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The Edinburgh International Science Festival invited Shoreline of Infinity to team up with them and bring an Event Horizon to this year’s Festival – we were honoured, and delighted to accept.

As someone who remembers the first Edinburgh Science Festival in 1989, and who has regularly attended events throughout the last 29 years, this invite means a lot to me.

Naturally, this calls for a special issue of Shoreline of Infinity, building on the back of our special issue for last year’s Edinburgh Book Festival.

The event is titled: “Can Science Fiction Save Us?” This theme is dear to Shoreline of Infinity, and is one of the reasons we started the magazine. As we say on our website:

Why the Shoreline of Infinity?

Because that’s where we are. Humankind has trampled our way across the lands, and now we are mooching about on the sands, squinting out across the Ocean of Infinity before us. And we don’t know what to do.

Help is at hand.

Science Fiction has always asked the big questions, more so than in any other form of literature. Where have we come from? Where are we going? Where do we want to be? What’s going to happen? How will we cope? What’s the story?

This special issue looks at some of those questions. We have contributions from Anne Charnock and Paul McAuley who participated in the Science Festival event. We looked through the Shoreline of Infinity back catalogue and selected stories by Leigh Harlen, Ian Hunter, Megan Neumann, Michael F Russell, Guy Stewart, Davyne DeSye and Victoria Zelvin – alas we don’t have the room for others we could have chosen. We put out a call and invites for stories, and were presented with tales of wonder from Jane Alexander, Charlie Jane Anders, Eric Brown, David L Clements, Tim Major, Jennifer R Povey, Juliana Rew, Holly Schofield, Adrian Tchaikovsky – thanks folks!

Our poets joined in with pieces from Ken MacLeod, Colin McGuire, Peter Roberts, Marge Simon, JS Watts – take a bow, people.

Jane Yolen receives special thanks for responding to our call, and by return of email sent us a freshly crafted poem, ‘Can SciFi Save Us?’ which we present to open proceedings.

And the short answer to the question “Can Science Fiction Save Us?” is, of course, “Yes.” But we have to get those with the power to lift their sights beyond the next vote, and those with the levers to look beyond the source for their next million dollars, and act. The tools are available now—science and science fiction. As we also say on our site:

And there’s no doubt scientists have been influenced by SF, as much as science is a source of inspiration for SF writers.

Our last word goes to one of the greatest visionaries in science fiction, Arthur C Clarke who wrote back in 1970:

“One of the biggest roles of science fiction is to prepare people to accept the future without pain and to encourage a flexibility of mind. Politicians should read science fiction, not westerns and detective stories.”

Noel Chidwick

Editor-in-Chief

Shoreline of Infinity

April 2018
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Can SciFi Save Us?

No more than a single politician,

or the signing of a solitary bill.

No more than a march of a thousand, a million,

or the rise of a green sunburst.

No more than a man in a grey suit

holding a placard outside Parliament,

or a dozen protestors inside.

No more than a woman mowed down

by a Nazi on a soft morning,

nor a dozen dozen school children

slaughtered at their desks.

But a single story told enough times,

warmed in the mouths of a thousand tellers,

resurrected from a cross of Martian timber,

plowed into the dirt of a million stars

might make a difference.

Perhaps long after we are gone,

and our paper with us,

there will be alien visitors

who, in a language different from ours,

will coin a new word for SciFi,

and create tales that will erase

all our planetary scars,

setting the heavens alight again.

Jane Yolen

Jane Yolen’s 365th and 366th books came out in 2018 so you can literally read a book of hers a day for a year even on a leap year (that’s in 2020.) She has won lots of awards, one of which set her good Scottish coat on fire.


A Cure for Homesickness

Anne Charnock

“You look rough,” says her supervisor.

“Sorry. Self-inflicted. I didn’t take my probe tablet this morning.”

“Jeez. Why not?”

“Got distracted.”

“Why didn’t you say something?”

“Thought I could handle it.” Helena drags her palms down her face. “I’m wiped out. Headache coming on.”

“I could report you… Go back now. Take an early break.”

She retraces her walking commute through the platform’s labyrinth. A dose of daylight might help, she thinks, but there’s no chance of that. At the end of her fifteen-hour shift at 2700 hours she’ll catch the last sunrays out on the viewing deck. Together with her co-workers she’ll drain a couple of beers and watch the scintillating green sunset as it slowly calms and fades. Then there’s Ray’s farewell dinner, off-platform. Could be a late night.

She didn’t bother with probe-and-fix tablets back home. Waste of money. Her mother pestered and even offered to pay. But what was the point? Helena could tell by the colour of her urine if she was boozing too much. And her weight wasn’t exactly a problem. “Look, Mother, I know what I ought to do – a bit more exercise, drink more water, cut down on dairy. Save your money. I feel perfectly all right.” Helena relented when this new job came up because taking the variant probe-and-fix medication was a condition of employment. “A plain physiological necessity,” said the recruiter. “It’s the only way anyone copes with a thirty-eight-hour day.”

I’m an idiot, forgetting to take it this morning. As she trudges deeper beyond the administration decks and towards the personnel quarters, she wonders what her mother might be doing at this very moment. What time is back home? She can never work it out.

She’ll message her mother, she decides, at the end of today’s shift and bring her up to date: debts paid off, and the cost of the return transport almost covered. She’ll be relieved for me.

Helena takes the stairs two at a time. Her headache is thickening.

Lately she’s considered extending her contract to help rack up her savings. Most people stay longer than they intended. I’ll broach the idea with Mother. See how she reacts.

Eight years ought to be enough – eight home years, that is. She’s done the maths, but she knows if she can just stretch to ten her wage-monkey days will be over.

And then she can focus on her health.

For the first time since she arrived six years ago, she recalls her mother singing a sea shanty in the kitchen. It had to be a Tuesday; she always baked on a Tuesday, however tired she felt. Always scones and… That’s unbelievable! I’d forgotten about her bread and butter pudding; my favourite. Come to think of it, the food here is kind of… disappointing. No, it’s way worse than that!

Helena is tempted to send an apology and cry off Ray’s dinner this evening. The meal will be barely mediocre.

When was the last time, she wonders, that she truly enjoyed her food? She recalls a lunch she once had, way back, on holiday with… that cool guy. What was his…? Though she can’t remember his name, she sees a white-clothed table on a cramped narrow veranda, which overlooks a steep wooded valley. She mouths the words, “Per primo, una zuppa di verdure per favore, di secondo, insalata di Cesari con Pollo, e da bere, vino bianco di Orvietto e una bottiglia di acqua mineral frizzante. Grazie.” And, to herself, I love Italy! Long lunches… under the shade of vines.

Each footstep creates a shock wave that passes through her body and reverberates inside her skull. But she still manages to smile. Those fields of sleepy sunflowers. And those crazy frescoes in…? A green-faced devil eating a naked man, whole, head first. She places one hand on her head to dampen the pain.

Why these memories? God! I hope I’m not homesick.

On the final stretch towards her living quarters she detects a metallic smell with hints of synthetic freshener disguising staleness. An industrial smell, a hermetically-sealed-environment-type smell. She hasn’t noticed it before. She lifts her right hand, pushes errant strands from her face and, fleetingly, she imagines a fresh salty breeze blowing along the corridor. She licks her lips.

As she opens the door to her windowless quarters she stalls and appraises the narrow steel-framed bed with its off-white bedding, the narrow desk – little more than a shelf – and the bare steel floor. This isn’t fucking minimal. It’s dire. She kicks a shoe across the room.

The probe-and-fix tablet lies by the sink. So I did take one out of the bottle – no prize for that. The tablet looks like a piece of hard shiny toffee but it tastes more like fudge. She swallows it without water and reaches for her toothbrush. A hesitation. She doesn’t have time.

Out into the corridor, deserted at mid-shift, she takes long strides towards the first of many flights of stairs. As she takes her first step up, she halts. William. He was called William. And three steps higher she stops again. It wasn’t bread and butter pudding. My favourite was rice pudding with a burnt skin. Is she making rice pudding today? Is it Tuesday at home?

Back at her workstation, Helena pulls up her day’s assignment, deletes her earlier substandard work and starts from scratch. She feels no trace of a headache. I feel better already. I’ll not make that mistake again. She kicks the table leg to check there’s no knock-on pain inside her head. No. All clear.

In truth, she now admits to herself, she grew to like burnt skin on rice pudding only because Mother served it so often; an acquired taste born of repeated kitchen oversights. Why didn’t she ever set a timer? She shifts in her chair so that her back is straight, her feet flat on the floor. And William…nothing came of that little fling. Though Italy was lovely, except for the insect bites and those bloody noisy neighbours.

Helena flicks her assignment aside and brings up her contract of employment. She finds the paragraph header: Contract duration. A few paces away, her supervisor looks up from a conversation and raises her eyebrows at Helena. She replies with a thumbs up.

There’s no real reason to rush back home, Helena decides. In the tiny on-screen box that allows for two numerals, she overwrites 8 with 11 and submits her request for a three-year extension.

Anne Charnock’s writing career began in journalism. Her debut novel A Calculated Life was shortlisted for the Philip K. Dick and Kitschies Golden Tentacle Awards. Dreams Before the Start of Time is shortlisted for the BSFA 2017 Award for Best Novel, and The Enclave for the BSFA 2017 Award for Best Short Fiction. She lives on the Isle of Bute, Scotland.


Winter in the Vivarium

Tim Major

The angle of refraction through the thick, curved glass made it difficult to see into the bedroom. Byron Bright rechecked the motion sensor strapped to his right arm. A single green dot appeared, faint and unmoving, every couple of seconds. If there was anybody in there, they must be asleep. He pulled himself onto the gantry for a better view.

The single occupant of the room, a middle-aged man, lay on a wide bed with his arms and legs outstretched. The covers had been thrown off and were bundled in a heap on the floor. Behind the headboard, a fan blew green-leafed plants gently from side to side. The sleeping man yawned, turned, and settled again. His flesh looked pink and warm.

Byron sighed.

Snow whipped at his parka. Ice-cold air stung the exposed parts of his face. He ought to be wearing his goggles, but they became so easily fogged. At least the thick fur trim of his hood protected him from the worst of the wind. Its narrow opening gave him tunnel vision.

He pulled a flat-edged scraper from his pack and began clearing snow from the curved window. When the sleeping man woke, he would have an unobstructed view of the mountains for the first time in several days.

Sidestepping right along the gantry, Byron crossed the boundary between this apartment and the next. With one bulky gloved finger he made a circle in the snow that covered the glass. The darkness – both inside and outside the Vivarium – made the reflection of his own face eerie, illuminated from below by the light from his motion sensor.

He noticed the appearance of the green dot a second too late. A figure appeared, framed in the doorway to the bedroom. A woman. She stared up at the window. She saw Byron.

He expected her to scream, but instead she reached for the bedside phone.

Byron dropped down from gantry. The fabric of his trouser leg caught on an exposed bolt and tore. With shaking hands, he bound the tear with gaffer tape from his pack. Even though his long-johns hadn’t been ripped, the cold wind that whistled around his thigh made him wince.

His earpiece communicator bleeped.

His first thought was: How did she get my number? He almost laughed at that. He had no number. The woman had no way of reaching him, even if she had wanted to.

He jabbed at his neck, pushing the Receive button through his hood.

“Bright?”

Mr Collins sounded angry. That woman, whoever she was, had worked fast. She must be in some position of authority to have contacted the management directly.

“Sir. Before you say anything, I can explain,” Byron said. “My motion sensor’s on the blink, I think. I didn’t know—”

“Are you saying you claim responsibility?” The tinny voice stuttered with each new blast of icy wind.

“Well, I can’t blame anyone else, sir. But she only saw me for a second. I’ve been careful, I always am. All the others were asleep or away from their apartments.”

Mr Collins didn’t respond. Byron tapped at his hood to check that the earpiece was still attached.

“Sir?”

“Destroy them, Bright.”

Byron hesitated. Was this some kind of test of his loyalty?

“Do you hear me?” The shrill voice made his ear buzz. “They’ve already upset several residents. Get over to the lagoon this instant, and destroy them, you hear?”

“Sir, I think we may have got our wires crossed—”

Mr Collins’s voice hardened. “There are a dozen Outfielders who would welcome the chance to do your job. Do not push your luck. Do you understand me?”

“Not fully, sir.”

“Go!”

The comms line cut out.

“Yes, sir,” Byron said.

The leisure quadrant was diametrically opposite the apartments, more than sixteen miles away. Byron steered his snow-scooter far wider than the perimeter of the circular city, keeping below the level of the ha-ha that obstructed views of the town from the Vivarium. It was imperative that he stayed out of sight. Even if that woman’s complaint hadn’t yet reached Mr Collins, he would hear of it soon enough. Byron couldn’t afford to make another mistake.

Once he was certain that he mustn’t be visible from any of the apartments, he killed the engine and climbed the ha-ha on foot.

The grandest feature of the leisure quadrant was the tropical lagoon. Many of the residents spent whole weekend days lounging in the reclining chairs or splashing in the shallows of the huge, kidney-shaped swimming pool. Creepers climbed the inner surface of the enormous domed window. The leaves of giant taro and palm trees sweated with condensation.

The entire leisure quadrant closed at five each morning, only to reopen an hour later to provide breakfasts and massages to the residents. It was now five-fifteen. Most of the lights of the tropical lagoon had been dimmed. Reflections from the pool refracted through the curved glass and made a shifting, shimmering pattern on the snow outside.

Byron stopped dead.

Three people stood facing the enormous curved window of the lagoon.

“Hey!” he called. “You can’t be here. You’re miles within the exclusion zone!”

None of them turned around. Only their shadows moved with the ripples of the reflected light.

“I know you’re not residents. Mr Collins is already furious. You’d better head back to town, right away.”

His boots sunk into the snow as he stepped onto the flat snow bank. None of the people acknowledged him. As he moved around to one side, he saw that the blue light reflected from their faces, their torsos, their limbs. They shone like diamonds.

These weren’t Outfielders, or residents. They weren’t even people.

They were statues.

He reached out to touch the closest one. His gloved fingers skidded on the icy surface of its chest.

They had been sculpted from packed snow. Rather than crude snowmen, they were ice sculptures. At their thinnest parts – the arms, legs and necks – the snow had hardened and become translucent. They had no features except for two hollows to represent eyes.

It was no wonder that they had unnerved the residents. They appeared to be watching the Vivarium.

Byron remembered Mr Collins’s words. He returned to the scooter to collect a spade.

Each of the statues shattered in a thousand sparks of ice.

“Spill the beans, By,” Garry said as he handed over a pint of hot beer. “Was it really you?”

Byron glanced at Jess, who had already taken a stool. She leant forwards over the bartop.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, taking a sip of his drink. He wiped at the hot foam caught in his moustache.

Jess rolled her eyes. “The statues, Michelangelo.”

“How did you hear about them?”

She smiled. “We might not be able to get close to the dome, but we still hear what’s going on over the comms. They’re talking of nothing but the statues.”

“And the same goes for Outfielders, now,” Garry added.

Byron’s eyes widened. “You’ve been listening to the Vivarium’s internal comms? That’s impossible.”

“It would be,” Garry said, “If not for the two-way in your room. Doesn’t take much tinkering to tune out old Collins and tune in the Domers’ headsets, if you know what you’re doing.”

Byron thumped the table, spilling beer on its already sticky surface. “That communicator was given to me to allow me to fulfil my duties. I don’t know what to say. My own brother! It’s a terrible crime to listen in—”

Garry held up a hand to stop him. “Sure. Yeah. You swore a solemn oath. And so on and so on.”

“But don’t you see that I’ll lose my job?”

“You’ll lose it anyway, the way you’re carrying on. And you can do better than scurrying around outside the dome. You could help the people that really matter. Your family, your—” He paused. Perhaps he couldn’t bring himself to say “friends”. “You don’t have to be a hunter. We need technicians too, to convert more cars to snow-runners.”

Byron gripped the edge of the table. His hands were shaking.

Jess prodded Garry with an elbow. “Leave him be, lover. Give him time. You’ve already accepted that you were wrong about Byron. He’s not a dome-dreamer after all.”

Byron just stared at her. “Is that what you all call me?”

It was his brother who replied. “What do you expect? You spend all your time staring into that bloody Vivarium, and then you come back and tell us all about what you’ve seen, every sodding day. Oh! The restaurants, the bowling alleys, the lights and lights and lights. People wandering around in the heat, wearing only their undercrackers. We figured either you’re obsessed, or you’re just trying to rub our noses in the fact that we couldn’t get within pissing distance of the exclusion zone, even if we wanted to.”

“That’s not fair. I—”

“But you’re not listening,” Jess said. “We don’t think that any more. We think you’re sort of a hero.”

Byron frowned. He looked at one smiling face, then the other.

“You’ve upset the Domers, big time,” Garry said. “Those statues? Elegant, that’s what they are. A beautiful idea.”

“But I had nothing to do with them,” Byron said.

Garry waved a hand. His voice sounded as though it was coming from far away. “So us Outfielders can’t get close to the domes? So the Domers don’t want to be reminded of the rest of us, shivering our nuts off in the snow?” He grinned. “Those statues will remind them. A peaceful fucking protest. I could almost kiss you, brother Byron.”

Each night, Byron skirted the perimeter of the Vivarium on his scooter. Each night, he discovered more of the ice statues. They stood watching the lagoon, the hair salons, the children’s crèche, the bedrooms.

“It’s not me who’s building them, sir,” Byron insisted.

He destroyed each of them with a single blow of his spade. Their bright shards disappeared into the snow drift.

“I’ll prove that it is,” Mr Collins hissed. “And then I’ll have you hung in the piazza.”

“You’ll bring me inside?”

“Of course not. Out there in the wilderness, then. You’ll be swinging from a tree. And then I’ll get some other fool to clear the windows and maintain the vents. Anyone could do it.”

Byron smashed the statues, then returned to his usual duties. When he had finished clearing snow, he pressed himself up against the glass of the Vivarium and imagined that he was warm.

It was almost dawn. The snow had stopped falling and the rising sun tinged the white ground with red.

He turned.

A statue stood watching him.

“I heard some Domer woman describe them in detail, on the phone to a friend,” Jess said. “I couldn’t get the phrase out of my mind. “Like they had risen out of the ground,” that’s what she said.”

Byron thought of the statue that had appeared, the night before. He shuddered.

“They’re more than just a reminder of us Outfielders, aren’t they?” Jess said.

The people at the neighbouring table had stopped talking to listen. Byron sipped his drink. Nobody in the inn had believed him when he had tried to deny involvement. They all knew of Mr Collins’s certainty about his guilt, heard over the hacked internal comms. The trouble was, keeping quiet wasn’t an option, either. The less he said the more Jess and Garry and the others celebrated him.

Everyone was waiting for him to speak.

“They’re just ice, like everything out here,” he said. Surely that couldn’t be a contentious comment?

Garry clapped his hands in delight. “See, Jess? I told you!”

Jess grinned. “So you’re making a link between the Outfielders and the natural world itself, is that it?”

Byron shrugged.

She tapped her chin. “No, that’s not it, quite. It’s a bigger statement. About nature itself, about the ice age, the changes. The world is watching the Vivarium. All of the other domes, too. No matter how much Domers would like to deny it, there’s still a world outside. Continuing, thriving.”

“I think you’re wrong, sir. I don’t think you’ll find anyone else to do my work. Everyone I’ve spoken to, they hate the Vivarium. And most of them hate me, too, because I work for you.”

His earpiece only crackled in response.

“And there’s another thing you don’t understand,” Byron continued. “It’s no wilderness out here. It’s cold, but we’re all doing okay. I live in the same house I did when I was a boy.”

When he had finished destroying the statues that had appeared overnight, he cleared the windows as quickly as he could, then checked that the air intake vents were in good condition, then he retreated. The artificial light from inside the Vivarium hurt his eyes.

He shouldered his pack and returned to his scooter. Three more ice statues had appeared on the flat bank, watching the lagoon.

What did they find so interesting in there?

He stood back to back with one of the statues. If only they faced in this direction instead, they might see something far grander than the avenues and leisure facilities inside the Vivarium. Through the squalls of falling snow he could make out the white foothills and the mountains that made a horseshoe around his home town.

He revved the scooter and headed to the hills.

When he had been young, before the ice age began, he and his friends would camp out here. They slung hammocks between the trees or slept under bivouac shelters. They sang invented songs to welcome the dawn of the solstice.

The trees were still here, somewhere, beneath the blanket of snow. But only the tips of the tallest protruded now, like tiny shrubs.

The runners of the scooter hummed as he navigated across the undisturbed snow. Why was it that he never travelled out in this direction, these days? Without the foreground distraction of the Vivarium, the hills were more beautiful than he remembered. The hillocks and valleys weren’t uniformly white. The sunlight filtered through the falling snow turned the ground blue, grey and gold. The hillside appeared like the flank of a great, bruised beast.

He stopped at the top of the foothill. It must have been somewhere near here – beneath where he now stood – that he and his first girlfriend had shared their first kiss. He had been terrified and her lips had tasted of liquorice.

The snow had buried all landmarks. When it had begun, those fifteen years ago, it had seemed to Byron that his past was being erased. Other townspeople, Garry and Jess included, had welcomed the change, once they had accepted that they couldn’t afford to enter one of the Vivaria. They revelled in the challenge. They altered their ambitions to fit the new world. Instead of worrying about climbing corporate and housing ladders, they concerned themselves with hunting, fishing, sharing time with the people they loved. They began to feel sorry for the Vivarium residents, who had recreated a caricature of the old world in their bubbles. And they felt sorrier still for Byron, who longed to be in there with them.

In the distance, the sheer face of the mountain glittered, like constellations changing every second. It had never seemed so glorious when it was just rock.

The falling snow thinned a little. Byron’s breath caught as a rainbow appeared, making a shimmering bridge across the valley.

It was beautiful. Utterly, overwhelmingly beautiful.

A nagging thought hardened into certainty.

Those statues back there, they weren’t watching the Vivarium, at least not in the way that he did. They didn’t want to get inside.

Could it be that they wanted the Domers to come outside, for their own good?

By the time he reached the ha-ha, there were two dozen ice statues at the lagoon window. Byron stood before them. He made a show of laying his spade on the ground.

“I’m sorry that I hit you,” he said. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

The statues watched as he made his way to the air intake unit at one side of the enormous window. This unit, and the others like it, dragged in freezing air from outside, then super-heated it before pumping it directly into the Vivarium. Without this new intake, the air conditioning systems would recycle the same air indefinitely, degrading it with each circulation and allowing viruses to thrive.

He trod carefully to avoid slipping on the ice patches, where the suck of the fans had smoothed the top layer of the snow. He removed the cover and set to work with his screwdriver and wrench. He felt the warmth of the heating appliance through the thick fingers of his gloves. Nobody understood the workings of these air intakes better than he did. It took only twenty minutes for him to jerry-rig the unit so that the fans remained operational, but the air bypassed the heating appliance.

He replaced the cover and climbed back onto the flat snow bank, where ten more ice statues had appeared. The curve of the window obscured any view of the vent inside the Vivarium, but he could see immediately the effects of his work. The air that whistled into the lagoon was a white streak. The leaves of the plants nearest the vent glistened with ice veins.

Byron’s earpiece bleeped. Instinctively, he tapped at his neck to
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