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      As we were putting together this issue of the magazine, Artemis II was launched and made a wholly successful mission, achieving all

      its objectives, namely humans orbiting the Moon. The last time this happened I hadn’t even started school.

      This issue of SoI features a non-fiction essay about Artemis by Dr Matjaz Vidmar which tries to disentangle the many and complex reasons for Artemis. For us, as SF readers, this mission feels like a return to another future that should have happened, a parallel universe where Moon missions never stopped in 1972 and simply continued.

      Another future has crossed lines with ours, and we have mixed emotions about where it will lead us. Intense excitement and awe that humans have managed to return to the Moon - mixedwith trepidation about possible commercial exploitation of the Moon. It’s no secret that several private sector companies and also governments are eyeing the Moon as a source of rare minerals. Can our nearest celestial neighbour survive as it is now? Or will it be irrevocably changed by future Artemis (and other) missions? Watch this (or outer) space.

      
        
        —Pippa Goldschmidt

        Non-fiction Editor Shoreline of Infinity

        SF Caledonia
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        Stephen Daly

      

      The sky shouldn’t be darkening. A gust of invalid Glasgow wind whips my hair into my eyes and paws at my skirt. I flatten it. So much for weather-tech.

      An echo from the end of the platform, and I swear things jump forward a millisecond, a drinks trolley in lurk for custom mode right in front of me, then a guy, maybe forty feet away, shouting at someone, opening his coat wide, grinning, hand reaching inside. Pigeons dart up and away just before or after a big slapping thud that rocks me, a fist of wind that slams the trolley, glass smashing and spattering.

      ‘Oh…’ Blood in my nose, the taste of concrete. A flash of David’s worried eyes. Babe! Are you okay? The explosion still echoes around the concourse and there’s some screaming, some children crying, moms too. The day is folding away from me, light spiraling into a plughole; one of my episodes coming on… I know it… when a hand grips my shoulder.

      ‘You’re okay. Get up!’

      Her skin is like a roadmap, browned by the years, well-travelled. She’s 50ish, maybe. Hard to tell with the sunglasses and headscarf. She stands me up, brushes my coat.

      ‘Remember when we only had fundamentalists to worry about…’ I say it, trying to sound smart, detached and worldly because actually, I don’t. Well before my time.

      She winces. Stares up at the rafters. The suicide-bomber’s coat is hanging in one piece, swaying above the security guards who’ve just appeared. She shouts them a heads up as something wet and meaty slips from one of the sleeves. It slaps to the ground and they hunch their shoulders, ducking away.

      My guts clench and I let go of my morning porridge, not quite on her elegant shoes but close enough.

      She doesn’t tut, doesn’t sympathize. As I look up, all apologies, she just stares at the gloop. Then she says something, sounds like look at the detail, but no, because that would make no sense at all.
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      ‘Corrine,’ I say, hand outstretched. It’s maybe twenty minutes later and we’re sitting together on the train. Apparently there’d been only enough explosives to destroy the bomber himself and no-one in close proximity, so not much for security to ask questions about.

      But my hands are shaking.

      ‘Call me Elle.’

      The train has lifted and we’re underway, whishing over the track; buildings, hills and fields a smooth blur of browns. Two and a half hours to the London hub. Not long before we see a distant flame on the horizon. I shake my head. ‘Getting worse, isn’t it?’

      Her eyebrows rise above her shades but she says nothing.

      ‘Riots. Fires, explosions.’ I stare at the backs of my hands. ‘Suicide rate’s up. Murders, assaults too. All from a drug to prevent mental illness. Who’d have thought?’

      I think of five years ago, so much hope in the air, so many people remaking themselves with Biex, prescribed or street-bought, nipping their potential early-onsets and their children’s neurodiversity and anxieties in the bud. Then, one year on, the cracks beginning to show. Remade personalities splintering, amplifying whatever juicy little peccadillos they had tried to hide. Some splinters benign; workaholics, sex-addicts, introverts, quietly approaching their own private meltdowns. For others, meltdown not so quiet. The influencer holed up in his private harem, the fashion designer wiping out her entire family. Thousands of less celebrated incidents every week, bombings, fires, shootings. Emergency measures. Talk of Martial Law in parliament. Today’s incident at the station is the third in the last month I’ve seen up-close. ‘Feels like we’re skating close to chaos.’

      Elle sits forward, reaches for my hand, consciously or not stopping its tremor. ‘We don’t have time for this.’ She’s staring at me, such intensity, my face, body, eyes drinking me. ‘I need to tell you something. It’s important. A true story.’

      I frown. Like the Biex crisis isn’t? ‘Okay…’ I chew my lip.

      She looks at me, leans back. First real smile I’ve seen from her. ‘All I ask… is that you listen. Ten minutes. Then you can go on with your life… if you want.’

      Not sure about the if you want part. But maybe I feel bonded with her over the suicide-bomber. Or it’s deeper than that. I just know I can’t say no. So, I nod, settle in.
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      David (let’s call him David, she says, and it’s a common enough name for me to ignore the coincidence) was born somewhere in the mid-15th Century, not long before the fall of Constantinople. David lived through the Ottoman Empire that followed, growing to be a soldier and distinguishing himself in battle. But it wasn’t until he reached his 50th birthday, not having aged since his mid-20s, that he realised with a certainty that he was perpetual.

      I interrupt there of course. ‘Perpetual?’ I say. ‘You mean…?’

      She nods. ‘Perpetual. Endless. Immortal.’

      ‘Ah, okay.’

      ‘Just… hear me out, Corrine.’

      She continues. It’s mid 1600s and David is adept at shifting allegiance and dropping out of sight for a decade or two before showing up again either as his own son or as a completely different person. But, after one adventure or another, he finds himself in Greece and quite against expectation, well and truly in love. The object of his affections is a young Greek woman whose family has seen their share of suffering under Ottoman rule. As the Greeks, funded by Russia and backed by the British, begin to take back their land, David enlists with them, inspired by his passion, helping to drive the Ottomans out.

      ‘Did they stay together?’ I’m kind of enthralled.

      Her eyes dim their light behind those tinted shades and I wonder why she hasn’t taken them off. The headscarf too, arranged as if to cover the edges of her face. Not for the first time, I think maybe she’s some aging celebrity. Familiarity in her fleeting smile. ‘She died. Fell off her horse. Stupid accident.’ I can just make out the crinkles around her eyes, a wince as if she’d known her.

      I think of David, my David, if he were to be taken from me now. It’s pretty constant, the worry, him a UN soldier, redeployed now to deal with the Biex epidemic. We’ve only been together four months, but just the idle thought of losing him rips a temporary hole in my gut and fills it with ice. I shake my head.

      ‘The first flushes.’ She leans back. ‘Psychologists call it the ego boundaries collapsing. Love with no doubt. Passion without limits. Had it been six months later, David might have been devastated… then moved on. But her death came right at the peak of their feeling…’ she shakes her head. ‘And David had forever to grieve. Couldn’t get past it. No-one else could match the perfection he remembered.’

      ‘Sounds… a bit obsessive,’ I say.

      The eyes crinkle again. ‘What is love anyway, but delusion? And obsession is delusion in action. He just had much longer than most to nurture it.’

      I’m picturing her David as some sort of Dorian Gray figure now, with a similar ending in store. ‘So, what did he do?’

      David had waited. But, already a few hundred years under his belt, he was no dunce. He understood science, medicine, philosophy, without the moral constraints of those of us with only an ordinary lifespan. He kept her remains, because he guessed that one day, miracles might well be possible. Blood, bones, cells. He started funnelling money into cloning research long before anyone else, even the Nazis, who had some vague ideas in that direction.

      ‘So, what happened?’

      She pinches her lip. ‘He went to work.’

      ‘He… cloned her?’

      ‘His scientists did. The first version… mark one, let’s call her… was coddled. Overprotected. Natural really. She was what he’d been waiting centuries for. Put her with carers who gave her everything she wanted. And when she was eighteen, he contrived to meet her, as a friend of the family.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘And nothing. No chemistry. No attraction. No spark. Not from her, and strangely, because these things are more complex than we care to admit, not from him either, beyond a vague carnal stirring. She was very beautiful.’ She looks at me as she says this, focusing on my lips. ‘But she would never love him. She fell in love with the gardener instead.’

      I raise my eyebrows. ‘But why did she not –?’

      ‘What makes us what we are? What makes us love what we love? Our experience. The pressures and constraints we’re put under. Timing. Not just the chemicals shooting through our brains.’

      ‘Okay.’ I say, though I feel a crashing sense of disappointment, like someone just cut holes in my favourite kite. ‘So, what did he do?’

      ‘He thought about it.’ She smiled. ‘It wasn’t like he had to be hasty. He spent time planning, researching. Scouring his memory, even underwent hypnosis to fill in any gaps. He’d recreate the experiences of her youth, shape her through adversity and then appear as a saviour, just as he had three hundred years ago.’

      ‘Did it work?’

      ‘Not so far.’

      I swallow. Every time she says something to suggest this isn’t just a story, I feel a weird vertigo, like the train’s spinning over a vortex with me as its centre. I shake my head.

      She glances at another spiral of smoke we’re passing. Close enough for detail this time; a helicopter tangled in power lines, crashed and still flashing sparks, the furrow in the field behind it a trail lit blue. She lets me take it in and then says, ‘The thing is, there’s something about the pressure of living under constant threat. Not easy to replicate unless you put someone in a genuinely dangerous situation. But then, if you do that… send them to a war-torn country for instance, how can you control their environment? How can you make sure things happen in the right order, at the right time, with the right level of intensity? How can you monitor it?’

      She looks at me. ‘Stay with me now, Corrine. This is the clincher. Cloning wasn’t the only thing David put his money into. He saw the potential, the real potential, of gaming programs, virtual reality… what if he could create a version of the world so real it was utterly convincing, immerse the version of his lady-love into it, programme it with all the right constraints, all the dangers, the highs and lows of the existence that made her original fall in love with her saviour, but transposed into a modern setting?’

      I’m having trouble staying with it, but I soldier. ‘Why not just… programme Ottoman Greece and…’

      ‘Because, when he decides you’re ready, he has to take you out of the program, so he can live with you in the real world. You’ll never even know where the splice was made.’

      Her pronoun usage could just be general. But I don’t think so. ‘Me? What are you…?’

      She just smiles.

      ‘That’s… just…’ I’m shaking my head. As I look behind Elle, the train seems to be at an angle, as if we’re going downhill, but we’re not. Actually, downhill doesn’t do it justice. I look behind me. Things are starting to warp and swirl. ‘I… you don’t understand. I have this condition…’

      She’s got my hand again. ‘No. you don’t. It’s the program, compensating for your doubt.’ She shakes her head. ‘It’ll be fast now.’

      ‘What will?’ I move my hand to my lips to pinch them, just as she does. We look at each other. She nods, reaches for her glasses, tugs at the headscarf. Suddenly something’s cutting a deep groove in my brain, a sweet copper blood-smell combing my nostrils. My hands shake, can’t stop them, arms, whole body stiff. I can feel the train seat, just, but then I’m in a bed, wires from me and to me, figures around me.

      Something else though. There are other beds here. All the figures lying identically, wired identically. Same faces, more or less. Ages different maybe. Same bodies. Me. Some of them are being… exercised… their legs and arms worked, as their eyelids flicker. One is grinning, another drooling. Jesus God!

      My self is depleting, my guts and brains crawling and screaming and hurling, a rag wrung out and squeezed until there’s nothing, and I want to roll up on the floor. Arms are pushing at me, hands twisting dials, adjusting…

      It’s gone. I’m back in the train. I’m up, unsteady, out of my seat, and she stands too, though we’re at an impossible angle now, a twisting rollercoaster of jagged spurs around us. But I watch her as she reveals her beautiful careworn face to me and I think, okay… if that’s how I’ll look in twenty-five years, then things can’t be all that bad.

      ‘We have seconds,’ she says. ‘I’m not here. Neither are you. I’m… hacked in, but they’re onto me now. They’ll wipe this. One thing they can’t… because you know it’s true… even if you’re the one, he’ll hurt you. Like he’s hurt us all.’ She bends forward, lets her hair fall from the back of her head.

      Thing is, it’s not neat, not Hollywood grungy at all. The hole is rusted, the skin blackened and oozing pus around it. It looks sore, looks like something that never even began to heal. Early tech, I think, my heart scudding, selfishly hoping they’ll have improved it by the time they got to me…

      Then she’s gone.

      Winked out.

      Within a minute, I can’t remember who she was.

      Within ten, I’ve been sitting here alone the entire journey.

      Thinking of David. Our plans. Our future.

      
      Ten years. A blink. But everyone says that, don’t they?

      The first three were good. Genuinely good. Only my occasional PTSD to spoil things. Memories I couldn’t get on top of, from before that train-crash I’d been in just before David proposed, some woman talking to me, warning me about something. But from the moment I woke in the hospital, David was there. Attention, care, desire. Showering me with all three. We moved away, some unspoilt corner of Greece, married in paradise. I’d known David was independently wealthy but… never the extent of it. He’s reclusive though, wants the world to stay away. Why go to it when he can have the best of it brought to him and set on his breakfast table every day?

      But by our third anniversary I was seeing my weird woman’s headscarf and shades ensemble every few weeks, exploding all over the train compartment. It happened more often when stress reared its head, of course. We were trying for a child, (or I was – David, it turned out, was pretty sure he was firing blanks) so things got more difficult, arguments here and there, tension, which meant more of my episodes.

      We were in love though. So, we handled it.

      Thing is; my weird woman. I’m pretty sure something about the flashbacks is a little off-kilter. Like a jump cut in a movie. It’s the explosion part; just doesn’t feel right. I know there were suicide bombers left, right and centre around that time, after that whole Biex epidemic thing (all contained, an antidote found, after we’d left England – I saw the TV reports… I’m… yeah, I’m sure I did… we don’t bother with newsfeeds anymore…)

      Anyway, what I’m saying is, my weird woman is a lot of things. But suicidal isn’t one of them.

      And that’s the disparity really. That’s what I can’t get rid of, that sneaking suspicion that weird woman wasn’t crazed, that she didn’t in fact walk to the other end of the carriage and press a button in her pocket and ignite herself along with much of the North-South
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