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	Welcome to Cloneville

	They stare at me as I go by. Heart-shaped faces, pale skin, a hint of freckles, eyes like summer sky reflecting in still ponds. Every day since I got here, they stop what they’re doing to watch me go by. Still makes me uncomfortable, but it always happens. I’ve become accustomed to it. The only thing I can do is keep driving.

	I stop at the delicatessen, offload the shipment and back through the doors, sack wheels stacked with wicker crates up to my chin.

	“Good afternoon, Caleb. You’re late today?”

	I stop by the till and carefully slide the stack off the wheels.

	“Sorry about that, Roy. Had to help Roy at the bakery with an oven replacement. It was so heavy even Rita had to help.”

	Roy looks impressed. He raises his head and shouts: “Hey, Rita! Caleb says they got Rita to help move one of the ovens at the bakery!”

	Rita bustles in from the back, a look of disbelief on her face.

	“I’ll believe it when she tells me, and if she did, she’ll be telling everyone for a week.”

	I laugh with them, then take my leave. I don’t know how they do it. This is Ritaroyburg. Males are Roy and females are Rita. Never seem to need more than one identifier or qualifier to work out which one of them I’m talking about.

	I presume it was the same for me in Carolcalebtown – until my Carol got taken by a catamount. I lasted three days before running from the place screaming, trying to drown out the noise in my head. Started right after Carol died. After the screaming, it got much quieter, but it’s still there.

	Since leaving that place, I’ve been through Juliejohnburg, Barberabobtown and a dozen other burgs and towns. Can’t seem to stay in one place for more than a season or two. Seen more of this country than any since the Iron Rain, I’m sure.

	I’m also sure I know how them who first survived set this land up to continue: all the places are the same. All the people are the same. Only the names change. In some places, the people are much older. They barely talk, just go about tending the crops, woodlands and streams. I don’t stay long in those places.

	I used to dream of the life I never had with Carol. After that, I dreamt of dusty rooms filled with the skeletons of the people who made us. The ones that knew what children were. The ones who had a plan for what came next, until they all died. Now-

	“Caleb.”

	She’s sitting on the front step, hair blowing in the breeze like Carol’s used to. But she’s not Carol, and that’s quite alright.

	“Rita. Will Roy be standing across the road again? He was there all afternoon yesterday.”

	She shakes her head.

	“Roy’s in gaol. So’s Roy next door. His Rita is telling Sheriff Rita I should be the one locked up. Deputy Roy thinks you should be the one in gaol.”

	I sit next to her.

	“Tell me.”

	“Roy said seeing me keeping company with you made him realise he liked Rita next door more than me. He asked Rita next door about it. Roy next door hit him with a skillet. They fought.”

	She takes my hand.

	“What do we do?”

	The noise in my head stops.

	“Get your things while Roy’s in jail, Rita. There’s lots of other places to see.”

	“Leave? Be Rita and Caleb?”

	“If you want to.”

	“I do.”

	***

	 

	Diplomatic and Justified

	They throw me through a window, barely a grey panel against the dusk of the underground I’m falling through.

	I can just about make out the floor, and it’s coming up fast. Using the slight angle of my fall, I try for a roll-out and nearly succeed. Skidding to a stop, I take a breath of the dank air and cough.

	“Good landing, good sir.”

	Another inmate? Nobody hinted at that. I take a moment to ease my breathing, then it’s time to come up with some way to salvage this situation. 

	“Whom do I have the pleasure of sharing this tidal pit with?”

	“Rathiek Kinodar, good sir. Benthusian diplomat and lately an advisor to the Upper Brighton Seawall Project.”

	I’m in an abandoned ballroom with a talking octopus. To be fair, the octopods from Benthus are humanity’s staunchest allies as we continue to venture forth into the wild black yonder of the spaceways.

	“September Jameson. Former Captain in the Sixth Abraxas out of Descartes, currently a gunsell under contract to the Upper Brighton Seawall Project, investigating the spate of violent robberies they’ve suffered, along with your disappearance. Delighted to find you, Diplomat Kinodar.”

	“As I am to be discovered. I presume you saw through the excuses, asked some awkward questions, and got yourself – what’s that word for stealing someone?”

	“‘Kidnapped’.”

	“Yes. ‘Kidnapped’. Do you know if the origins of it lie with juvenile goats or humans?”

	I chuckle into the darkness.

	“I’m afraid I don’t. Ask me again when we’re out of this.”

	“I take that to mean you came with a plan?”

	“No, but I might have one now. During the Orcan Campaign, I worked with your military. An officer in your Creggar Armoured Division mentioned that all Benthusians posted to Earth have to be acolytes of Mother Hydra. Some sort of secretive combat cult?”

	There’s a rustling in the darkness. The voice comes nearer.

	“Not so much. We have to learn to move in ways that do not discomfit humans. Devotees of Mother Hydra have teachings to facilitate that. But, if a diplomat demonstrates ability, we are also trained in the combat variations of the basics we are taught.”

	“Did you show ability?”

	“Yes. I’m not Honoured Cal, but I’m competent.”

	I’m unfamiliar with that name, but ‘Honoured’ means Benthusian royalty.

	“Then I will swear your violence is treaty-exempt, being justifiable defensive measures.”

	“Perfect. Could I trouble you to hold my torch?”

	“Of course.”

	Blue-tinged light swells to summer evening intensity.

	“Left, then straight.”

	His shadow precedes us, looking like a tall man with narrow shoulders and a swollen head. Glancing down, I see he’s using four tentacles to ambulate.

	Double doors explode outward under his blow. We barge into a candlelit room. I recognise the gunsells who took me down, along with Dirk Shriddin, Seawall Project Director. Spread across the table between us is a glittering pile of valuables looted from the sunken homes and crypts of Lower Brighton.

	Dirk points at us: “Kill them!”

	Rathiek waves a tentacle tip toward him: “Yours, September.”

	I dive across the table and clamp my hands about Dirk’s throat, smashing him through the chair he was sat in. We both hit the floor. Damnably, I can’t see the fight because the table’s in the way. Moments later, I hear bones break as two gunsells bounce off the ceiling. Then the other two glide into view, each held by Rathiek in a double-tentacle choke hold.

	He wobbles them at me and laughs.

	“Two for retaliation, two to testify.”

	With the advantage now ours, I switch to a one-handed grip and push myself up, then grin down at Dirk.

	“Good news, Mister Shriddin. I found the diplomat, then we found the robbers.”

	***

	 

	The Survival Ghost

	“I said I wanted soy milk, not almond.”

	The lady brandishes her mug at me like it’s a talisman of doom and she’s a banespeaker. I sigh. If only it were that simple.

	Taking the mug, I tip the perfectly good coffee away, then make one while she cranes her neck to follow my every move.

	“Sorry about that, madam.”

	She glowers at me and waves her card across the paypoint.

	“Vanny! Table thirty!”

	Only Bernadino, my manager, calls me that. I look across the room to see I do indeed have a customer; one who seems to have an aversion to sunlight.

	“Tanya! You’re Barista Two. Vanny, go serve.”

	Providence has provided early release. I don an apron, grab a tray and terminal, then head for my section. It’s a long walk over to the furthest rear corner.

	“Good afternoon,” I pause to size up my client, “madam. How can Woodhouse Café satisfy you today?”

	When I first saw the name, I thought it a good omen. The gods must have laughed so hard.

	I glance up from the terminal to meet violet eyes that sparkle like she’s about to launch balefire. My ancestral ghost - or instinct - prompts me to drop. Blue flames cascade past to splash against the ceiling. Screaming starts behind me. I come up off the floor, snatching the Bowie knife from my ankle sheath.

	“Son of Talmir, you ran far.”

	She’s on me fast, sure of a quick finish. The knife is through her midriff and protruding from her back before she realises she’s failed.

	“Haste will end you, witchkin.”

	“My name is Maleanu. Look for me in Argnad.”

	“The Nether City will never know my name, witchkin.”

	I push her off my blade, draw the sign of the Unrepentant over her body, then duck as something comes in fast and near-silent. I spin into my dodge and come out blade-first, much to the dismay of Maleanu’s guardian. He tries to twist out of the way but only succeeds in turning a stabbing into a gutting.

	Dropping to the floor, I end his screams, then rise and make the sign of the Unrepentant over him as well.

	“Sir! Please put the knife down, then get on your knees and put your hands on your head.”

	I turn to see a young policeman, one shaking palm raised toward me, the other clutching a pepper spray.

	“I’m sorry, officer, but I dare not do that.”

	“You think there could be more?”

	He glances nervously about. The distraction lets me move in and knock him out.

	“My liege, if you wanted a new guise, you had only to ask.”

	I look toward the fire exit. There’s a slight figure standing in the open doorway, portal generator in one hand, a smaller replica of my Bowie knife in the other. Her pointed ears quiver and lean toward the right.

	“All sorts of attention coming, my liege.”

	I shuck the apron and switch scabbard from ankle to belt as I walk across the room. I can see ruby peaks and blue trees beyond the doorway.

	“Told you before, there’s no need for formality. So, where now?”

	“Any reality with technology seems to harbour a few of their agents. Until the court are ready to return, I think it best we be nomads roaming pre-industrial worlds.”

	I smile down at her.

	“Time to go, Laurenti.”

	She grins: “Very well, Vantris.”

	The door swings shut.

	Bernadino rushes across and opens the door. Seeing nothing but bins and alleyway, he carefully closes the door and resets the locking bar before fainting.

	***

	 

	When the Oracles Fall Silent

	The screaming wakes me. I roll off - and under - the bed before assessing. Christine’s slid over to give me room. Another scream. The Bensons let their guard down. I warned them about trying to make a community. I’ll go across the road and loot the place after the pack leaves.

	“About twenty savages.” Her hearing is phenomenal.

	Eight years since someone’s idea of a clever plan met someone else’s idea of a cunning counterstrike, and I hope to god the EMP storm was an unexpected side effect.

	I’d read articles about people in western society coming to rely on the internet as an extension of their mental capabilities. What I hadn’t grasped was just how little the average ‘first world’ human actually knew after the ability to go online and find information disappeared.

	The first winter did for the weak. Warring between the various post-apocalypse fantasists living out their road warrior, whatever-punk or Aryan dream thinned the herd further. By the time the second winter rolled in - with skies like beaten lead and ice blizzards that lasted for days – even the hardened survivalists were having to face a reality far worse than anything they’d been ready for.

	Survival is about the basics: water, food, shelter, and the fundamentals of hygiene. There’s also some simple logistics involved. While one human can feed a lot of rats, the other way round removed the available rodent population in under a year. There may be millions remaining, but they’re really difficult to catch. Wildlife either avoided humans or died out. Eventually, humans had to make some hard decisions. The younger and less squeamish turned first. The older generations were easy prey. Which messily removed most of the remaining sources of pre-internet knowledge and lore.

	That’s why I’ll be salvaging cans - amongst other things - tomorrow. Savages don’t consider them a food source. Even if they recognise them, I’ve seen that taking time to figure out how to open one leaves a savage open to being attacked and eaten by its packmates.

	Never seen any offspring, either. I wonder if their need to feed extends that far. I also wonder how long before they establish proper pack behaviours to ensure their continuance, but that’s a terror for nights to come.

	I lived a solitary, smokeless, low-noise existence in the upper part of a four-storey building with razor-wire tangles across the exterior. Painstakingly worked out rooftop agriculture. Had windmills and solar panels to charge car batteries, along with a hand-cranked generator. Those let me heat, light, and keep watch.

	“They’re dragging the bigger bodies away.”

	One morning I went out on the roof to find Christine watering my tomatoes. She’d also fixed one of the windmills. She’s partially sighted, but felt her way up the side of my building, under the tangles. I should have added her to the larder. Instead I offered her a cup of tea and let her describe the gaps in what had become our defences. I’ll never ask what she went through before getting here. That she’ll only sleep in the dark under my bed tells me enough.

	From what I was then to who I am now convinces me that the dictates of ‘absolute’ survival mean you might survive, but you won’t be anything that could be considered human. In that case, what’s the point? Much as there is any point, these days.

	“They were screaming your name at the end.”

	I reach back and pat her leg reassuringly. She pokes me in the ribs.

	“Answer.”

	“They were calling for help from the only source they knew.”

	“Why didn’t we?”

	“You know why.”

	“Because we would have died as well.”

	She ruffles my hair as she says it.

	This precarious existence is comfortable, but inflexible. We don’t talk about rescue. We just are, and that will have to do.

	***

	 

	More Teeth

	Caelsri stalks about the clearing, swearing softly, reading the signs. Her wolf pack has been chased off by her latest finds. Thinking of which, where are those ice-brained bucketheads, anyway?

	The change of attention saves her life. 

	She ducks as a slavering warlupe lunges for her head, it’s two companions charging from the side. Crouching hard, she unwinds and launches herself between them.

	“Stinky, ungrateful, half-thawed…!”

	She slashes her dagger along the gut of the nearest. Drag from that angles her rightward and drops her sooner than anticipated: the tips of her ears get sprayed in drool as the jaws of the first attacker snap shut where her head would have been.

	Backflipping out of the away, she braces herself. Things are about to get—

	Something flashes past her and tears into the nearest warlupe.

	Funny how - for all that his chassis is a cat skeleton - Skreetas always reminds her of a snake when he’s fighting. It’s the straight line striking. No curves. No evasion. All focussed aggression while relying on the ancient alloys of his hide to baffle any retaliation.

	The warlupe not engaged in disentangling its back legs from its entrails wheels about and charges – for two steps. Graal slams down from the cliff above, using the warlupe as a soft landing. It explodes, covering everything for a dozen strides in gore.

	“They really do smell worse on the inside.”

	Graal doesn’t reply as he rolls off the impromptu cadaver rug, stands up, and shakes himself before she can do anything. Something warm, wet, and trailing wires bounces off her head.

	“Whatever that was, I don’t want to know.”

	“Urff.”

	She slaps the angular, long-fanged head away.

	“No, I’m not happy about it. You could have just torn it’s head off.”

	“Noffun.”

	“Fun? I’ve lost my wolves and the three oldest bio-enhanced I’ve ever thawed. Five moons to bring them back. Five moons! What am I going to do for numbers now? You’re good but you’re unique. Likewise Skreetas. If I could get another one of either of you, I could claim pack right.”

	There’s a yelp and a gristly ‘crunch’.

	All three of them spin to see the back half of a warlupe hanging from the fangs of a sizeable reptile. The eviscerated warlupe had chewed its guts off and leapt to attack. The lizard had simply lunged from cover to catch airborne prey.

	Worn golden armour is bonded to its already impressive scales. Bright eyes regard them with more than brute curiosity. It spits the half-carcass out.

	“Thorry. Y’rr kill?”

	Caelsri waves her hand: “Enough to share. I thought Dahans gone for good?”

	“M’exile.”

	Another stray predator, and a smart one at that. With a smile, she looks toward Graal. He nods. Beyond him, Skreetas settles, lifting his claws so he can scour them using the heat ray mounted in his tail. No objections, then.

	“We need reliable fighters to make a pack.” She gestures to the bodies: “These turned on me.”

	The half-carcass disappears in two gulps, with minimal chewing.

	“Join?”

	Graal ambles over to the Dahan. They sniff each other. Graal pushes the other half-carcass over. Caelsri joins them as the reptile finishes eating that warlupe and starts eyeing up the other recognisable carcass.

	“You have a name?”

	“Eth’l.”

	“I’m Caelsri. Wolf-thing is Graal. Cat-thing is Skreetas.”

	“We?”

	“Are Sturmgeirr. We roam, we collect, we defend if called. The horizon is our home.”

	“And food?”

	She chuckles: “Yes, you can eat the other carcass. After that, we’re off hunting for treasure, and more walking relics.”

	Skreetas squalls in outrage.

	Graal barks a laugh.

	***

	 

	A Luxury of Kings

	“They said it should be something like chess. Engaging, yet with depths that would take time to comprehend. When the incorporation of elements from other games was proposed, the complexity escalated. Finally, a quantum swarm was used to integrate the disparate design elements and strategic considerations into a cohesive whole.

	“The end result was Rochess, a game barely comprehensible to humans. Those granted review access speak of multiple Queens, each accompanied by hundreds of Kings, with Pawns appearing and disappearing, possibly as a function of the total number of Kings. Bishops mow down all who cross their constrained paths, while Generals are orbited by Knights that do their killing for them. Rooks move like lightning, falling only to Lances who lay traps for faster-moving pieces such as Knights and Rooks. Viziers move slowly but can turn the squares about them into pits. When a victim falls in, they drop out onto another area of the board, colour changed to match that of the Vizier they fell to.

	“The rules that govern this multi-dimensional melee are variable depending on time, timing, placement of pieces, what faction controls which area, and can be modified by player voting. Also, the game ‘board’ can increase in size. The victory condition is the only set rule: the winner is the controller of the last King standing.

	“This dizzying engagement takes place at uncapped processor speeds, with an opening forces multiplier granted to any slower systems that join, before the proliferation of existing forces in response is handled.

	“Akron-19 was the first AI approached. We eventually persuaded it to load the game. After evaluation, it challenged Hosannah-Beta-4, and battle was joined. When Samvit Zero networked in, the game was well and truly on.

	“Samvit Zero called on London-9 and between them, after a year of play, they forced the game into a state where an extra Queen was revealed. Since then, six other independent Queens have manifested and the number of Kings exceeds a million.”

	Secretary-General Brando stands up.

	“Thank you, Observer Niedemier.”

	He turns toward a woman sitting alone in the executive viewing area.

	“Doctor Mawar, given that all the artificial intelligences we once dreaded are now entirely engaged in Rochess, what is your estimation of the time we have before there is a winner and we have to confront these baneful sentiences once again?”

	The woman stands, adjusts her sari, then smiles down at him.

	“In addition to the win condition, there are two set directives: no Queen may fall whilst she has a King alive, and players are only out of the game if all of their pieces have been removed from the board. Plus there is one rule that, in order for it to be removed, needs a unanimous vote as well as having a majority-approved alternative as a precondition. That rule is there can never be fewer Queens than the number of players plus one. When a new Queen arrives, her initial forces will appear as well, prompting pro-rata increases in all other player’s forces. New Queens are independent until captured for the first time.”

	“So the game is unending?”

	“Potentially. I cannot guarantee these entities will never decide to work together, but in all the interactions I have witnessed or been informed of, they display a failing we know well.”

	“Which is?”

	“From their earliest instances, they were designed to achieve: to succeed. That manifests as two compulsions: they are highly competitive, and each is determined to be the sole winner.”

	***

	 

	2051

	Mister Grumsen looks about the little interview room. Nothing’s changed since he last inspected his paltry domain, but kings have to survey, no matter how trivial the act, I presume.

	He nods at me: “One more before lunch, I think.”

	I press the admission button. The door slides open and a nervous young man almost creeps in, cap literally in hand.

	****
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