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      SF Caledonia

      This is a special issue to coincide with the launch of SF Caledonia at Cymera Festival 2023.

      SF Caledonia is a spin-off from Shoreline of Infinity Science Fiction Magazine and is an online magazine featuring science fiction, speculative and fantasy stories by Scottish writers. Initially we are re-publishing stories already out there to showcase our talented SF writers.

      To help launch SF Caledonia, this special issue is an anthology of some of the stories and poems written by Scottish writers we’ve published in Shoreline of Infinity over the years. There is also a new story by Glasgow-based TH Dray to head-up the issue.

      This idea came about while I was looking through the back issues. We succeeded in our aim to have a Scottish representative in every issue, and reading through, I’m impressed by the quality of the work, especially by new and upcoming Scottish writers. Scottish SF is in good hands. Where would I go to find out what else they’ve published? There should be a website. I aim for SF Caledonia to be that website.

      Phase One begins with stories published in Shoreline of Infinity, and we’re also inviting writers to submit previously published stories.

      Phase Two and beyond — well, let’s see how this develops.

      Our aim is to establish SF Caledonia as a place to enjoy Scottish SF, past and present, and to meet  the creative folk responsible for it all.

      You can read more about SF Caledonia and find out how to visit it on page 100. Turn to the inside back page to find out how you can contribute.

      I look forward to this new journey, and I hope you’ll step along the way beside me.

      And finally, a big, big thank you goes to Russell Jones, who is leaving Shoreline of Infinity to focus on his writing career. He joined us with Issue One and organised a live event to launch Shoreline of Infinity.

      Without Russell, Mark and I would have been staring blankly at our screens for ever more.

      
        
        Noel Chidwick

        ‘Guest’ Editor

        Editor, SF Caledonia
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      Perched atop the highest vantage on Craig Street, webbed feet splayed upon a rain slick roof, I survey my territory. A wide thoroughfare of mixed domiciles: four-in-a-block roughcast flats and a cluster of new builds. North, lies a T-junction leading to a busy dual carriageway. To the south; a large supermarket with deep and luscious industrial bins.

      Security starlings flit and chatter in electronic bursts, warning each other of me. As well they might. They know my designation, know I am stronger than them, for I am a SEAGULL: a Sentient, Aggressive, Urban-Littoral Life-form. Patroller of the Ayr Beach sands. Punisher of those miscreants who would dare use Company deck-chairs without a permit.

      I was a Lesser Black-Backed Gull, once (lesser! The insult). But humans took me; made me a machine. They reinforced the wrathful downturn of my bill; transformed my resplendent fourth winter plumage. They filled the cavity of my breast with artillery and replaced the lenses of my eyes with sight keener than a hawk’s. Sight that can detect a single fallen crisp on sandy shoreline from two-hundred feet aloft.

      That, apparently, was a problem. There were injuries, complaints.

      The Company ordered me to lay low for a month. Forbidden to fly, or call, or posture, my rival claimed the most prestigious perch atop Pirate Pete’s Adventure Playpark. Pride wounded, I flew inland, claimed this roof, this street, as my territory-in-exile.

      A breeze stirs, ruffles my carbon-fibre feathers. I turn a baleful eye upon the humans below. A white-haired lady – more puffer-coat than human – walks with grim purpose towards the large supermarket. A man hangs paint-spattered overalls on a washing line. A group of children toss a football back and forth across the road. One little girl stares at me. My facial recognition software assesses her. Frizzy brown hair, dark eyes enhanced by artificial lenses, and a mouth full of metal. This is Jade Thompson, aged 10, of domicile 43a, Craig Street.

      Though my threat scanners read negative, I do not like the way she stares. In a show of dominance, I spread my wings and fire my eye lasers. White hot beams score twin scorch marks across the tarmac. The man swears and drops his washing in fright. The white-haired lady shakes her head, mutters something about “phoning the council.” I throw back my head and laugh raucously. As if a terse letter from a mere municipal authority could stop me!

      Jade Thompson gathers up her football, waves goodbye to her friends, and retreats into her domicile, glaring at me as she closes the door.

      I have prevailed, but Jade Thompson’s threat status may change at any moment.

      From my rooftop base, I initiate a surveillance campaign to observe her daily habits. Though her bedtime is 9pm, Jade Thompson stays up late into the night, using her phone to access a website named CrowdFunder. I do not know what this means.

      One month later, a truck pulls up outside Jade Thompson’s domicile. Two couriers deposit a wooden crate upon the pavement and knock the door. With suspicious alacrity, Jade Thompson answers, nods in response to questions asked by the delivery drivers, then rises on tiptoe to sign a proffered document. She retreats briefly into her domicile, reappears with sturdy scissors, and hacks at the plastic strips holding the lid in place. Before she severs the final cord, she scans the rooftops, spots me. A wicked grin stretches her round face.

      Snip. The cord splits and the lid bursts open. A dark streamlined shape erupts from the crate in a thunderclap of wings. I need no recognition software to categorize that blunt head; that broad-shouldered, aerodynamic chassis; the blue-grey iridescent plumage. This is a Pinpoint Geospatial Neutraliser. A PIGEON unit.

      Does this foolish little human believe a PIGEON unit could defeat me? Before humans made me a machine, I destroyed organic pigeons, seized them by their necks and shook the life from their fragile bodies. I shrieked as I tore into their gizzards, dyeing the yellow length of my bill with their blood. This interloper will share their fate.

      In two heavy wingbeats, I am airborne. The PIGEON unit streaks towards me, and as we meet in the sky above domiciles 14a through d, we pause, draw back our wings and bring them down like the hammer of gods. Pressure waves collide with a boom that shakes Craig Street. Car alarms wail. Curtains twitch. A dog barks. Jade Thompson winces and covers her ears.

      A fierce aerial battle rages. The PIGEON swoops and dives, dodges blasts from my laser cannons, deflects sonic shrieks that would scramble its neural networks. Humans emerge from their domiciles; stand openly on the street to gawk. Some cheer for the PIGEON unit.

      Foolish humans. I will crush their joy.

      The hatch on my flank opens and I deploy S.E.E.D.: my Secret Emergency Enemy Diversion. Oats, rice, crushed peanuts and delicious sunflower seeds fall and scatter upon the pavement; a most nutritious rain. The PIGEON unit emits an electronic coo of delight and swoops to land, to claim this unexpected prize. Jade Thompson jumps up and down, waves her arms. The PIGEON unit heeds not her frantic warnings; is content to greedily peck at grain.

      Now, I will strike.

      I tuck my wings close and drop like a falcon. The assembled humans gasp. Jade Thompson shrieks, gestures at the PIGEON unit, points at me, but I have readied the armour-piercing nail of my bill.

      Wind hurtles past. My wings are thunder. The PIGEON pecks, oblivious. My radar pings. Impact in eight metres, seven, six. Victory is imminent. My heart sings with glee.

      At five metres, four… the PIGEON unit’s blunt head turns and in the glowing red of its eyes I detect no sign of unawareness. Alarms clamour. Threat! Threat! But I am falling too far, too fast to counter.

      A static burst of communication spikes through my mind. Through the soft, round-vowelled cadence of pigeon-speech, I discern three chilling words: “Engage: ROCKET BEAK.”

      The PIGEON unit’s stumpy beak clamps shut, detaches from the fleshy white moorings of its nares with a pneumatic hiss. Somewhere in the cavity of its tiny skull, propellant ignites. Bang! The beak rockets towards me, slams into my bill. Electric pulses fill my head. Pain. Pain. I drop to the pavement, bounce once, twice, and land in a heap on a square of lawn. The humans of Craig Street cheer.

      Lying spread-seagulled on the pavement, battered, singed, defeated, I stare wide-eyed at the sky. My life flashes before my eyes. Deckchairs, ice-cream, sand and thievery. How had my hubris led me to this end? Never before have I tasted defeat. I do not like it. It is sour and churns in my guts like hot dog onions.

      <chrk> The PIGEON unit’s static communication intrudes again.

      “SEAGULL unit, my client wishes to speak to you.”

      Jade Thompson looms over me, baring her mouth full of metal in a savage grin.

      “Can you hear me, Seagull?”

      My throat clicks three times in acknowledgement. Weak, pathetic sounds.

      “If you promise to go away and never bother us again, I’ll take you in and patch you up.”

      Had impact not stolen all air from my lungs, I would caw in this arrogant young human’s face. Patch me up? Me: the twelfth most advanced security SEAGULL on the market?

      “We have Wotsits.”

      I pause. Wotsits. I do like Wotsits.

      An alert pings. The other adult humans are approaching. Some of them look angry.

      It would do no harm to concede, I suppose. Were Jade Thompson to “patch me up,” I could devour her Wotsits, fly back to Ayr beach, soar over sand and sea again, resume the mantle of “Terror of the Deckchairs”, and reclaim my rightful perch atop Pirate Pete’s Adventure Playpark. After a Company-agreed period of time, of course.

      The PIGEON unit’s red eye flashes off and on. A wink.

      Of course, I have no choice. But I am a SEAGULL. Our pride is boundless.

      I wait a moment, regard Jade Thompson with a haughty eye, then slowly, slowly extend one white feathered wing.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        T.H. Dray is a writer of speculative fiction whose short work has appeared in BFS Horizons, The Best of British Science Fiction, and was nominated for a British Fantasy Award. She is from Glasgow and still lives there in a house where humans are outnumbered by dogs.
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      I’m a line cook. This is how I became a spy:

      I come from a binary solar system. We don’t have what other beings might call day and night. Nor do we measure days like they measure days, or years like they measure years. I can’t tell you how old I am, not in a way that would satisfy you. All I can say is, the first time I saw the dark – the real, deep dark – was the first time I left home. I looked out at the obsidian void from the window of the ship, and knew I was gone and never going back. Goodbye, Mama. Goodbye, Papa.

      The job was waiting for me: Barkbere’s Bistro. The restaurant was in an old ship which had landed by the bay, disgorging the first inhabitants of Nilvur. These were Barkbere’s ancestors. I don’t know how long ago this was, but it was Barkbere senior who advertised the job and Barkbere junior who was running the place when I arrived.

      He was a well-dressed crustacean who lived in his office, the former captain’s quarters. When we finally met, he looked at me as if he wanted to run his feelers over my skin. “A humie,” he said. His throat clicked as he spoke. “I’ve never hired a humie before. Dad must have had his reasons.”

      I started to expound on my resumé, but he held up a claw for silence. I dry swallowed my words, my memorised and polished speech on craft, passion and teamwork going down like a half-chewed hunk of meat.

      “A trial,” he said, nodding. His eyelids flickered. With that, I was sent to the kitchen. I passed through the dining room, still carrying my backpack with all my worldly belongings inside – a second suit and a set of knives. Empty for now, it was a great, saucer-shaped room lit by glowing insects stuffed into jars that hung from the ceiling. There were seats and tables shaped to accommodate all kinds of customers. Beings travelled far to eat at Barkbere’s, even from offworld.

      The restaurant might have been empty, but the kitchen was already clanking and churning and howling away. I could hear it before I pushed through the swing doors. When I did, nobody looked up, nobody stopped working, nobody noticed. The closest I got to a greeting was a huge hammerhead screeching “Back!” at me as he passed carrying a tank of slithering eels, which flickered and sparked their annoyance at being sloshed around. They would be more annoyed later when they were tipped, still alive, into the fryolator.

      “Excuse me,” I shouted, “where is the chef?”

      “Chef’s right here,” a voice said behind me. Chef was a vigintipede. His whites looked like bandages wrapped around his insect body. A missing limb in his top half was conspicuous. There were many rumours about how Chef came to lose that arm, from bar fights to kitchen accidents, but nobody knew the truth, probably because nobody asked him. Chef had the eyes of a murderer, but his voice, when he wasn’t calling out orders, was soft and malicious, like a pillow pressed over your face. You didn’t ask Chef to repeat an order, and you didn’t ask Chef about his missing arm.

      “I’m Grith,” I said, “I’m here for the line cook job.”

      “Are you?”

      “Yes.”

      “No.”

      “Sorry?”

      “The pot wash is over here.” Three arms pointed the way.

      That’s how I started out at Barkbere’s: in the pot wash. Barkbere was right, it was a trial. Scrubbing out burnt pots with sand and steel wool is hard work, never mind scraping the dried gunk off plates stacked up way over your head. In those early days, I didn’t sleep. The only food I ate was the ‘family meal’ – trays of whatever was going off were roasted in the pressure oven, and left out to congeal and go cold for whoever was hungry enough to eat it.

      There were staff quarters in the bistro – former dorms of the colonists – in the outer carousel of the ship. I spent most of my little free time there. One night I heard a knock at the door and opened it to find Scully the broilerman outside. “You like fishing?” he asked.

      “I’ve never tried,” I said.

      It was twilight, the single sun casting an orange and pink glow over everything. “Best to fish when it gets dark,” Scully said. We tramped out the delivery entrance and down towards the beach. The sand was silver and smooth, and felt nearly indistinguishable from the seawater when I ran my fingers through it.

      Across the bay, I could see winking lights among the trees that grew brighter as the sunlight died. “Is that the Hideaway?” I asked.

      Scully answered with a single word: “Bastards.”

      The Hideaway was as famous as Barkbere’s, maybe more so. It attracted the same intergalactic clientele, and had a similar menu of classic Nilvurian dishes tuned up to fine-dining standard. Both fished out of the same bay, staring each other out from opposite banks across the calm quicksilver expanse of the sea. The Hideaway was a common topic of conversation in the Barkbere kitchen during prep time. The cooks wished infestations on them and hatched plans to drive them out of business, or at least embarrass them. They think they’re better than us, was the general mentality.

      “Is there a boat?” I asked.

      Scully, an octosapian from Orion’s orbit, laughed, stripped off his whites, and waded into the water until he was up to his waist. I undressed and followed him in. The water was cold, but that wasn’t what gave me discomfort. It was the prickling sensation that worried me. It felt like the burnished, grey water was eating me.

      “Watch,” Scully said, as the sun dropped behind the trees and the sky went fully dark. I still wasn’t used to that. You can see the stars when it’s dark. You look up and you see outer space. It made me dizzy.

      The sea switched on, the metal sheen now glowing with ethereal turquoise light. “Bioluminescence – that’s why we wait till dark to catch the fish,” Scully said. My eyes were getting used to the sudden, dazzling glow of the sea, and I began to make out the shapes moving under the surface, the stripes of eerie, glowing light on the sides of the lake creatures as they darted in the water.

      “How do we catch them?” I asked.

      “Like so,” Scully said. A tentacle lashed out into the water, causing sluggish waves that turned into a simmering churn as the tentacle wrapped itself around a flashing fish and hoisted it out. He tossed it onto a bedsheet that he’d spread out on the beach. The lights on the fish went out.

      I had a shot. I waited for the shining blue stripes to stray close, and then dove in with both hands, the water splashing in my eyes and stinging. Spluttering and soaking, I came up empty. Scully laughed and I tried again. And I missed and missed and thrashed around in the water.

      “You go for a swim,” Scully said, “I’ll tend to business.” It was fun. I got my fingers around something that slipped out as if I’d clapped my hands on a stick of butter. That was the closest I got to a catch, meanwhile Scully had piled up a slithering, tangling mass of scaled bodies with fins and pincers and dead, jelly eyes. He pulled up three or four fish at a time, his tentacles moving independently of each other.

      When we had enough, I helped him haul the catch back to the kitchen. My skin and hair were covered in a grey crust that peeled off in the shower. I felt grit in my teeth for days afterwards.

      There were two defining moments for me that first season. The first was the stock pot incident. Back home, I could lift a big pot by myself, but on Nilvur, the gravity is stronger, a factor I forgot to account for, and sent a whole pot of crab stock crashing over the floor in a fragrant, orange wave. Scully screamed at me. June the fryer screamed at me. Krik, the hammerhead and sauce expert, swung a cleaver at my head. Chef just stared, and that was the worst. I swept the stock into the drains that ran along the foot of each station, and kept my head down for several shifts. Any time an order came through for lake-tarantula bisque, shame turned my stomach.

      The second came not longer after. Having four tentacles as arms made Scully an ideal broilerman. He worked on a huge range with twelve burners, his left tentacles whipping out to shake pans and stir pots while his right ones dove into the low-boy fridges or swept the speed shelves above his head for seasonings. I was bringing him a clean pan when a jumping jack, true to its name, leapt from the roasting pan and fell between the burning rings. A tentacle went after it in a reflex motion, and Scully howled as the searing heat burned his suckers. I put the clean pan down at the station and reached in between the green flames of the gas burners, grabbing hold of the jumping jack with my bare hand. Then I put it back into the pan and strolled back to the pot wash without a word, feeling the eyes – including both of Krik’s – on my back. Beings where I come from – with two suns and no night-time and no winter season – are pretty much heat-proof. The pain was minimal, but I didn’t tell them that.

      Not long after, I was bumped up to prep cook, and then, by the start of next season, I was a line cook, making cold starters. However, it was decided that this was a waste of my individual attributes, and I became Scully’s assistant at the broiler station. Barkbere was so impressed by his first humie that he hired another to replace me in the pot wash. This one was as white as I am black, with a shock of orange hair on his head, and spots all over his face and arms. He spoke the local language with an
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