
Fools Mate

A Short Story by David R L Campbell

You phase in, excited. You still find it odd moving around a room without being able to feel your body or see yourself, but it’s a lot more engrossing than TV ever was. You wonder how many other people are ‘in here’ as well, apparently the ratings for these where massive, and why wouldn’t they be? 
“Welcome viewers to another Time Duel, I’m Rudolph Fentz and I will be your commentator through this duel between Stephen Agzamov, representing the ‘Penny-Wise Rare Set company’ and Alex Thomas representing the ‘A Mace Cliché organisation’.” 
It’s an odd sensation getting the commentator’s voice directly in your head instead of from a speaker. It is not the same as hearing it as part of other noises; it seems to block all other thoughts and ideas. It dictates your entire attention. You look towards the door and people begin to walk in, you wonder which of the me… 
“Here they come ladies and gentlemen; first out is Stephen Agzamov, followed by his three pieces, all employees of Penny-Wise Rare Set. Each of them dressed in a simple old fashioned black t-shirt and suit trousers. Maybe an indication of playing on the fly, and playing a reactive game. Each take their place, we are now waiting for Alex Thomas.”
…n it is. With than answered you see Stephen take his place sat in front of the gaming table. It was turned off so just looked like long slim black desk as he approached. As Stephen sat and his three pieces stood behind him and the gaming table came to life with Stephen’s individual time line displayed in green. This caused a murmur of acknowledgment and approval from the pieces as Stephen pulled up his touch screen. You phase over to see what Stephen is researching or writing on it, you assume other people are looking at the same thing, but there is nothing on it. You hear the door open again…
“Stephen is sat and poised for action; his three pieces standing behind him looking calm and collected; everyone on the Penny-Wise team a veteran of at least five games as regular viewers will know. But here we see the young pretender coming through the door, Alex Thomas. Oh he’s looking a little more apprehensive than his opponent, but his pieces all seem, well a little menacing to be honest. They’re dressed all in black with what seems like vaguely militaristic dress, I wonder if the strategic division of A Mace Cliché knows it’s against the rules to harm anyone in the past. I guess time will tell.”
You look around, the sensation still seems unnatural and you wonder if watching this passively would not be better. Alex and his pieces have begun to walk towards their starting positions directly opposite Stephen and his players. When Alex sat at the table his personal time line appeared in front of him glowing red and a close inspection showed it started later than Stephen’s by a number of years and the two have been intertwined a short period of time. Without a scale it was hard to see how long their lives had been interconnected. 
You experiment and phase up and over the players, looking down on the events so you can see the gaming table and its virginal timelines from a strategic point of view. You feel like a ghost floating around looking at the lives of others for entertainment. 

“Well here we are ladies and gents, this Time Duel sponsored by Immune Team Elms is between an emerging titan of the sport and a young pretender. As a returning champion Stephen gets to play first, let’s see how his opening salvo plays.”
You wait in anticipation, you’re slowly getting used to having a stranger’s voice in head, and you think you’ve found a good position to see everything from. You think you might be wasting this new technology a bit sitting back and watching everything passively like it’s on a television, but you’re still getting used to it so you forgive yourself. 
Stephen Agzamov takes a small disc from the gaming table, you don’t remember the player pieces being places there, and begins to write his instructions on his touch screen. He writes with his finger and it appears as the same neon green colour as his timeline. You slowly phase down moving to see what he is writ…

“Ok, the action kicks off; let’s see what Stephen is writing for his first piece. It appears his instructions are to deliver a winning lottery ticket to Alex’s grandfather before he meets his grandmother. As for the desired results he has written the different economic situations of his grandparents will change their lives and they won’t meet….”
…ing, now you know what it is you phase back up to your original vantage point looking at the time lines. As you do you see Stephen place his disc on the timeline. When he does it glows and the third player standing behind him is briefly covered by the same green and then seems to evaporate into thin are. This looks odd, but it is what you where expecting and you briefly wonder if entertainment is the best use for time travel people can come up with.
“You must be thinking what I’m thinking folks. There is no way The Conservation of Reality principle will be broken by such a simple change; a shift in economic circumstance, especially from relatively middle class to lottery winning wealth. Well, the rules of the game state a player must give their desired result, but at a guess I would say Stephen is playing a deeper game here and being a little disingenuous with his desired results.”
You look over Alex, you try and see what he is writing, forgetting you can move and see freely, you wonder how many other people are forgetting and realising the exact same thing in the exact same space. As you float closer to him and notice he is smirking, as are all three of his pieces stood behind him. It would appear they think Stephen’s opening move was not part of a larger plan but are all taking it on face value. You see Alex reveal the writing which dictates his counter move. Your thought process instinctively slows down and you anticipate the commentator. 

For those of you new to a Time Duel: Alex, as the second player, is allowed to play two pieces at once which he has chosen to do. Now this is interesting: Alex appears to have made two attacking moves. He is ignoring the new lottery win in his past, as let’s face it would be tempting, and is instead trying to attack Stephen’s past as a chess grand master, he is trying to damage Stephen’s tactical mind at its core instead of trying to combat it directly. This is very bold from especially from such an inexperienced player. It does beg the question, is he taking Stephen’s opening move at face value or simply ignoring the potential of a deeper play. Only time will tell.
You suspect the commentator will get a lot of mileage from that last sentence. As you think this Alex’s two chosen pieces are covered in red light and disappear, the two disc’s representing them are placed on the timeline and glow in the same team colour. Both players look at each-other and say nothing. You realise the commentator did not go into detail with regard to what Alex’s pieces are actually doing, you are still getting used to entertainment as being less passive than it was. You read what each piece will be doing. One, it appears, will be going to a highly publicised chess tournament, publicised in the chess community at least, in which Stephen emerged as the young and unexpected winner. The piece was armed with the notations from each game and intended to knock the young Stephen out as early as possible. The desired outcome of this was to stop Stephen being noticed by ‘Penny-Wise’ and therefore not receiving such extensive tactical training and experience. You also suspect the move was designed to discourage Stephen from perusing chess as vigorously in general. 
Alex draws up instructions for his second piece; a man who seems to have been hired for his athletic physique and gruff demeanour more than anything else, although as matter of course you think to yourself ‘looks can be deceiving’, just so you do not feel bad about judging someone. You doubt it though as Alex already seems to be losing without realising it. Alex writes out his instructions, you stop recapping things in your head as you prepare for…

Ok folks, Alex appears to have a game plan for his opening salvo and it going to Stephen’s past and targeting his passion for tactics and out of the box thinking. His second piece will be going back to the week Stephen first won a cryptic crossword competition as a young boy. During this time his piece is to stop Stephen’s family receiving the paper with that specific crossword in it. This is intended, according to Alex, and we have no reason to doubt him as he does not seem to be one for subtle subterfuge, to discourage his opponent’s passion for cryptics and make him less of an abstract thinker. You have to wonder why Alex has chosen such a simple tactic here. His piece can have much time in the past as he wants, he could have gone to the birth of the published crossword and had never become a pass time or organise a general journalistic strike during the formative weeks of his opponents crossword loving life so there far less around generally. I think Alex is possibly making the mistake of thinking Stephen has the same ego as he does. 
As Alex’s second pieces fades into the past leaving just one person stood behind him you think on what the commentator beamed into your mind. You wonder how well you do know those around you, this gets you to thinking about how many other people are sharing the same non corporeal space you are, you remember something about angles on pinhead and then your attention is grabbed as Stephen stands and looks over the timelines. You phase to see things from his point of view and look at the timeline, now with three disc’s on and three yet to come. Nothing has been altered yet.
As you can all see we are half way through our first game turn with three moves having been played and three remaining. So far Stephen, the most experienced player of the two, has only played one move and it has been ignored by Alex completely. Stephen has forced, if that is the right word, his opponents grandfather to win the lottery. I am working on the assumption that the desired outcome is disingenuous. I am sure you are all aware the rules of the time duel do state specifically the desired outcome cannot be a lie, but as it is impossible to definitely prove somebody’s inner thoughts and motivations, no matter how much they fall into a pattern of stratagem, we cannot call Stephen on it. One has to assume as the game develops in popularity and if Stephen becomes a titan of the sport this may have to be addressed.  
The moves played by Alex seem more straight forward and his desired outcomes not obfuscated. And they appear to be attacking formative and seminal moments that relate to tactics and abstract thought. It remains unseen if this will work and if it does if Stephen’s passion for these things will even be affected. 

After looking over the game board Stephen sits down and begins writing instructions and the desired outcome for his second piece. You look at the man who will be travelling through time next. He is young, maybe late teens or very early twenties. He has a determined look and is undeniably hansom. This is the first you have taken an interest in one of the pieces, maybe only because they are referred to as pieces and not people? You wonder how such a young man found himself on this team, where did he come from? And you ask question if he has the necessary skills to fulfil Stephen’s requirements. Instead of trying to read what Stephen is writing you phase around the room like a thrill seeking spectre and look try to simulate the sensation of flying as you wait for ever familiar voice of Rudolph to beam into your mind and explain what has been written. 
It looks like we have the first long term piece in place going into play here. Stephen has written multi-part instructions to his second piece on the board. It looks like he has written instructions to save a musician called John Lennon from being killed and from then insert himself into Lennon’s life and encourage him into politics. There are a number of contingencies written up but it looks like the desired outcome is to put a left wing cultural icon into the 20th century political system and push the laws and policies to the left. This seems to have a specific focus on drug laws and encouraging people into the arts. In case you are new to the time duels, and I know a lot of you are, do not worry about the piece. Even if he lives a lifetime in the past when he returns and leaves the isolated time arenas his age will be reset in the same way the timelines of the two players will be reset. 
The desired outcomes for this long term move have been written up in very general terms but they seem to be aimed at encouraging the young Alex into politics and altering his personal outlook. Again I cannot help but feel this convoluted and vague desired outcome is designed to lull Alex into a false sense of security. Only time will tell.
As a side note, because the piece is going back well beyond the personal timeline of either player the disc will be placed on one side of the board and will form it’s own isolated timeline until the alterations are simultaneously engaged at the end of turn one.   

You are disappointed the commentator did not talk more about the piece; you wanted to know more of his background. The idea of the timeline resting crosses your mind; you wonder how changes in the past only affect the time arena and leave the outside world unaltered…
