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	Snapforward

	Her tattoos change shape as she moves. I never realised that about body art. Absolutely fascinating, even outside the fact that Karpallia is a beautiful woman by any standards.

	“I can feel you staring again.”

	“Sorry. Still suffering fever-dream moments.”

	She rolls to face me and props her head up on her right hand, elbow embedded in the pillow. Her stomach ridges as she brings her left leg up to balance herself - and to keep me from getting distracted again.

	“How much trouble are you in?”

	“Good question. First, they’ll have to come up with a whole new section of laws to cover what I did. I’m guessing that, apart from preventing me from accessing the chrono-retrieval suite for a while, they’ll let it go.”

	“You used enough power to run a city for a year, and broke every company rule they have - and several they didn’t even realise they needed.”

	“I did. But it worked. They’ll be watching us closely, but, quite honestly, they’re more focussed on exploiting what happened.”

	“Of course. They never guessed that someone pulled from three centuries ago could actually remain.”

	“Only if whoever is retrieved had no role to play in the past. I know they tried grabbing a couple of senior commanders from the generation after yours, and got to watch them fade away screaming. It seems that causality - or whatever administers the laws that rule this mad-ass branch of science - is taking no shit from us monkeys with the fancy clubs.”

	She smiles and reaches a hand out to touch my cheek: “I’m glad it worked. I really thought the bastards were going to turn me into fertiliser.”

	That was the crux of the unlikely event that’s ended up with me sharing bed with a woman from the past who is unknown to modern history.

	I had been obsessed with Karpallia Danice from the moment she fast-talked me into giving away some secrets of why she found herself suddenly transported from her shower into the subject room of the chrono-retrieval suite.

	The device allowed us to grab figures from history, if we had their DNA and used a lot of power. The mechanics were a mystery, as the genius who designed it had died without even telling his wife where the instructions were. That night we were fishing for some hardliner called Danus Karpal from the Californian Independence Wars of 2038. We had his DNA, and some serious reservations about his co-operation, but we needed to find the home base of a shadowy corporation that had been founded during those wars and now contested with my company for the wealth of certain commercial markets in the Americas.

	Just because we can grab people from back in time, it doesn’t mean they’re going to help us. Or even cope, for that matter. We’ve sent back more tranquilised and sleeping than conscious and confused. Conveniently, the memory their visit fades rapidly in either case.

	What got to me was that the Karpallia we retrieved was not surprised we had no idea who she was, or that her DNA was labelled as belonging to a warlord who committed atrocities by the score. She seemed to be expecting it, like it proved something. Her voice brings me back to the moment.

	“I’ve never been so glad to have been stoned out of my mind when you first grabbed me.”

	Which was true. Her drug-induced calm allowed her to react sensibly and gain far more from the event than we guessed. She told me as soon as she returned, she wrote down everything that had happened, even the voices. I got listed as ‘growly voiced man’.

	She carried on with her life, keeping the note with her all the time. When her side’s backers in the Independence Wars tried to cash in their markers, she fought them to get a fair deal for the people she had led. Her backers, being only slightly less unpleasant than the people she had been fighting, were prepared to do very bad things to get their way. They threatened to destroy her reputation and erase her from history. She told them to do their worst.

	Three centuries or so into the future, I was digging into the Independence Wars of the late twenty-first century. So many countries went into upheaval as the global economy collapsed. The rich gathered into enclaves to protect their privilege. They backed or formed companies, which swiftly turned into organisations wielding greater power than the penniless governments of the time. Switzerland became the arbiter of disputes, because it had the most real wealth within its borders, especially after the most productive African mines were rendered toxic, in a variety of ways that are still killing get-rich-or-die-trying idiots today. China joined in, leveraging its rare metals monopoly and utter disregard for the safety of its people.

	Things very nearly ended in a series of little apocalypses when warlords arose pretty much everywhere and tried to violently carve out domains in a restructuring world.

	Much as I tried, I couldn’t get a line on the time-lost Karpallia. I started to dig into the ‘unverified’ reports: an advantage of the twenty-first century being so liberal with its internet access, and so paranoid about monitoring everything people did.

	Several weeks after starting my hobby-turned-obsession, our corporation took down Trion Ventures using the information gained from Karpallia. This allowed a friend of mine, specialised in data integration, into their systems. I got an encrypted packet from him late one evening, routed via some obscure servers in Alaska, with a pointedly short message attached: ‘I did not send you this’.

	In it was an eye-witness report from one Roy Gruber, a member of the earliest incarnation of Trion’s ‘security expediters’. They were ex-military muscle from the dark side of the warzone, and they did the same for Trion Ventures. Anyone who opposed the corporation got a visit, and major irritations got a trip through a recycling unit. How much you had annoyed Trion decided whether you went in head-first or feet-first. The thought of having your body torn into its reusable components, from the feet up - while you’re still conscious - still gives me cold chills.

	Mister Gruber had been involved in a deep-of-night mission called ‘Kite’. It involved acquiring an unnamed woman from a highly defended property and taking her to a recycling site outside Free California: an unusual precaution. The instructions also detailed that she was to end very badly. They were even paying a bonus to ensure she suffered. Roy and his comrades, an eight-man team, killed a lot of people to get their target and killed even more escaping, demolishing the property in what was officially described as an ‘unexpected ordnance incident’. 

	The cumulative indicators, and my instinct, said that Karpallia was the target and, by the time they reached the recycler, she was apparently beyond all help or capability of resistance. What happened as they put her feet-first into the input chamber was the bit that got me. In Roy’s own words: “It got bright when Alf pushed the button. A fierce blue-white light, like sun guns pointed right at us. Then there was this big ‘thump’ as the recycler started processing, then it shut down. When we could see, the input chamber looked like one of them vacuum-packs, but with nothing in it. We looked about but there was no trace, and she would have left a blood trail, so we figured she had been packing some internal gear that imploded and took her with it.”

	Bright light and partial vacuum are trademarks of chrono-retrieval. That’s what gave me the idea. Karpallia was done for, but instead of imploding, what if someone had grabbed her? Could I grab her at the point of imminent death?

	I’ll admit I became unbalanced for the following few days. I dug into the late Professor Maris Demarl’s work - and, quite frankly, have no idea what exactly I found. But I programmed the whole thing. I think that program is what’s keeping the corporation from coming down hard on Karpallia and myself. They can use it, but don’t know why it works, and I am never going to tell them that it took Karpallia being placed in mortal danger for me to go mad enough to create it.

	The end result of my temporary insanity was that at precisely two-thirteen in the morning of the 18th May 2342, I was sitting in the chrono-retrieval suite with the doors locked. Next to me, my mate Gavin was sorting medical gear, sipping coffee and looking bemused. He dropped the coffee when I ran the retrieval with my precision-grab program up. Theoretically, I could have run it anytime, but I chose to be as near to exactly three centuries from the incident as possible. The flash was huge and the entire facility went into blackout due to the power drain caused by my program. Some of research teams say the massive draw was needed to sever Karpallia from 2042 and place her permanently here.

	What had appeared in the subject room was not the shower-fresh and drug-composed woman I remembered. In my torchlight lay a bloody, broken, mewling thing. By the time I had finished vomiting, Gavin had done what a top-line paramedic does: save a life, no questions asked. I will happily owe him drinks for the rest of my life for that.

	Getting her out through the air ducts was a nightmare, but we made it with a minute to spare. The lights came on and the alarms went off just as we drove off in Gavin’s ambulance, something he’d thought to ‘borrow’ for the night without my prompting. It’s the only reason Karpallia made it. Despite Gavin’s care in the subject room, she would have died before we could get to proper facilities, had not Gavin parked them just outside the rear fence.

	Following my misuse of a research facility, and numerous other charges of grievous misconduct, I got suspended pending investigation. I also got given medical leave due to my mental state, and took some holiday with their blessing as well. The end result was eleven months off. Then I went back into work for one day and was placed on indefinite furlough - with full benefits.

	Over those eleven months, Gavin called in every favour he had, and probably ran up a tab with some of his medical colleagues as well. I never asked, I just told him to tell me if it couldn’t be done. That never happened.

	The new Karpallia has a lot of surgical carbon-fibre in her legs, and her left arm is the result of an experimental regenerative technique that is going to make someone an absolute fortune. The anonymous lady surgeon couldn’t get permission for human trials - then Gavin came in with a desperate me on tow. The rest is history, as they say. Like the almost inevitable, but still surprising, fact of Karpallia and I discovering a mutual attraction.

	I feel a tap on my nose: I must have zoned out again.

	Karpallia grins: “No use dreaming of life without me. You dug yourself a deep hole, and we’re both in it.”

	I roll onto my back and laugh: “Best hole in the world.”

	She moves over to lie along me, her chin on my shoulder: “What do we do know?”

	I look down into her brown eyes: “Apart from enthusiastically remaining a part of this ‘we’ thing, I have no idea. I guess that the corporation will want to discuss things with us, eventually. Of course, if Candace continues to refuse to work with me, then I think her lack of understanding of her late husband’s work may play into my favour.”

	Her eyebrows actually meet briefly in the middle as she frowns, wrinkling her nose too: “How do you figure that?”

	“Because, my 329-year-old lady, I may not remember what I understood to create the stuff that got you here, but I do know how that damn machine works for day-to-day retrievals now. Candace Demarl does not.”

	She stretches into giving me a full-body hug: “I do love a man with leverage.”

	***

	 

	Nanoland

	Nanotechnology. Touted as the great saviour or blackest evil, the end result has been underwhelming. It’s everywhere these days and the dire predictions have not come true. Plagues of destruction never happened, because although they can replicate, it’s not a binary fission scenario, and it takes time. Between ten and a hundred machines can produce one machine every hour or so. As not all machines are replicators, it’s hardly the end of the world. Tiny systems have tiny memories and thus tiny instruction sets. Most tasks do not need a batch of machines making more machines.

	“Next left, Jim. Lace your boots; it’s in the old system.”

	The sewers under London are marvels of modern engineering. What the public doesn’t know is that underpinning those surgically sealed conduits are the original Victorian tunnels, still in use, and showing every year of their three centuries of use.

	“Right and down, should be a plate saying NW3 at the junction.”

	You could argue that nanotreatment units under every house render the crap safe. I know that to be true. What they don’t tell you in your user guide is the fact that nanotech still does things that we don’t understand. Nanoturbines work, but whether the little blade spins or see-saws back and forth is unknown. Every nanite installation is approximately 0.00001 percent rogue. For about every hundred thousand nanomachines deployed, one of them does not do what it should. Which is not a problem until they take it upon their little selves to go wandering.

	“Control, it’s evil down here. The walls are glowing.”

	“I see that, Jim. Recorders activated. Sterilisation request sent.”

	A lone nanite is harmless. The problems that never make the news start when it meets another rogue. They have two common behaviours that no-one can explain: they congregate, and actively seek other rogue units. As they accumulate, original instructions sets meet and mutate. However, the rise of a drive to make more rogues always occurs. Some scientists liken it to the natural urge to reproduce, a thought which leads to whole new areas of things to worry about.

	Away from the theories, the end results are completely unpredictable. This is where the replication becomes a saving grace, because in common with all the living things on this planet, the act of reproduction creates heat. Heat which can be detected, can be tracked to point of origin, and there it can be dealt with. 

	Which is where people like me come in. I used to be in the SAS, which might give you a hint of what occasionally happens. I’ve seen sculptures of incredible beauty, with the strength of mahogany, made from faeces. The closest I’ve come to dying in the line of duty is fighting multi-limbed horrors made out of shopping trolleys and garbage.

	My most frequent encounter is with gleaming amoebic things that clean their environments better than anything man programmed. They come in sizes ranging from puppy to truck, and are so effective we only deal with them when they become big enough to block a sewer.

	The closest I’ve come to dying in the line of duty is fighting multi-limbed horrors made out of shopping trolleys and garbage.

	Movement!

	“Control, are you seeing this?”

	“Nanorat infestation. Looks like stage three. Agreed?”

	“Confirmed. If they’re out here, what’s waiting?”

	“Maybe you should have brought Mordred.”

	Mordred is my cat. Actually it’s a nanofeline on a Maine Coon frame. Total organic replacement on the original skeleton. I found it under Hackney and just couldn’t bring myself to flatline it. Seems the replacement had occurred gradually on a dying stray, and somehow the nanite rebuild picked up behaviour patterns as well. It’s become our unofficial mascot. Providing I let scientists from all over the world examine it, I can keep it. Watching it change colour like a chameleon never gets boring. We also have a standing order for cat toys, as they’re single use. Nanotech teeth and claws can slice anything to ribbons.

	“I have a nasty feeling that Mordred might be outclassed. My hackles are up.”

	“The last time they did that, you spent a month in intensive care.”

	“Thanks for reminding me.”

	It had looked like a rose bush. It was made of plastics and alloys. It was beautiful. Which nearly got me killed, because it was an ambush predator that struck only marginally slower than a preying mantis.

	That’s the problem with the wonderland I police. There are things happening down here that are miraculous and beneficial. But they are far outnumbered by the aberrations and malignancies. The size of nanites is the problem. To flatline them takes very focussed EMP. They are small, and the most insignificant things can shield them, so the EMP has to be applied from less than a metre using weapons that have a very precise area of effect, because frying your own technology while you’re trying to put down some nanonasty will be the end of you.

	That is why ex-special forces do the field work these days. The last of the civilian operators died eleven years ago.

	“Jim, heads up. I’m getting increased heat ahead of you.”

	“Control, I think it’s time to kill. Requesting strike authority.”

	“Granted. The Metropolitan Police have evacuated the overground and Underground lines nearby are stopped. Containment units will complete spherical engagement on my mark.”

	I wait, bringing my hardened systems online as combat status surrounds me in a field of ECM and ECCM. From when I go live, overground will not know a thing until I disengage and upload my tactical logs.

	“Jim. Good luck. Three, two, one. Mark!”

	I move into a fast jog as sparks spring from the brickwork and rats about me go into grand-mal seizures. This place is saturated in rogue nano. I bring both of my EMP guns online, the short range one for flatlining, the long range one for giving me the time to get into short range.

	I emerge into one of the few remaining uncollapsed grand galleries, where sewer pipes discharge at multiple levels above the floor. The effluent falls into an open pool that drains down a main line which used to run straight to the Thames, but now goes to a processing plant.

	This place is so unrecognisable it stops me in my tracks.

	Each sewer outlet is capped with a mass of green, nano-architected to the point of its various original components being indistinguishable. From each pours a stream of what looks like mercury, falling various distances to splash turgidly into pools of the same substance. Each of these pools exits into a winding stream that wends its way through a rolling green expanse of what looks like metallic grass, scattered with clumps of ceramic daisies. Everything is clean, no trace of sewer grime. It looks like an idealised wild meadow. The walls are criss-crossed with silver-grey cabling that serves no purpose that I can determine.

	I look down to see what the underlying materials are, as my defensive fields have flatlined the nanotech that underpins the section of nanomeadow under my feet. I am standing in a metre-diameter circle of twisted shards of metal and plastic alloy. The daisies are indeed ceramic, but their colours are pouring from them like sand as the nano dies.

	A movement on my tactical display brings my head up to look at whatever I am already pointing my guns at. Blimey, it’s the White Rabbit itself.

	The bunny in question is a bit of a legend amongst the nano-control fraternity. Rumoured to have been an original inmate of the first testing laboratories, it escaped with a load of experimental ‘double-load’ nanites on board. Double-load being the term for two nanomachines wedded together, one being the body, one the brain. It wasn’t a successful experiment as the unexpected increase in the percentage of rogues ruined the critical control needed for such complexity.

	The lone surviving host bunny disappeared into the sewers of London and from there was sighted regularly but never caught. Its size grew with each sighting. We treated that as ‘the one that got away’ syndrome, but looking at the Alsatian size nanobunny charging at me, nobody was lying.

	I let it have a full burst from my long-range EMP gun. It doesn’t even slow down. That’s not good news. Means the theories about nanites developing resistance in a similar way to bacteria are possibly true. With that, it launches itself at me and I get a very close look at incisors that would make confetti of my armour. Thankfully, I’ve got a hand in its throat as we go down, bunny on top. My defensive fields are having no effect either. Time to get down to business. I reach down with my offhand and encounter a lot of me leaking out. This fellow has claws like Mordred, which makes me suspect that I know how it disappears so well: it has Mordred’s chameleon pelt too. I pull out a thumping great tanto-style dagger, originally made by some obscure Norwegian company many years ago, and big enough for our R&D wizards to add some unpleasant enhancements.

	I stuff the blade to the hilt in the bunny’s side and saw it down and across as nanogoop gushes out and dies instantly in my defensive field. Excellent, it isn’t immune; it’s just hardened against countermeasures in the same way as my combat tech. Bad news is that I am going to have to turn the White Rabbit inside out to kill it off, and do it quicker than the rate at which I am bleeding to death. The sonics in my blade are wreaking havoc on the bunny’s structural integrity and it objects violently. I can’t really blame it, but bloody hell that hurts.

	Five minutes later and the White Rabbit is nanomince, and dead nanomince at that. Thankfully it only managed to convert bits of me to steak on the bone. I don’t care that the scientists are going to scream blue murder about samples. Some things should not be brought back, and my experience has given me a very good feel for what should never see the light of a laboratory ever again. Scientists are responsible for man’s greatest advances, but sometimes they just create without considering the consequences of what’s going to happen when their masterpiece meets the real world.

	I spend a long time in pain as Mike, one of the other field operatives, helps me strip naked and then hoses me down with EMP to ensure I have no odd souvenirs travelling inside me. As I writhe in pain and swear a lot, I am dimly aware of the containment teams recording everything and then EMPing it into inactivity before sweeping the area with incredibly sensitive detectors. As the paramedics are allowed to get at me and cart me off, I watch the receding tunnel exit flaring white as plasma-sear is applied to fuse the remains into inert scenery.

	Mike strides up to me as I’m being loaded into the air-ambulance.

	“Total wipe, Jim. We got everything. Control says good job, and shall they bring Mordred down to the infirmary?”

	The problem with nano-control is that you can never be really sure about contamination until a few weeks after the event. Until then I’ll be living in my home from home: the Royal Nanomedicine Unit in St James Hospital. Mordred has special clearance because he can detect nano-infestations before they manifest sufficiently for our instruments to register. I also want to have him nearby when I start making some very specialised enquiries into the double-load project and its supposed demise. Nobody’s going to be disappearing my nanomoggie to hide the evidence.

	****
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