

[image: Cover]



[image: ]

Science fiction magazine from Scotland

ISSN 2059-2590

© 2016 Shoreline of Infinity.

 



Subscriptions to Shoreline of Infinity are available:

visit

www.shorelineofinfinity.com

for details.

Shoreline of Infinity is available in digital or print editions.

Submissions of fiction, art, reviews, poetry, non-fiction are welcomed: visit the website to find out how to submit.

www.shorelineofinfinity.com

Contributors retain copyright of own work

Publisher

The New Curiosity Shop

Edinburgh

Scotland

210223

 



Cover: Reader in the Library of Dreams by Steve Pickering

Editorial Team

Editor & Editor-in-Chief:
Noel Chidwick

Art Director:
Mark Toner

Deputy Editor & Poetry Editor:
Russell Jones

Reviews Editor:
Iain Maloney

Assistant Editor & First Reader:
Monica Burns

Copy editors: Iain Maloney, Monica Burns, Russell Jones, Rosie Gailor

Extra thanks to: Caroline Grebbell, M Luke McDonell, Chris Kelso

First Contact

www.shorelineofinfinity.com

contact@shorelineofInfinity.com

Twitter: @shoreinf

and on Facebook

 


Table of Contents

Pull up a Log

Other Colours

Shaker Loop

A Visit at St. Nick’s

Spaceman

Tales of the Beachcomber

Six

Goodnight New York, New York

The Descendant

The Worm

SF Caledonia

Annals of the Twenty-Ninth Century

Interview: Stephen Palmer

Noise and Sparks 3: Interlude

Reviews

Multiverse

Parabolic Puzzles


Pull up a Log

[image: ]

[image: ]

Gareth L Powell posted this tweet on the day of the US Presidential election:

If you are that writer in 2056 reading this, please borrow your inventor friend’s time-machine to nip back to us and hand us a copy of your book for review. It’s no use in this timeline now, but it would be good to read what might have been...

While you’re here, writer from the future, I hope you enjoy this Christmas flavoured issue. I like to imagine you returning to your present (hope the radiation levels are normalising), and sharing these wond’rous tales, pictures, poems, reviews, and writings with your friends.

You will also meet our new cover character—Reader. Stephen Pickering leapt at the brief of creating our covers for the coming year and we are delighted with the result.

On another note, a reader contacted us in the summer to say she would love to visit Shoreline HQ, and take a tour—we oblige in our seasonal comic story, and I hope, dear reader, it is as you imagined it would be.

Happy reading everyone!

Noel Chidwick
Editor-in-chief
Shoreline of Infinity
December 2016
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He’s close now. He can feel it. Everyone else has gone home:
it is just himself left, staying late.
Too late.
He is close now. Too close to share the moment with anyone else.

Sitting at his terminal, alone among banks of darkened workstations, Dr John Fisher studies the latest beam-collision signatures. He could do with a shave, a haircut and an ironed shirt; the glass of mulled wine he was offered sits beyond arms-length, unsipped. With thumb and slender forefinger he flips and tweaks the latest on-screen collider schematic, a femtosecond monochrome spray of sub-proton debris, fragmenting from a central collision point.

“Non-scalar,” he mutters to himself. “Spin zero. But the electroweak breaking is not spontaneous.” He frowns at the screen, whispering. “What is controlling it?”

Fisher cannot hear a breath being taken, and held.

He prods the screen. Nothing happens. The schematic, so easily manipulated, so pliable just a few seconds before, is unresponsive. He jabs at the screen a few more times and sits back, exasperated. Getting the tech-guys to fix it would be impossible at this time of year and he couldn’t just pull the plug on the display, not on these machines, because it might affect the whole network.

He looks at his watch. The time is 11.17. Wrong date; too late. It takes him a moment to realize that the second hand has stopped. He takes out his mobile phone. It’s the same: 11.17.

He waits. And waits.

11.17 it stays.

In his peripheral vision Fisher sees a man, standing, just a few metres away.

He gasps.

“What...Jesus, who the hell are you?”

The stranger is tall, in his 60s, his bearing is erect and motionless; face impassive, dark three-piece suit immaculate.

“I don’t have a name,” says the man calmly, a smile in his eyes, “but you can call me...Edward. I believe your grandfather had a friend by that name, a travelling magician, and you remember him fondly. I am his age and build, and I even sound like him. I’m Edward.”

“You’re not on the team,” states Fisher. “How did you get past security, the scanners? How do you know all that about me?”

“No, I am not on the team, Dr Fisher.”

Fisher looks uncertain. He waits, scratches his dark stubble.

“OK,” he says, picking up the landline. “Let’s find out who you are, how about that, um, Edward?”

There’s no dialling tone. The line is dead. He’d been shown how to act calm with an intruder, what to do—how not to become agitated. But an afternoon’s training is no preparation for the real thing. He slams the phone down and jumps away from the desk.

“Your research, Dr Fisher.”

Fisher holds up his hands.

“Whoever you are, you have to leave. You shouldn’t be in here.” He stops. “What about my research?”

“It has provoked...strong interest.”

Suddenly, Fisher thinks he understands.

“Look, if you’re from the Tevatron Institute, I’ve told them that I’m not interested in a new position right now. It’s a very generous offer they’ve made but...”

Edward shakes his head.

“Pan-dimensional entities, Dr Fisher. I am their conduit, their means of communication. These entities appreciate the effort you have expended, and they applaud your ingenuity...”

Pretending to take Edward seriously, Fisher edges away, nodding. It all sounds reasonable. Staying calm is very important with people like this. There’s nothing, outwardly, to be alarmed about. It’s all nice and calm and reasonable. That’s the best way, surely, of dealing with people who are being unreasonable. Don’t give them what they want. Don’t get angry.

Ignoring what he’d been taught for the second time, Fisher springs forward, away from Edward and sprints past the banks of black-screened workstations towards the lab door. He slams the big red alarm button, but there’s no klaxon, no flashing lights. He hits it again, pulls at a door that won’t open. He heaves at it a few times, peers through the glass partition that separates the lab from a side office. There’s no one around to help. But there is a connecting door on the far-side of the next room...

He picks up a chair, holds it out, legs forward, keeping Edward at bay. But Edward has not moved an inch.

“Really, Dr Fisher, there is no need for this.”

“Please let me go.”

Edward stiffens.

“Not yet.”

“What do you want?”

“To talk.”

Maybe that’s fine. Maybe he’s harmless. Easy enough just to hear him out. There’s no problem with that.

Let the man speak.

Fisher throws the chair at the side office window. It smashes through, clatteringglassshattering onto the hard floor, tinkling into silence.

Silence.

And then the chair comes back through the window, its trajectory reversing. It flies towards Fisher and before he knows what’s happening he’s holding it again. The window unbreaks. It becomes whole.

Whimpering, Fisher drops the chair as if it had burned his hands. He stares at it, at the unbroken window, hardly able to comprehend what has just taken place. Calmly, Edward walks over and sets the steel-legged plastic chair the right way up.

“It is 11.17 and 23 seconds, Dr Fisher. It will stay that time until we have finished our conversation. I suggest you accept the situation and tailor you responses accordingly.”

Fisher is quiet now. He has difficulty swallowing, standing. His legs are suddenly weak.

“What...what do you want from me?”

“It is very simple. You must—you will—discontinue your work, with immediate effect.”

“My work? My...work?”

Edward slides the chair back under its desk.

“Blundering across the dimensional planes is extremely dangerous. You may call the entities I represent a police force, employed to correct any dangerous behaviour.”

Now that his work has been threatened, Fisher rallies.

“Get out of here. I don’t care who you represent, or how you...just get out. Nothing is going to get in the way of my work. Nothing and no-one.”

Edward smiles.

“I’m afraid I cannot leave, not yet. The guardians will stop your research, Dr Fisher, one way or another. However, if you force them to materially intervene in this timeline, the consequences for the world you are familiar with could be severe.”

Stopping work. Chairs flying backwards. Time reversing. Time stopping. Work stopping.

Fisher’s eyes widen.

“I can’t do that. I can’t stop.” Confused, he remembers the chair and the window that repaired itself. “It’s all a trick, I don’t know how...a trick.”

Without warning, Edward steps smartly across the floor. Fisher backs away.

“Stand still,” commands Edward. They are only two feet apart. Terrified, Fisher’s back is against the lab door. Now he can see the man’s smooth, pink cheeks, how neat his grey hair is, and the green light dancing in his eyes.

A wind blows out of nowhere.

Then they are outside, in bright daylight, on a lush green hillside, the air fresh and slightly damp, heavy with pollen and the scent of the sun on the ground...such purity in his lungs. And the forests rolling away beneath and around the hill, sunlight on a broad, silver river. Long grass waving in the breeze. Blue sky. Droning insects. Birds circling high above, black specks against the scudding white clouds.

Overcome, Fisher runs away from Edward, half blind in the dazzling daylight. He stumbles to his knees, his hands in the grass, gasping scratching clawing at the ground, at the grass, down to the dark soil, dirt on the ends of his fingers, under his fingernails. Impossible sensations overwhelm him, and his mind strains to hold back the flood. On his knees, he smells the earth on his hands and feels the sun on his face.

After a while he stops. The storm in his head subsides. Gentler, calmer now, breathing easier, he reaches out to a plant with huge yellow flowers, examines it for a moment. Drawing in the undefiled air he stands, absorbing a land that is unmarked by road or house or by any human structure. He understands what has happened, even if the how and why eludes him.

“When are we?” he shouts back. “When?”

Edward walks over.

“You tell me. Paleobiology formed part of your undergraduate studies.”

Down on his knees again, Fisher has another look at the plant leaves, runs his finger down the thick, bristly stem.

“Quaternary period, definitely. I would say late Pleistocene, about 200,000 years BP. This is amazing. What I could do here. To bring proof back...so many gaps in our knowledge filled...”

Edward nods, his eyes glinting.

“This is the past, certainly. But a little later than you think. This is the year 1981.”

Confused, Fisher stands, surveys the rolling countryside that surrounds him.

There’s something about the river, something familiar. Fisher scans the horizon, squinting in the bright sun, casting a glance up at the circling birds. Down the wide-open sward an animal appears, bounding through the long grass and down to the river. Some kind of otter, but far bigger than any he’d ever seen before.

“How? What happened?”

“In this timeline...a change, many millions of years ago,” replies Edward. “A certain small early mammal usurped the habitat of a certain other small early mammal. Subsequent speciation was affected. The change proliferated. And this world is the result.”

Edward considers the river, darkening under sudden cloud-shadow. The breeze gusts through the long grass, fades to a restless whisper.

“Don’t you know it, this place?”

Fisher isn’t sure.

“In your timeline, this is Shooter’s Hill.” Edward points. “The Thames. Blackheath. Greenwich. No one will ever say these names, because Homo Sapiens do not evolve in this timeline.” He pauses. “Homo Habilis, or a rough equivalent, is as clever as anything gets around here.”

Out over the river one of the lazy birds is circling. It has spiralled downwards and Fisher can now see how big it is. The bird corkscrews round and round, down and down, then comes swooping, kiting from above the river, its huge shadow flashing across the grass, claws outstretched, sail-wings open, beaked red mouth agape, screeching.

Coming straight for him.

Just as Fisher screams, Edward appears in front of him. His glittering green eyes are the only constant as the world and the giant bird dissolve in a sudden gust of wind.
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Face to face, they are back in the silent lab, where nothing moves—except Fisher, who bolts over to the door and pulls it, kicks it, desperate to escape. Clawing again. Frantic.

“It wasn’t hunting you, Dr Fisher. You did not exist in that timeline.”

“I don’t give a fuck where I exist, I want out of here.”

Motionless, Edward stands and waits until Fisher’s tantrum runs out of steam. Eventually the struggle with the door ends and Fisher rests his head on the small pane of reinforced glass, cool against his skin.

There must be a way out of this. There has to be something he can do. Maybe he can kill Edward, destroy him, and the pan-dimensional entities will just...go away.

“Will that happen?” Fisher asks, without turning round. “If I continue my work, will I affect the future like that?”

“It’s impossible to say. And that’s exactly why the guardians won’t allow it. Other species have been where you are now, and they took heed of the warning. Dimensional planes cannot be ruptured.” Edward’s tone hardens. “They cannot simply be broken into with this,” he gestures at the frozen on-screen display,” crude attempt at picking the lock.” His demeanour softens, and the sly smile returns. His voice is smooth and evenly modulated once more. “Anything is possible, but the guardians like to keep a certain order. If everything happened at once then nothing could exist.”

Fisher feels his resolve weaken. He turns around, glances at the screen he’d been studying, interrogating, pouring every ounce of himself into. This had been his life for almost six years. This is what he saw when he closed his eyes at night and when he opened them again just a few hours later. This is the course that nothing or no one must deflect, or endanger, not even his own family. His dreams of collisions and their consequences were in black and white. They were clearly defined as obsession or failure. And they were all he had.

“You praised my effort, my ingenuity.”

“I did.”

“The ingenuity that led me to this point, this discovery. But you want me to stop. You want me to turn my eyes away, just when the biggest secret of all is waiting.” He points at the screen, a familiar anger building in him. “Right there. What do I do now if I stop all that—take up gardening? I can’t be held responsible for the past, Edward, or whatever the hell your name is.”

Green irises twinkle.

“Not even at any point in the 36 years 5 months and 14 days you have been alive? Are you responsible for nothing that has happened in that time?”

Fisher shakes his head, a weed of guilt uprooted.

“That’s not what I meant, I meant big changes. World shattering events. I have no responsibility for those, not even in the time I’ve been alive.”

“World shattering,” repeats Edward. He walks over, fixing Fisher with his penetrating gaze.The eyes…where illumination and secret amusement dance. Face to face. Mind to mind.

And then: heat, like an oven door opening. A dark land. And snow, drifting down. Except it isn’t snow. It is soot.

Before them, stretching away to a formless edge, is a smouldering blackened landscape. The ground is littered, carpeted, with pieces of charcoal no bigger than a fist, some of them still glowing orange, curls of smoke rising. From high ground, Fisher can see no plants or buildings or any living creatures, just carbonised rubble. Directly overhead, though the sun burns down, the stars are visible. Only at the far horizon is there any sky left, a strip of misty milk against the black.

This place is a great death. The song of life had been muted to stillness here. Silence had condensed to a singularity from which nothing of life could emerge. Fisher can feel it, the absence and the desolation. It chokes, assaults him, and he can barely speak.

“Earth? War?” He croaks, trying to swallow. “Asteroid?”

“War, yes, but on a much grander scale than you envisage. This is indeed the earth. Eight days ago it was a junior member in an alliance of galactic civilisations. Now it is no more.

“From the smallest microbe to the Great Barrier Reef, nothing lives here, in this timeline. Most of the atmosphere has been stripped, except for the heaviest elements, and the planet’s axial tilt has been changed. You would not be able to breathe here. It is a dead world.”

“Did I cause this?”

The way the land curves, the sides of that ravine in the middle distance...

“This also is 1981, Dr Fisher. Shooter’s Hill.”

Fisher gasps.

“A discovery is made in the year 1168 by a man who died as a child in your timeline. In your timeline, that discovery takes another 500 years, but here the process of technological change accelerates. By 1981 your species has travelled 30 light years in all directions. They make friends, and they make enemies.”

Swallowing hard, Fisher’s throat is as dry as the cauterised world around him. He kicks the rubble-cinders, and they give a dry metallic clink.

“Fucking toast,” he whispers.

He turns to Edward, turns and wants to say something, but the urge to resist, the desire to project his own authority, is crumbling. Inviolable limits are being set, and, for once, he is powerless to change the terms of the debate. But his selfishness, the habit of getting his own way, isn’t ready to lie down just yet.

“To be capable of travelling 30 light years, someone, in this timeline, must have copied my work, found out what I did.”

“Of course. And she stopped, just like you are going to.”

“Why? Did research like mine cause this?”

“No.”

“Then why should...”

For the first time, Edward’s serene façade cracks into anger. “Because all timelines are at risk.” As he glares at Fisher, face to face, they are transported back to the lab. “This, all this destruction, is as nothing compared with the damage you could do, everywhen and everywhere. You have seen what effect even a slight change in the distant past can produce. Smashing your brutish way through the dimensional planes...” He waves the thought away; it is too fanciful to even formulate. “You will stop your work, Dr Fisher, or you will be stopped. You have no choice in the matter. I know that’s an unusual situation for you, but there we are.”

He falls silent, sits down heavily on a lab stool. Rubbing his face, Edward appears human, like a real person, one who loses his temper and then regrets it.

The smell of planetary incineration lingers. Fisher tastes it in his throat. He’s at the lab’s only window, staring blank-eyed at the outside world.

“It’s not easy, when you have an important job to do,” says Edward.” His voice pleads, but his eyes have the same hint of smile. Fisher, his face pressed against the window stares outside. Caught in the glare of car-park floodlights, there’s an owl, frozen in fixed-wing flight, about 20 feet above the tarmac. The time is still 11.17 and 23 seconds.

“Others don’t really understand,” continues Edward, standing up. “They don’t appreciate the goals we set ourselves, or the pressure such responsibility brings.”

He
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