations for the encampment. They would have missed it too, if not for the fact the frequency of sorties never changes, no matter what the state of supplies.

	“That’s sneaky. I like it a lot. How long?”

	He glances down at his chrono.

	“Four minutes. Did you booby trap the stairs and lift shaft?”

	“Two sets of AP mines on motion triggers, plus gas grenades on tripwires for the stairs. When we hear a big bang, they’re halfway here.”

	Without pause, they both set their stopwatches going.

	She grins at him: “Anything explodes before two minutes is up, we’ll be fighting for our right to leave.”

	Mica shakes his head.

	“I put an acid bomb on the penultimate landing. Just in case. Some of those survivalists are still fast.”

	He omits the gruesome fact that having enough energy to engage in significant pursuit out here usually means having a diet that includes those who aren’t fast enough to get away.

	Kristen sits down next to him.

	“We’ve got time. Tell me what you meant.”

	He does a double take, then gestures one handed at the view.

	“This. How many times has humanity come this far, only to screw it all up, fail miserably in subsequent attempts to recover, and collapse back to nothing?”

	“I don’t understand.”

	“Civilisation. The accepted line was we hadn’t been around for long. Evidence that fell outside that was ignored or written off, but enough of it endured hostile investigation to make genuine cases for previous high-tech societies. Think of how little they had at the most recent end, with eco-regulations demanding everything rot or crumble and leave as little as possible behind. All the architecture we search is at least fifty years old, because anything younger is either sludge or too fragile to dare investigate. We’re searching for leftover data stores or anything that holds a charge. How long are those scraps going to sustain us? Most of the kids now don’t care about knowledge beyond farming necessities, worship chants, dance songs, and seasonal fairs.”

	Kristen gazes off into the distance: “Grandma says people seem to be happier now.”

	“Your grandma hasn’t seen my grandad raving about ‘illiterate savages without thought of heritage or future civilisation’.”

	“You grandad gets annoyed when his ancient coffee maker takes too long to grind.”

	“Now there’s something I’d happily let crumble to dust.”

	She smiles: “Maybe that’s the answer. Those who survived previous events like this didn’t want the fancy stuff from before, so they repurposed it, broke it down, or let it rot.”

	“They chose to let it all fade? I…”

	An explosion from below shakes the tiles they sit on.

	“Lift shaft. Where did you put the second set?”

	“Two floors higher, plus one on a drop line two floors above that, just in case they start sending one person ahead to search for traps.”

	“Helicopter’s coming.”

	He opens his pouch, pulls out two protein bars and a rolled bandage, then puts them down on the roof.

	“Generous of you.”

	“They charged this far, lost friends, maybe shed blood themselves. It’s a consolation prize.”

	“It’ll probably only annoy them.”

	“I’m not leaving it for those types. You can kickstart different thinking with real generosity. It’s a shot in the dark. Who knows?”

	“It’s got a crazy sort of appeal, I’ll grant you. But I’m not sharing my food with you on the way back.”

	Mica chuckles, then turns and picks up one of the protein bars.

	She laughs: “Pragmatism. A primary survival trait.”

	He shrugs.

	“I’d call it caution. Might crash and have to walk the rest of the way.”

	She stares at him.

	“You’re not right behind your eyes, sometimes.”

	Mica chuckles.

	“You don’t mean incorrect, and I’ve got no counter-argument.”

	The helicopter comes in fast, hovering close instead of landing. They watch as protein bar and bandage are blown off the roof.

	She shouts at him as they run towards the chopper.

	“What about that?”

	“Somehow appropriate.”

	Kristen jumps aboard, then extends a hand, shaking her head in mock disapproval, all the while grinning at him.

	“Come on, oddball.”

	***

	 

	Girls’ Night Out

	It looks so normal: open woodland by the light of the moon. You couldn’t tell it’s laid with concealed barricades, barbed wire in the undergrowth, and pits of varying sizes all over the place. The spaces between the trees are webbed with razor wire or piano wire. They definitely don’t want visitors.

	Shame.

	“G.”

	The command comes over my net, abbreviated to keep transmission times minimal. I use an IR link to let the girls know we’re on, then brace myself. No matter how many times you practice, long-legs take a toll on your knees and ankles.

	We go through the unfriendly woods at 30kph, being sensible about it, letting our sensors figure out what’s where and what not to tread on: the landmines remain undisturbed.

	Breaking from the treeline first, I take a snap bearing and use my jump jets to put me on the top of the nearest tower. An unlucky sentry provides a soft landing.

	Straightening up, I watch the girls accelerate from the woods and run straight up the walls, tails straight back, not even bobbing with effort.

	There’s a scream. - There’s always a scream. - I zoom in to see a terrified guard stabbing at Betty. She feints left, feints right, then rocks back on her tail and kicks him in the groin so hard it lobs him over the wall. She shoots me a toothy grin, then is gone towards the door at the end of the battlements.

	Carla and Doris leap from the walls, legs coiled so they can kick out at the roof of the barracks just before they go through it. Over half the roof goes in, then body parts start coming out. I’ll be shocked if any of the opposition make it to the door.

	Where on earth is Edith?

	A cone of flame curves across the courtyard. The flames reflect in gleaming blue-black panels, pick highlights from the multi-faceted optics, and flash in the curved mirrors that are the talons of Sony-Yaskawa AIDino No. 4, known to her friends as Edith Killraptor. She jumps the fiery spray, lands, and whips her tail round to let the shockwhip that occupies the last metre of it hit the flamethrower trooper across the throat. His eyes actually light up! Cybergear short circuit: he’s fried.

	There’s a crash, followed by a scream. Unusual. The screaming usually ends with a ‘crash’. A body plummets in a shower of glass and lands head first. The screaming stops. Ah-ha. Across in the keep, through that smashed window, I see Betty confronting what must be a cybered-up officer. Their moves are fluid, and the woman blocks strikes without losing bits of herself.

	Betty tries a pincer move to the neck and the woman grabs both her upper arms, flexing them down to prevent slashing attacks from hind legs. She grins. Betty opens her mouth like she’s laughing too, then shoots the woman in the face using the 10mm pistol mounted in the roof of her mouth. Ouch. Officer down, medic not required.

	In one corner of the courtyard, a figure in the remains of a familiar uniform hangs by one arm from a torture frame of some kind. His other hand waves placatingly as Edith slowly advances. Brave soldier.

	Edith pops me a query: “KL?”

	That’s one of ours, so: “N.”

	“Trooper! Can you lead us to the rest of the captives?”

	He looks up at me, then gestures haltingly toward a door to my left, signing for two right turns, then guards.

	“EK, release the friendly.”

	She examines the frame for a moment, then kicks it to bits. The soldier gingerly unties his arm. That’s at least a couple of dislocations he’s nursing.

	Carla and Doris bounce out of the barracks covered in blood.

	“Trooper, you up for guiding us?”

	He nods.

	“Okay. You can talk to the girls and they’ll understand. CK, DK, EK: go with.”

	He waves and leads the way.

	There’s still screaming coming from the keep. I know what that is.

	“BK, stop playing with your prey. We’re leaving.”

	I get an icon in reply: a raptor with its tongue out. The screaming gets frantic, then stops. She reappears on the battlements within thirty seconds.

	Three minutes, five bursts of gunfire and one scream later, my three girls lope out and disappear over the walls. Betty follows them after checking on me. I wave her on.

	Ten people follow the trooper out, looking about in wide-eyed amazement. I bounce down to the courtyard in two moves and check our foundlings over. Nothing too severe. I call in the airlift. My proximity alert tells me it’s inbound almost immediately. Must have been loitering. Nice to know they were so confident in my girls.

	I point to the soldier.

	“These people are yours to marshal, trooper. We were never here.”

	He grins and nods.

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	I take the stairs to the battlements four at a time, then hop over the wall and use my jump jets to land neatly.

	“Killraptors! On me!”

	The girls stride over and gather. 

	“Time to go. Stealth up and let’s get a shift on.”

	All five of us become shrouded in holographic patterns of night and invisible countermeasures. We disappear down the road from the castle at a comfortable 45kph. The extraction flight passes overhead, transport oblivious to our presence, the gunship noticing but giving no sign except a burst: “JWD.”

	‘Job well done’. Too right. We’re becoming legends and rumours are the other side is scrambling to come up with something similar. Going to be an interesting battlefield when they arrive. Until then, we’ll keep on scaring and saving by killing and disappearing.

	***

	 

	In My Shadow, Infinity

	He’s sleeping quietly, at last. Every night, he’s restless for hours until slumber claims his brilliant mind for a while. Makra and Dvorsht have been asleep for hours. Even so, he’ll be awake before his precocious offspring. He always jokes that they got their long sleeping habits from Tella - their mother, four years dead. Then he goes quiet for a while. I wish I could fill that gap in his heart.

	I love them so much. It took me too long to admit that my vigil had become something more. I am to monitor him closely. Even so, draping myself along his body, one leg across his groin, one arm across his chest, head on his shoulder, is several stages too close. We sleep naked, and he’s accepted that the strange green mottling on my stomach is a tattoo: a remnant of an infatuation gone wrong.

	‘Infatuation’. That’s what the agency said. Right before the threats started. I’m not sure how long my division head can overrule them, but papa surprised me. I proved myself to serve under him, and he never showed me favour. Until today, when he roared at them in open forum to let me come back one last time, to make my farewells. “Any other route risks interference”, he said. The auditorium fell silent.

	‘Interference’ is a dirty word in temporal policing. We’re meant to be invisible. After all, only lunatics attempt to meddle with time. Knowing that you’re committing suicide to make a difference attracts fanatics. Stopping them takes a very disciplined form of crazy, because if you interfere too much, causality will annihilate you as well. Those flashes in the night sky that you think are shooting stars? Sometimes they’re the swift, blazing death of a time traveller who upset things a little too much.

	The problem is that while the cause may be erased, the effect remains. We watch carefully, our cue being the tell-tale preparations that have to be made, or the energy expenditure of a temporal flit. The latter is a cause for alarm: it means we missed the set-up and have to intercept the traveller before they can impact history. We accept that our actions may result in our deaths. We also accept that we are unaware of how many times we fail – there is no record. A traveller who makes no attempt to move futureward of the point of his or her meddling seems to be ignored by causality. Which, in a way, makes sense. You only become impossible when you attempt to return - to a future that doesn’t exist because of your actions. 

	So, we get them before they go, after they go but before they act, and causality kills them if they try and return after they interfere. Otherwise, the new future instigated by a traveller becomes the past we have.

	 

	There’s someone in the room! A shadow too many, a sound too short. I’m just preparing to leap when something lands softly on my cheek. There’s the faint, unique noise of air rushing to fill the hole where a traveller was.

	I disentangle myself and head for the bathroom, cupping my cheek and what landed there. Turning the nightlight on, I see it’s a flimsy: a one-off message paper that dissolves to dust when crumpled. Useful when you can’t leave a trace. I hold it nearer the light.

	 

	The records say you were killed tonight as you interfered with Sergei Arnolv by fraternisation. Be ready, because you’ll only have a minute or so between first operative and second to ignite the place and get out.

	****

	** To read further, please purchase a copy of this book. Thank you. **
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