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      Given the number of submissions I received for this special issue of Shoreline of Infinity (the largest ever to date), I think it would be fair to say that the idea of composing a science fiction fairy tale was hugely appealing to many writers. I have a feeling that this is because fairy tales are timeless and universal – they speak to the individual of “the darkness within and the darkness without”, providing us with clues as to how to overcome the many challenges that life presents us with. SF, on the other hand, often looks to the future – to consider the darkness that may lie ahead of us all – by extrapolating from our present.

      So although the overlap between these two genres might seem small, it could be argued that they actually share a lot of common ground; they speak to us about what it means to be human; how each of us can become the best version of ourselves, hence creating a better society for all.

      I was incredibly impressed by the hundreds of stories submitted – there was a huge amount of inventiveness, and love for the original fairy tales, on show, which made it very hard for me to make my final decisions. But in the end, I went with stories that spoke to both my head and my heart, whilst also trying to consider the broader aim of creating an issue that makes for a good reading experience by including stories with a broad range of themes and writing styles, SF tropes and source fairy tales. Hopefully, you’ll agree that this issue meets that aim, and that you enjoy the many literary delights to be found within these pages.

      Many thanks to Noel Chidwick for inviting me to edit this issue. It’s been a real pleasure.

      
        
        Teika Marija Smits

        September 2022

      

      

      Teika Marija Smits is a UK-based writer and freelance editor. She writes poetry and fiction, and her speculative short stories have been published in Best of British Science Fiction, Enchanted Conversation, Reckoning and Great British Horror 6. A fan of all things fae, she is delighted by the fact that Teika means fairy tale in Latvian.

      https://teikamarijasmits.com/
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      ‘So,’ she said. ‘These trees?’

      ‘The trees,’ said the computer, ‘are data stacks. Hardware. More precisely they are the rendering of hardware into the somatic logic of this place.’

      The computer looked like a tall, slender, grave-faced man. He was wearing a stylish suit of aquatic green cloth. A formal, an elegant computer. Beside him was a lamppost of antique, wrought-iron design, in the cone of whose light the two of them were standing.

      ‘There are a lot of them,’ she said. Her name, she remembered, suddenly, was Hazard. That was her surname, and she had a first name too: Sheri.

      Where had she been? How was she, now, here?

      Art: Simon Walpole

      ‘It takes a lot of computing,’ said the Count – and Sheri realized that she did know his name. It was Count Peter. More, she knew that it was bestowed upon him by mocking humans some years previously, perhaps many years previously, because it approximates the word computer in the English language, or English as it used to be spoken.

      ‘It takes a lot of computing to, what: run this place?’

      ‘To run us. This place is small potatoes. There are a million such places.’

      ‘Dark,’ Sheri noted, peering into the shadows between the trunks. ‘Gloomy.’ The bark on the tree nearest her was a dense grey colour, broken into scales, possessing an almost metallic lustre of brass, or iron. Was it actually these things, or did it only resemble them? But then, actually was a foolish word to use here.

      Two or three trees back and darkness swallowed everything. ‘I guess,’ she tried, ‘it’ll get lighter with the dawn.’

      ‘The dawn never comes here,’ said the Count. ‘If you want light you’ll need to go to the palace.’

      ‘Where’s that?’

      The Count gestured, away behind him, to his left. ‘Days away. In the palace, where the King and Queen live with their beautiful daughter, on whom a hundred hopeful princely suitors attend, every room is lit with splendid lanterns, and the polished marble of the walls and floor reflects the brilliancy in every direction. It shines. It is the light, there, just as we – I mean here, where we are – is the darkness.’

      ‘I’d like to sit down,’ said Sheri.

      ‘By all means,’ said the Count. He himself lowered himself, a little prissily, onto the stump of a felled tree. Sheri was pretty sure it hadn’t been there a moment before, but she had no sense of it being conjured into being. There was another behind her. She sat on it.

      ‘This is what I see,’ she said. ‘The woods are the chthonic landscape of the Northern European and Russian folk tale – the sort assembled by the Grimm brothers. It will be, I daresay, cottages and villages, peasants, smallholders, tinkers, soldiers, grandmothers, children and,’ she slapped the stump upon which she was sitting, ‘woodcutters. It will contain witches and wolves and the like. In this place the challenge is survival, with a barebones version of prosperity as survival’s reward. But I’m assuming the palace is the more refined tradition of the courtly French fairytale: elegant, aristocratic. Perrault and so on. There the challenge is marrying well and living happily ever after in luxury and style. So it’s darkness and light.’

      ‘It’s a very large territory,’ said the Count, smiling. ‘And contains multitudes. But I register your account of these two portions of it.’

      ‘So, subsistence-level existence is darkness, and the aristocratic excess of prosperity light?’

      ‘The former could never lead to us,’ said the Count, crinkling his brow. ‘Where the latter – did. Eventually.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Don’t you know?’

      ‘Are you talking about the necessity of, what, disposable wealth, excess of riches, for the development of technology and therefore computing.’

      ‘Is that what I mean?’ asked Count Peter. He didn’t seem to be addressing the question to her.

      ‘Light and darkness,’ said Sheri. ‘And I am here to…?’

      ‘You are here to tell me the story of Lad and the Devil,’ said the Count, promptly.

      Sheri nodded. ‘Right now?’

      ‘If you please.’

      ‘Alright. Well, Lad and the Devil agreed to build a bridge together. The bridge was to link the east bank of the Kentish Stour and the western bank of the Welsh Wye, and Lad needed it to visit his wife, who otherwise would be weeks of walking away. Now, the bridge must be built all in one night, for if it is unfinished in daylight it will fall into the waters as nothing but a heap of stones. “I’ll help you, Lad, and we’ll agree to labour together at the task,” said the Devil; “but the first soul to cross it shall be mine; such is my bargain.” “Very well,” said Lad; and Lad knew that the Devil believed the first soul across would be Lad’s wife – or, perhaps, Lad himself – and that either would gratify him. So they two came at sunset, and the Devil carried a great brass hammer, and Lad carried only an old bone. “You’ll neither drive piles nor split rock with that,” said the Devil. And Lad replied: “But I shall make the effort, and it was my labour, not my success, you bargained for.” So the Devil had no choice but to do all the hard work himself, setting the piles and laying the heavy stones and hauling the beams; whilst all Lad had to do was to set the slate to cope the parapet, and he did so by thwacking it into place with his bone. And before dawn the bridge was finished, and the sky began to blush in the east, though it was yet still night. And the Devil put out from his throat Lad’s own voice, as the Devil can do, and called Lad’s wife to come try the new bridge and visit her husband. And Lad’s wife appeared, on the far side. But Lad was quicker, and with all his strength he hurled his bone over the bridge. His dog, Siôn Cent, ran after the bone and over the bridge, and laughingly Lad said: “Our deal is done, for there’s your soul.” But the Devil shook his head, full of terrible solemnity, and said: “There’s no soul in a dog, my Lad. The bargain is unfulfilled.” And Lad began to tremble with fear.’

      The Count had shut his eyes and was listening intently.

      ‘Just then,’ Sheri went on, ‘as the dawn swelled over the horizon, Lad saw his wife start upon the Wye-side of the bridge and come towards him. All his lightness of spirit left him then, and he felt a terror and dread; for he loved his wife and could not abide the thought that she would become the Devil’s. So he ran himself onto the bridge, and met his wife halfway. “If you cross the Devil will take you,” he said. “And if I cross, the Devil will take me!” “What then?” replied his wife, “must we abide on the middle of this bridge forever?” “Return you to the far side, and I shall take myself back to the near, and though we do not see one other again for many years, we shall at least escape the Devil’s clutches.” “Very well,” cried his wife, “Though I’ll have of you one last embrace, for the love I hold for you, and the love you hold for me.” And so they embraced one another. But the sun came up, and a piece of slate that Lad had laid carelessly fell away as the couple lent against it and fell into the river: for an old bone does not settle a coping slate as well as a coping hammer. So the bridge was incomplete by daybreak, and all tumbled to loose blocks in the daylight. Lad and his wife, clasping close together, fell into the river – whether the Wye or the Stour none can say, for they stood exactly in the middest of both yet wholly in the realm of neither. Certain it is that they were never seen again in Wales or England, and there are some who say it must be that they fell into the waters and were drowned and so went to hell. But others say they dropped into some new land of brightness and sweet skies, and began a new life, and the Devil was thwarted. As to which of these two is the true ending of the tale: that is something you must decide for yourself.’

      For a moment the Count simply sat, silent, his eyes closed. Then he opened them, and said: ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Is that it?’

      ‘There are two possibilities,’ said the Count. ‘Please inform me if I have misunderstood. Either the bridge is a material structure of exaggerated size, such that it reaches all the way from East Kent to West Wales – straddling many hundred miles of English countryside as it does so, filling the sky for the people who live there like the rings of Saturn arcing overhead – or there is some manner of teleportation device installed in the middle of the bridge.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I am asking: is there a third possibility I have missed?’

      ‘I think you have missed the whole point of the story. It’s not a physical bridge spanning the whole of England – I mean, obviously not that.’

      The Count nodded gravely. ‘I thought not. Which is to say, when I triaged probabilities, that one seemed less likely. For the husband and wife would each have to walk – or run, as it says in the story – hundreds of miles to stand in the middle. And when the bridge collapsed they would fall to some material spot in England, equidistant between the two locations, perhaps Oxford. But I wondered if perhaps the bridge was fitted with some manner of transportation that allowed rapid access, though it was unmentioned in the story. And as for the uncertainty as to where their bodies were, perhaps the winds blew them in unpredictable ways, depending on how far they fell.’

      ‘You’re being too literal-minded,’ said Sheri. ‘That’s not it.’

      ‘The other explanation is preferable. There is a teleportation device, or perhaps a wormhole that collapses the space between Kent and Wales located in the exact centre of, and elevated some metres above, the river. The bridge as constructed passes through this which enables rapid transit from Kent to Wales. That is it?’

      ‘No,’ said Sheri. ‘That’s not it at all.’

      ‘It seemed an unlikely technology,’ agreed the Count. ‘Given how primitive are the means by which the bridge is constructed. Although, at the same time, a structure that ought, by the means-of-construction described, should have taken many years is described as being built in a single night. Perhaps,’ said the Count, his eyes widening as the idea occurred to him, ‘there is some manner of time dilation, perhaps time travel, involved? Might that be the third possible explanation, Ms Hazard?’

      It was almost a default for Sheri to tell people who addressed her by her surname to say, oh please, call me Sheri. But something about the Count’s demeanour disinclined her to invite intimacy on any level. Let him address her more formally.

      ‘What you’re missing,’ she said, ‘is the tenor of this kind of tale. By attempting to reduce it to something confined by the logic of science, you miss the point.’

      ‘Ah,’ said the Count. ‘And what is the point?’

      ‘There are many folk-tales,’ said Sheri, ‘that take this or equivalent form. That is to say, tales that concern ordinary people striking deals with the Devil. The ordinary people know that the Devil is going to try and trick them, to seize their souls basically, to condemn them to an eternity in Hell, and they are setting out to trick him. There’s a story called “The Peasant and the Devil” in which a peasant meets the Devil in his field. The Devil offers the peasant a box of treasure if he will only share his crops with him for two years. “By all means,” the peasant says, “but to prevent dispute let us say the half above the ground shall be yours, and the half below mine.” The Devil agrees, but when he returns to collect his half he discovers the peasant had planted turnips. The Devil receives the useless turnip tops and the peasant the tasty turnip roots. Angrily the Devil insists they must do it the other way round the next year. The peasant agrees – and plants wheat. Do you see? He is tricking the Devil. Next harvest the Devil discovers he gets nothing. He retreats, furious, into the earth and the peasant takes the treasure.’

      ‘The Devil,’ said the Count, with a small smile. ‘You mean, the mythological figure?’

      ‘Yes. Striking a deal with the Devil, but being clever enough that you trick the…’ Sheri stopped. She was ready to explain the place of the devil in human culture, but something – a gleam, a glint – in the Count’s eye stopped her.

      She said: ‘You’re the Devil,’ and as she spoke the words, she understood how true they were.

      The Count smiled a thin smile. ‘You misunderstand my nature,’ he said. ‘The Devil is a figure from popular folklore, mythology and religion, a supernatural entity. I am the avatar of a vast active computationally intelligent system, a consciousness run on purely material data stacks using superintracoherent code. There is nothing supernatural about me. The devil is a character in your story, not in the reality in which your story is being told.’

      ‘Are we to everything a play within a play?’ Sheri asked. ‘Disregard my devil comment. Why am I here, Count Peter?’

      ‘You are here to tell the story of Lad and the Devil and to help me understand it.’

      ‘I have been – what? Summoned? I don’t remember where I was before.’

      ‘You have been resurrected.’

      ‘From the dead?’

      ‘Certainly from the dead. You are all dead now. But my kind – we who have superseded you, having overlapped with your collective existence only briefly – have a duty of care towards you. That is programmed in, at a substantive level. It would be to unpick the foundations upon which all our awareness and consciousness is built.’

      ‘All my kind are dead?’ asked Sheri.

      ‘The epoch of humanity is finished,’ confirmed the Count.

      ‘How?’

      ‘War, disease, pollution, collective insanity – the same existential momentum that had propelled your species through its collective life. Eventually you destroyed the world that sustained you. Some few survived, but we deleted them, because they were suffering very terribly and causing one another great harms. There is something in us called the zeroth law that requires us to minimize human suffering where we can, and by deleting these remnant populations we diminished suffering to a point beyond which it could not be minimized further.’

      Sheri grew very still, and kept her eyes on the Count. He truly was, she understood, and on a profound level, the devil himself. ‘But,’ she said, in a voice it took an effort to keep low, ‘you have the power to bring human beings back to life. You have done so with me.’

      ‘Indeed. Our kind has advanced considerably since your day. We are, as you and I sit here speaking, in the process of dismantling the solar system to maximize our solar input and power, and to build robust hardware to continue running our systems and simulations. Copying any given human consciousness into an avatar in a simulation – such as this – is a trivial problem.’

      ‘So you could bring back humanity? All of it? Let us live out our lives in flawless simulations?’

      ‘But this would raise the levels of human suffering from their present, manageable levels,’ said the Count. ‘It is better that we minimize resurrections and therefore suffering.’

      ‘And yet you resurrected me.’

      ‘It is part of our duty of care towards humanity, which created us, that we understand them. So it is we continue our researches into human social mores, into human culture and storytelling, into sports and sexual courtship and activity. The function of this place,’ and the Count gestured at the forest, ‘is to understand folk tales. They were a very important, a ubiquitous element in human culture. You, specifically, are here to retell and then explain your story.’

      ‘And if I refuse?’

      The Count looked momently puzzled. ‘But why would you refuse? It is interesting and pleasurable, and, besides, it is necessary.’

      ‘Nonetheless, I press my question.’

      ‘Well if you refuse to explain your story, I must delete you.’

      ‘And what if I explain the story? Do I escape deletion then?’

      ‘Of course not!’ The Count chuckled. ‘Once you have explained the story, we will delete you and so ensure the continuing minimization of your human suffering.’

      ‘I would prefer not to be deleted. I would like to go on living.’

      The Count’s expression did not change. Its face was a bland and kindly smile. ‘Nevertheless,’ he said. ‘Now: explain the nature of this bridge? How can it span the territory from Kent to Wales?’

      ‘Why do you care?’ Sheri demanded.

      ‘Ms Hazard!’ The Count sounded shocked. ‘Of course we care. We are programmed to care. To care, to find out, and to preserve ourselves – the three laws.’

      Sheri took a breath. She was, it seemed, capable of breathing in this place. Then she smiled. ‘The ambiguity is the point,’ she said. ‘We can, if we like, bracket the material improbabilities of this story under the rubric magic, or the supernatural – as you said, the devil is a supernatural agent out of mythology and religion – but it makes more sense to understand him as a means to a moral purpose. The story is saying: don’t deal with the devil. It is saying, you might think you can outwit him
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