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	Hills

	 

	Even before everything came apart, I hated hills. And, back then, I had gears. This old clunker only has one cog at each end. So, there’s nothing for it but to push down on one side while hooking the other side under the pedal to pull up. If that isn’t enough, it’s time to walk.

	Which is a bit of a bugger with forty kilos of scavenged stuff in the panniers. Then again, I’m going back to Racehill Fort, where sanity still exists. I have three people with me, and we chat about things and laugh as we go. Most of the south coast is a feral wasteland. If pedalling harder is the tariff for being part of civilisation, I’ll happily do it.

	“Chargers!” Cindy’s cry is hoarse with fear.

	Damn and blast. I’d hoped that the new equivalent of mechanised cavalry hadn’t spread this far. Should have guessed it – electric motors do good work on smooth going, but off roads, they’re shite. The mountain bikers, foresters and horsefolk make short work of them. Which means they are bound to the roads, and roads delimit the old urban territories. Like the one we live in.

	“Push on! There’s a dip we can use to help with the long up to the fort!”

	True enough, but the sounds I’m hearing are not servo-driven bicycle tyres. They sound like –

	A black-helmeted rider shoots from a side road, his e-motorbike sporting armoured fairings, spiked leg guards, and a pillion with a hand crossbow.

	“Stand and deliver!”

	You can hear the amusement in the bastard’s voice: he’s enjoying this.

	I raise my hands: “We’ve not got much, just some canned goods.”

	He points at me: “Dump it all.”

	We do so.

	Pillion dismounts and stretches with a groan. Unlike the compact frame of the rider, this one’s a bit of a monster. I note that the crossbow does not waver while the stretch and audible bone cracking occurs.

	After the stretch, he waves the hand that doesn’t hold the crossbow as he speaks: “Here’s how it goes, kids. You’ll not be scavenging anything until our conditions are met.”

	Mark’s face betrays his bafflement: “What?”

	Rider shakes his head: “If you leave the fort to get stuff, we will stop you on the way back. Every time. If you keep trying, we’ll slash your tyres.”

	We are faced with a man who knows his threats.

	I raise my arms: “What conditions?”

	There is no hesitation: “Vegetables.”

	Mark beats me to it: “What?”

	Linda gets it: “You’ve lost your farmer, haven’t you?”

	The rider laughs: “Good guess. So, here’s how it goes. We want fresh veg, and you grow loads up there. But you need people who do the brute force thing. We’ve watched you, and you’re either shit at it or too squeamish, maybe both. We are very good at violence -”

	Linda interrupts with: “But shit at gardening.”

	Pillion grins and stops pointing the crossbow at us: “You’d be right, lady.”

	I start pushing my bike: “You wouldn’t happen to have any bicycle sized motors, would you?”

	Rider scratches under his helmet: “The sort that helps pushbikes up hills? I’m sure we could find some.”

	“Then I think you’ll be welcomed with open arms. Providing you bring the gear to fit ‘em as well.”

	Both of our erstwhile highwaymen burst out laughing, and I know an alliance has been formed.

	 

	***

	 

	Unmoored

	 

	“Where did we find him?”

	“Outside a pizzeria on the Alpenring in Walldorf.”

	“Obviously a man who travels first class.”

	Hans chuckles.

	Dolf stretches: “So, before he vanished - on camera, from a locked cell - and the infestation of sharp dressed young men with Hamburg accents began, what did our mystery guest tell you?”

	Hans pulls out his notebook: “He spoke almost perfect Hessian. I had to get my grandfather to verify my translations. Grandpa said that he was speaking ‘Darmstadter’, and he hadn’t heard that spoken since he was a child.”

	Dolf waves a hand: “So he’s a bit of a linguistic mystery as well. Move on.”

	Hans grimaces: “We’ll have to. The suits took the tapes.”

	Dolf glares at him.

	Hans ducks his head and continues: “He claimed to be Grustaf Kolingt, a ‘Geldaj’ – some sort of private detective. Anyway, he had been hired to look into a trio of disappearances, one every fifty years or so. Now, things got weirder when I asked about their cold case methodology, because he didn’t understand. Lifespans where he comes from average two hundred and fifty years. Two of the disappearances had made headlines that Grustaf had read!”

	Dolf looks up: “Only two?”

	“Yes. The first one occurred before Grustaf was born. The fourth was imminent. Grustaf was hired to find the cause and stop it.”

	“Man from another world ends up in Walldorf? Come on, Hans.”

	“I thought the same. Then he listed the three missing people, and one of them was familiar.”

	Dolf sits up: “In what way?”

	“Frankfurt,” Hans waves his hands as Dolf starts to rise “on-Oder. The other Frankfurt. I read about the stranger that appeared there when I was a kid. Said he came from ‘Laxaria in the country of Sakria’, but vanished before authorities could do anything. That was back in 1851. Next one was in 1905: a man caught stealing bread in Paris. Had a torn map of a place called ‘Lizbia’. He spoke no language anyone could interpret. Again, he vanished before anything more could be done. Then, in 1954, a chap was detained at Tokyo airport: presented a well-used passport from ‘Taured’, in Andorra. They locked him up overnight, -”

	Dolf interjects: “And he was gone by morning.”

	Hans grins: “Precisely. So, Grustaf did some basic detective work – common themes, places, etcetera. The only overlap was visiting some place called Mantuk, an abandoned town in what we’d call Connecticut.”

	“Let me guess. Our intrepid private detective went out to Mantuk, didn’t he?”

	Hans nods: “He did. Found an abandoned naval station with some generators still running. Inside, he found what I would call a ‘mad scientist’ by the name of Johann Titor. Unfortunately for Grustaf, Doktor Titor had henchmen. They overpowered him, then threw him into Titor’s machine. He has no idea what Titor was trying to achieve, but the result of a failure is an artificially induced case of what happened to the disappeared. They become ‘Losgemacht’: slipping from one reality to another, until they encounter the reality that matches the resonance that the freak incident – or Titor’s machine - imbued them with.”

	“What happens to those who don’t find a matching reality?”

	“They spend a short time in each reality, then ‘drift’ on. Until they die.”

	Dolf leans back and laces his fingers behind his head.

	“Then I hope Grustaf Kolingt gets lucky and lands in a reality where they need impetuous detectives.”

	Hans raises his coffee cup: “I’ll drink to that.”

	 

	***

	 

	The Fall of Acheron

	 

	The clouds are limned in blood. Carmichael had dismissed it as a trick of the light; I have to take it as a warning ignored. 

	 

	We came to Acheron - actually Acheron IV, but, as the rest were uninhabitable, we dropped the designator – to build a paradise. The planet was the right distance from the sun, had oceans, freshwater lakes, gloriously rich loam, and no creatures bigger than a sparrow. The bird-drop seed cycle was handled by a beautiful, green avian that fell perfectly between swift and hummingbird. It was also the fastest bird ever recorded, routinely achieving speeds in excess of 180kph as it shot through the night.

	Acheron was to be the utopia that Homo sapiens deserved. The abysmal history of previous attempts to build that fabled ‘no-place’ did not matter: we were the ones who would succeed.

	Eight months later our cattle were breeding spectacularly. A second harvest was in. Our log haciendas had already been featured on lifestyle feeds. We had completed acclimatisation for all Terra-originated organics. The start of our ninth month would be marked by the atmo-dome being dissolved so we could finally experience our new home properly.

	We were all outside, champagne in hand, when Teleon released the collapsers. High above, a tiny, bright circle appeared. It spread rapidly as the nano-nibblers consumed the dome, repurposing the ‘stem’ material into more nano-nibblers. The ring expanded until it dropped to the ground all around us, and we cheered, raising our glasses in toast to our paradise home.

	Our noisy cheer masked Teleon’s death. His wife found the pockmarked slab of bloody ruin that he had been. She screamed loudly; becoming even louder as a cloud dropped on her. Most of us stood about in confusion: that deadly moment of hesitation. But those who acted were the first to fall. Clouds rained down and the dying began.

	I got to watch from the single greenhouse as my friends were consumed by nebulous entities that looked like clouds, pounced like leopards and fed like frenzied sharks. The scientist side of me noted a pack order in feeding, with some ‘clouds’ circling slowly while the killer fed. After the killer rose, multiple ‘lesser’ pack members would swarm the remains. They were all messy, wasteful eaters.

	I knew my mind was using clinical observation to distance itself from the horror, but could not stop it. My heart raced and my brain sought survival options, whilst I calmly observed that these were obviously the apex predators of this planet’s trophic hierarchy. They were why the emerald proto-swifts were small, nocturnal, and ridiculously fast. Why there were no large fauna. It seemed like paradise was guarded by monsters of suitably legendary voraciousness.

	 

	A cloud has squeezed through the skylight into the greenhouse. It’s a small one, probably last in line for the feast hogged by its bigger kin. Did its finding of me indicate an improved hunting ability, or was it a common trait?

	 

	I smile. Ever the scientist. As the cloud slowly approaches, I lift a ground sensor and ram the half-metre spike through my heart. Sweat runs from my forehead. I bite my lips to stop myself screaming: I suspect a scream will make the monster lunge. To die quickly, I need to pull the impaling spike out. The sensor beeps, determining my temperature and mineral content.

	The scientist inside howls as the observer yanks the spike from between my ribs. 

	That hurts even more. I look up.

	The clouds are limned in blood.

	 

	***

	 

	Ensurance

	 

	Sarraled stared through the viewport as the lander spiralled down through the thin atmosphere.

	“Looks like this place was inhabited.”

	The pilot nodded: “They died out just before we established the base. Sad, really.”

	“That good?”

	“Yes. Although innately aggressive and stuck in capitalist societies that were decaying towards several flavours of dystopia, they had the most wonderful art. There’s a display in one wing of the centre.”

	“I’ll check it out. Thanks.”

	 

	He toured the ‘Earth Works’ gallery and was moved to tears of awe. Such élan. Such verve. Such a shame they were gone.

	“Deputy Director Sarraled? Welcome to Kruptos.”

	He turned to face a dryland-caste Chutfen.

	“Thank you. And you are?”

	“Director’s Assistant Edrumel, Deputy Director. Please follow me.”

	 

	The Director’s office was sparse in furniture but rich in art hung upon the seven walls. Director Nodrunj perambulated across to clasp Sarraled’s hands warmly with his manipulator fronds. 

	“Sarraled! Delighted to have you here at last. Ready for the posting that will ensure your career?”

	“I am, Director. Although a little bemused by the distance.”

	Nodrunj wove his fronds into a worryknot: “It is unfortunate, but the founders of Kruptos thought it fitting.”

	“For what?”

	“‘To’ what, actually. As Deputy ‘Director, you are privy to the information. We - as in the Galactio Primul - killed this planet.”

	Sarraled nearly fell off his chair in shock.

	“But why? How? There was no record!”

	“Be at ease, Sarraled. It started with a false assumption by the scout group, which led to an erroneous decision.”

	“Erroneous? I’ve seen the Earth Works. To destroy a race capable of those marvels is a Dust Level offence!”

	The fronds shifted smoothly from worryknot to peaceweave.

	“Steady, Deputy, steady. The scouts thought this world was a single territory under a governing body called ‘United Nations’. It wasn’t. So when a fanatical nation fired nuclear rockets at the Galactio Primul ambassador’s craft, the warning given was acted upon. As fission attack is also a Dust Level offence, you know what followed.”

	Sarraled took a deep breath. He knew: a Scorch/Freeze Retaliation.

	Nodrunj slid his fronds into honourtwine: “In the aftermath, the scout group was executed. All mention of Earth was removed. Earth became ‘Kruptos’ - a word taken from one of its ancient languages. It means ‘to hide or escape notice’.”

	Sarraled nodded, his face pale.

	Nodrunj relaxed his fronds: “We have a twofold remit: the overt one is to ensure that every reconnaissance of inhabited planets is conducted with absolute rigour. In effect, ensuring the horror perpetrated here is never repeated. The covert one is to ensure that certain Dust Level Threats are kept hidden, buried deep beneath the ruined surface of this planet”

	Silence stretched until the Director of Kruptos slapped a frond on his desk.

	“Deputy Director Sarraled, do you still feel ready for this posting?”

	Sarraled looked out of the window, where what had been a towered bridge drooped, partially melted before the sudden cooling by glacial winds solidified it, forever caught in the act of collapse. 

	“I am ready. Ready to hide what must remain hidden, and discover what must be known.”

	 

	By the time Deputy Director Sarraled became Director Sarraled, his words of acceptance had become the motto of Kruptos. 

	 

	***

	 

	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 making it near-impossible to seeing 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. Streetlife 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!” around here.

	Sure enough, it’s 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, and 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 plunge 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 and 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 that I can afford to buy her a decent night out.

	 

	***

	 

	Culture

	 

	There’s a smashed petri dish in the sink, the splashing of water on the pieces syncopating with the drumming of the water pouring into the steel basin. I look down at a hundred moving reflections of my face as the water rushes away. The flow carries an occasional crimson blossom with it, as my grip slips about the gash I’ve inflicted on my right hand.

	“Simon! Put this on it.”

	Limala hands me a clean cloth. The wound is soon staunched in layers of blue-striped cotton.

	“What were you thinking?”

	“Fredor’s Hall.”

	Her eyes drop. I met Agoryn Fredor after I got mugged in Gagra. He was the translator the police called to make sense of what the battered Englishman was ranting about. Through the subsequent years, he and I corresponded about many things, mostly based around our mutual fascination with alternate history.

	I have always been claustrophobic, otherwise I would have accompanied Agoryn and his wife on their expeditions, including the one that made their name and caused their deaths.

	Deep in the Krubera cave system, they found a narrow chute off the passages between Big Junction and Perezagruzka. They kept the base camp informed as they plunged deeper and deeper, heading beyond 1900 metres. Then they went suddenly, awfully quiet. It took the rescue teams a week to find them, lying at the bottom of the hundred-metre-high chamber whose crystalline ceiling they had plummeted through. The walls were carven with diagrams and glyphs in a language unknown to man.

	I took it upon myself to translate the writings in the Hall, in memory of my friends. Three years later I married my research assistant, Limala. Two years after the honeymoon, we succeeded. Two days later we publicly conceded defeat and published our research – bar one item - to help others in the field. It was sheer chance that allowed us to crack the strange alphabet, and it is unlikely that ‘serious’ linguistics specialists will come across what we used - for a while, at least. It’s just a document from some long-defunct alternate history site. We’re not trying to hide anything; we just don’t want to be the ones to have to tell everybody.

	I’ve read the creation myths of a hundred cultures, and listened to the ravings of more alien conspiracy theorists than most. Not one comes close to the truth. 

	We’re a small planet at the edge of the Milky Way, once used as a waypoint on a great journey. They built an infrastructure here to support the vast starships passing through. That infrastructure was salvaged by the last vessel. As a final act, they purged the grounds they had occupied, so nothing would taint the evolution of this planet.

	But they missed some of the primates they had modified to assist. These were initially sickly and scared, but smart enough to adapt. Their descendants were the legendary prehistoric giants who interbred with the early Denisovans. After that, they ravaged and pillaged the dawning world, scaring early man so badly he either banded together to drive them out, or worshipped them as avatars. But, eventually, each civilisation they haunted no longer had a place for monsters. Routed from the societies they depended on, their last mention is as the Fomori of Irish myth.

	We’re the bastard descendants of something that should not have survived. I reach out and turn off the tap, looking down at the shards of the petri dish. When we’re done, we sterilise them. I cannot shake the fear that those who went on that journey may eventually come back. What then, for that which has grown, unwanted, from their leavings?

	 

	***

	 

	Fervour

	 

	We watched them leave for the ships, and we cheered the ships as they lifted. A united humanity, fighting as one, going forth to save an entire race from alien oppression. As a bonus, the oppressed race looked like us, whilst their oppressors looked like ambulatory piles of what was left after the sushi had been extracted. We went forth with fervour and righteousness, ignoring those urging caution and demanding further information.

	 

	Of course, after the glorious Liberation of Blongsiat, came the excellent Treaty of Blongsiat. We allied with those we had freed, to ensure the dreadful crimes perpetrated by the Naddibo - what the walking sushi leftovers called themselves - were never repeated. This, despite some rather interesting testimonies regarding the numbers of Blongsiatians actually working for the Naddibo.

	 

	****
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