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      Shoreline of Infinity welcomes everyone who has travelled from around the planet to Scotland and to Worldcon, Glasgow 2024.

      We stand to applaud the amazing team behind Worldcon 2024, who have worked long hours over the last few years to make it happen: their enthusiasm and dedication is an example to us all.

      That thousands of people, who share their love of science fiction have gathered  together, shows the power of imagination, and the spirit of human beings to embrace story, and ideas. The Olympics may celebrate the achievements of the human body, but we cheer for the strength of creativity inside every one of us. Every spark, every flame.

      Shoreline of Infinity began ten years ago with the hope that we could create a space where science fiction writers could entertain and inform us – and we wanted to help bring that spark to life, giving oxygen to new and emerging writers.

      We’re thirty-eight issues in and we can say we have done our bit: we have published writers from every continent. If you are one of those travellers to Worldcon, come and say hello to us in the Dealers’ Hall.

      

      
        
        —Noel Chidwick

        Co-founder, Editor-in-Chief

        Shoreline of Infinity
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        The cover of Shoreline of Infinity 1 by Bill Wright illustrates our thoughts: no matter where you come from or who you are, you are welcome to join us around the flames and share our dreams.
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      Two hundred human ships hung in formation above the green shoulder of Jal. They faced an armada of spheres, thousands of them, dancing in erratic orbits about one another, expanding and contracting, merging and separating. Thin fingers of communication reached between the fleets, tentative and suspicious, while below the planet was laid out like a game board.

      The equatorial forest girdled the world, a vast belt stretching all the way to the cold zones at the poles, broken only by the reflection of sunlight on open water and the spines of mountain chains. We had travelled three hours north from Verwah in the southern hemisphere, the hull of the gelcar transparent so it seemed there was only the lilac sky and the forest, and that I was one of the flying things that glided above the canopy. Jal was a prize and we were giving it away.

      “Eight minutes,” announced the gelcar’s subintelligence. I prepared myself, running through the series of mental exercises that calmed and sharpened. When I opened my eyes again, the vehicle was curving towards a brown scar among the trees, the site of the temporary border post.

      I stole a glance at my companion. Miriam Tudu wasn’t much of a conversationalist for a professional communicator. The Translator had not said a word for the entire journey; hood pulled forward over her bowed head, ankles crossed and hands in lap. Rings on her fingers held big faceted stones denoting her progression through the categories of her order. There were perhaps thirty individuals in all of the human sphere who could claim the right to wear the circular brown gemstone on the middle finger of her right hand, the one that signalled she was a Speaker to the Huul.

      “You are ready?” I asked her.

      “Yes, Nama.” A deep voice, rising from the depths of her barrel of a torso.

      The transport descended and its keel became opaque, cutting off my view of the collection of short-term structures behind their security fence.

      The subintelligence informed us we were free to undo our restraints. My knees ached from all the sitting, my head from the thinking and the worrying. The gelcar’s skin split open and I was hit by the heat and the smell of the forest, an assault of life and earth and decay. My undersuit struggled to adjust as it sought to regulate my body’s temperature.

      I knew Master Halder, the officer who greeted us, from the exhaustive planning sessions for the handover. I’m sure the Huul Mothers would have been outraged to hear a male had played such a significant role in its arrangement.

      He dipped his head. “Nama Giri. After so many virtuals it’s a pleasure to meet you in the flesh.”

      I smiled. “Likewise, Master.” He was shorter, more muscular in person. He sweated under a rather silly purple dress beret. “Is everything arranged with the Huul?”

      “I’m proceeding under that assumption, Nama.” He flicked his eyes towards Translator Tudu. She cut an incongruous figure in her robes, almost as wide as she was tall, hiding in the shadow of her hood.

      “They’re capricious bitches, the Mothers,” I said. “They like to play games.”

      “Indeed. Shall we walk through the final briefing? There’s tea.” Halder gestured towards a dome set some distance from the landing pad, its reflective surface rippling in the hot air.

      The history of human/Huul contact had been a series of traps designed to give the Huul the maximum opportunity to take offence. They regarded all dialogue with “undercreatures” as a diminution almost too much to bear. Any interaction with males of any species was viewed with a disgust bordering on mania. No significant discussions were allowed to take place using technological means. They would communicate only in their own language, and it had to be perfectly enunciated.

      They looked for insult so keenly they barely listened to what was actually being said. Still, I knew a few humans with plenty of the same traits.

      “They’re using Proxies on Jal,” I remarked.

      “I hope that means the Huul wish for success. What dialogue we’ve had in the past has been so much more effective with them involved.” Halder sat opposite me and prepared the tea meticulously. He’d had real porcelain brought all the way up here, I noted with appreciation.

      “They’d be crazy not to want this concluded peacefully. The treaty has successfully halted the expansion of the human sphere right here.” I sipped from the delicate cup Halder presented me with. “The Hybrid Council must have been particularly distracted the day this was agreed to. If the Huul had a sense of humour, they’d be laughing their gigantic arses off.”

      “You don’t support the treaty?”

      “Do you?” I shrugged, putting my cup down. “It puts off the war. But that doesn’t mean it’s not still coming.”

      Miriam Tudu sat silently by my side, her tea untouched, face in shadow.

      “What do you think, Translator?” I asked her.

      “I think it is always best to communicate,” she said after a long moment. “May I excuse myself? I wish to practice my phrasings.” Without waiting for me to answer she stood and left us.

      “She’s spent time on several worlds with the Proxies, I believe,” Halder remarked, embarrassed, “with the few allowed to interact with humans. Her record is impressive.”

      “Yes, she appears the best choice, and charming with it.”

      We drank tea. In time, he pressed a finger to his ear. “It’s happening.”

      
      A path hacked through the trees formed a tunnel within the dense forest. Squeals and thrashings emanated from the jungle, from protagonists unseen, and the mulch gave beneath my boots as we walked. Halder led while I trudged along with Tudu beside me, a phalanx of troopers and their accompanying drones at our backs.

      I felt oppressed by the engulfing vegetation, concerned about how events would transpire and for my own performance, although in truth I was to be little more than a passive witness as sole rights to Jal were handed to the Huul. Again, I passed myself through the calming mental exercises my tutors had taught me all those years ago.

      The unnamed river, known only by its map reference, had been agreed by both sides as a boundary between our respective territories. It was a border sitting upon a greater border, in a system where the human and Huul domains ground against one another.

      “This is where we leave you, Nama,” Master Halder announced. I could see a faint window of sunlight ahead. He took my hand and kissed it, surprising me with the emotion in his voice. “I wish you success, all of us do.”

      “Thank you, Master,” I replied.

      He smiled, nodded to Tudu and led his troopers away, leaving us with a solitary light-globe floating like a tiny sun in the darkness.

      “Just us girls now,” I said.

      In answer, the Translator reached up and pulled the hood from her head for the first time since we had left Verwah, rings flashing.

      She looked so much more alien in this setting. The lamplight reflected in the great black pool of the listening eye that filled the centre of her forehead, unblinking. Faint lines from the many surgeries that had made her what she was crisscrossed her bald skull. Her human features were crushed into the lower half of her face, piggy eyes over a flattened nose, a cut of a mouth above a chinless jaw.

      “The Proxy will be waiting,” she said.

      We headed towards the point of daylight ahead of us. Sweat prickled my forehead, as much from nerves as the pressing heat. The jungle had grown quiet and I could hear water.

      The lamp retreated back up the tunnel and we emerged blinking by the river, an opaque brown tumult rushing between high banks, its surface broken by endlessly reforming eddies that reminded me of the dance of the Huul fleet. A breeze brought relief after the forest path.

      Eighty metres across the water stood the Huul delegation – an enormous Proxy and its smaller companion. I had never seen these creatures outside of sims. The lead Proxy sat back on its rearmost legs, opening the rest to reveal an eggshell blue underside. Points of light flared on its belly, flashing at random points and with differing intensities and durations, like the blinking of some ancient calculating machine.

      “What’s it saying?” I asked Tudu, but she held up her hand as the Proxy’s light-speech continued.

      “Formal introductions,” the Translator hissed when the Proxy ceased its signalling. “Identification protocols. I must respond.”

      Before I could ask more, Tudu shed her robe to stand naked beside me. I couldn’t help but stare despite all my preparation and felt a surge of emotion I couldn’t quite put a name to: sympathy, revulsion, awe?

      Uncovered, the Translator’s body was a slab of pale flesh, unnaturally wide and long, like a biological screen supported by short, muscular legs. Her human eyes were screwed shut in concentration beneath the hypnotic depths of her listening eye, the organ that allowed her to draw meaning from the frequencies and intervals of Huul light-speech. Sparks of light blazed from the series of glands grafted to her torso. The heat coming off her, was fierce enough for me to take a step back, and I wondered what toll the process took on her.

      A few answering signals flashed from across the river and then Tudu stooped to pull the robe back around her shoulders. She shook herself and gave me a defiant look, as if daring me to feel anything for her.

      I didn’t rise to it. “Well?” I demanded.

      “The Proxy is designated Nine for the duration of this interaction. We’re to get in the cradle.” Tudu produced a flask and sucked greedily at its spigot.

      “What?” I asked stupidly and then noticed the thing being pulled across the river towards us on a line by the smaller of the two aliens, using a simple pulley as old as civilisation. We were to be ferried across like sacks of vegetables! “You’re kidding me.” I looked at my companion. “You’re not.”

      The cradle thumped into the riverbank a short distance from where we stood. I looked at it in distaste, sighed and helped Tudu climb inside. No sooner were we settled than we were jerked back into motion, swaying a few metres above the swirling brown water.

      “What else was said?” We sat opposite each other in the cramped cradle. It was difficult not to stare into Tudu’s listening eye, to become lost in it.

      “I described our credentials and explained your status as senior human representative,” Tudu explained. “The Proxy is to conduct us into the presence of the Huul Mother as agreed. The Mother is a member of their First Family. It is an encouraging sign.”

      I nodded. “Anything else?”

      “The other creature is a male slave animal. When we get to the other side do not acknowledge it. This will insult the Proxy, and hence the Huul Mother herself. Remember at all times the Proxy is an avatar for the Mother. It has no status of its own, it is used simply as a vessel. We must regard it as if we are communicating directly with the Huul herself.”

      “But we’re not, are we? The Huul isn’t directly controlling her Proxy.”

      “No, she is interpreting the Mother’s wishes. I trained with Nine’s kin on the world Endemionada, after I was first forged into a Translator. They are fully independent sentients, sensitive and intuitive in their way. But the Huul require we regard them otherwise. To them, their Proxies are just automata.”

      As we drew closer the Proxy’s sheer size became more evident. Roughly arachnoid, it had risen from its speaking stance to stand on eight powerful legs, the spikes of its pincer feet stabbed into the soil. Additional manipulatory appendages were arranged around the edge of its carapace, waving like fronds in water. The bone grey chitin that armoured it was whorled with intricate patterns, like cyclones roaming a world’s atmosphere. It regarded us from two enormous blue compound eyes set like clusters of sapphires on either side of a wide shovel-like head held four metres above the ground. I felt the mass and power of it before I caught its scent, an acid musk that burned the back of my throat like inhaling from a pan of frying chillies.

      The cage bumped against the far bank and we scrambled gracelessly out of the contraption. The Proxy could have torn us apart like dolls, and I thought how vulnerable I had allowed myself to be made here, disconnected and unprotected. A netstream link and a good, heavy pistol would have made me feel a whole lot better.

      Tudu disrobed again and I stepped aside to let her speak. Again, I felt the heat of her words as the specialized glands flared in the sequences of the Huul language. The Proxy sank back into its own speaking posture, exposing its belly, and it struck me that it made itself vulnerable when it spoke. Perhaps the Mothers had contrived things that way.

      The Proxy’s underside was not the smooth, pale surface I had presumed from the other side of the river, but a mutilated landscape of scarred flesh, pitted and pocked and tracked with the lines of ragged incisions where awful blades must have cut. A feeding mouth sat amongst the damage, surrounded by a beard of short tentacles – a pink maw that opened and closed uncontrollably as the light-speech burned in its body. I thought of our own Translator’s marks, and how both of them had been cut in order to allow this communication. At least on the human side our Translators were volunteers.

      Tudu turned to me when they were done. “Nine requests our forgiveness and informs us we must journey further to where the gracious Mother awaits. All is prepared for our supplication.”

      “Supplication!” I spluttered. “This is a mutually agreed contract between our two spheres!”

      Tudu, once again covered by her robes, said, “Perhaps I misinterpreted a nuance in Nine’s words.”

      I stared at her, irate. “I bloody doubt it.”

      Tudu failed to look sheepish. “There are some final checks.”

      “What now?”

      The Proxy moved towards us quickly. It brandished a thing the size of a human baby, soft and grey and slimy like an oyster. I drew back instinctively, realizing that only the river was at my back.

      “Be still,” Tudu barked. “It’s a scanning device. Technological artefacts above a certain specification are forbidden.”

      The Proxy waved the thing above our heads and around our bodies. Apparently satisfied, it retreated before pushing the device into its feeding mouth and swallowing it whole. I became aware
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