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Alastair Reynolds is one of Britain’s most popular and bestselling writers of science fiction. He began selling stories to Interzone in 1990, but it wasn’t until the late 1990s that his output increased significantly. He made a big impact with his first novel, Revelation Space (2000), which was shortlisted for both the BSFA and Arthur C. Clarke awards. His second novel, Chasm City (2001) won the BSFA Award. Reynolds worked for the European Space Agency until 2004 when he turned to writing full time. The following story, specially written for this anthology, is not part of the Revelation Space series. It was developed from notes for an unwritten novel and maybe one day that novel will be completed, for we need to know the fate of the Earth. Here we have one of the more unusual apocalyptic ideas, but I’ll let Reynolds do the explaining.


THEY BROUGHT GAUNT out of hibernation on a blustery day in early spring. He came to consciousness in a steel-framed bed in a grey-walled room that had the economical look of something assembled in a hurry from prefabricated parts. Two people were standing at the foot of the bed, looking only moderately interested in his plight. One of them was a man, cradling a bowl of something and spooning quantities of it into his mouth, as if he was eating his breakfast on the run. He had cropped white hair and the leathery complexion of someone who spent a lot of time outside. Next to him was a woman with longer hair, greying rather than white, and with much darker skin. Like the man, she was wiry of build and dressed in crumpled grey overalls, with a heavy equipment belt dangling from her hips.


“You in one piece, Gaunt?” she asked, while her companion spooned in another mouthful of his breakfast. “You compos mentis?”


Gaunt squinted against the brightness of the room’s lighting, momentarily adrift from his memories.


“Where am I?” he asked. His voice came out raw, as if he had been in a loud bar the night before.


“In a room, being woken up,” the woman said. “You remember going under, right?”


He grasped for memories, something specific to hold on to. Green-gowned doctors in a clean surgical theatre, his hand signing the last of the release forms before they plumbed him into the machines. The drugs flooding his system, the utter absence of sadness or longing as he bid farewell to the old world, with all its vague disappointments.


“I think so.”


“What’s your name?” the man asked.


“Gaunt.” He had to wait a moment for the rest of it to come. “Marcus Gaunt.”


“Good,” he said, smearing a hand across his lips. “That’s a positive sign.”


“I’m Clausen,” the woman said. “This is Da Silva. We’re your wake-up team. You remember Sleepover?”


“I’m not sure.”


“Think hard, Gaunt,” she said. “It won’t cost us anything to put you back under, if you don’t think you’re going to work out for us.”


Something in Clausen’s tone convinced him to work hard at retrieving the memory. “The company,” he said. “Sleepover was the company. The one that put me under. The one that put everyone under.”


“Brain cells haven’t mushed on us,” Da Silva said.


Clausen nodded, but showed nothing in the way of jubilation in him having got the answer right. It was more that he’d spared the two of them a minor chore, that was all. “I like the way he says ‘everyone’. Like it was universal.”


“Wasn’t it?” Da Silva asked.


“Not for him. Gaunt was one of the first under. Didn’t you read his file?”


Da Silva grimaced. “Sorry. Got sidetracked.”


“He was one of the first 200,000,” Clausen said. “The ultimate exclusive club. What did you call yourselves, Gaunt?”


“The Few,” he said. “It was an accurate description. What else were we going to call ourselves?”


“Lucky sons of bitches,” Clausen said.


“Do you remember the year you went under?” Da Silva asked. “You were one of the early ones, it must’ve been some time near the middle of the century.”


“It was 2058. I can tell you the exact month and day if you wish. Maybe not the time of day.”


“You remember why you went under, of course,” Clausen said.


“Because I could,” Gaunt said. “Because anyone in my position would have done the same. The world was getting better, it was coming out of the trough. But it wasn’t there yet. And the doctors kept telling us that the immortality breakthrough was just around the corner, year after year. Always just out of reach. Just hang on in there, they said. But we were all getting older. Then the doctors said that while they couldn’t give us eternal life just yet, they could give us the means to skip over the years until it happened.” Gaunt forced himself to sit up in the bed, strength returning to his limbs even as he grew angrier at the sense that he was not being treated with sufficient deference, that – worse – he was being judged. “There was nothing evil in what we did. We didn’t hurt anyone or take anything away from anyone else. We just used the means at our disposal to access what was coming to us anyway.”


“Who’s going to break it to him?” Clausen asked, looking at Da Silva.


“You’ve been sleeping for nearly 160 years,” the man said. “It’s April, 2217. You’ve reached the twenty-third century.”


Gaunt took in the drab mundanity of his surroundings again. He had always had some nebulous idea of the form his wake-up would take and it was not at all like this.


“Are you lying to me?”


“What do you think?” asked Clausen.


He held up his hand. It looked, as near as he could remember, exactly the way it had been before. The same age-spots, the same prominent veins, the same hairy knuckles, the same scars and loose, lizardy skin.


“Bring me a mirror,” he said, with an ominous foreboding.


“I’ll save you the bother,” Clausen said. “The face you’ll see is the one you went under with, give or take. We’ve done nothing to you except treat superficial damage caused by the early freezing protocols. Physiologically, you’re still a sixty-year-old man, with about twenty or thirty years ahead of you.”


“Then why have you woken me, if the process isn’t ready?”


“There isn’t one,” Da Silva said. “And there won’t be, at least not for a long, long time. Afraid we’ve got other things to worry about now. Immortality’s the least of our problems.”


“I don’t understand.”


“You will, Gaunt,” Clausen said. “Everyone does in the end. You’ve been preselected for aptitude, anyway. Made your fortune in computing, didn’t you?” She didn’t wait for him to answer. “You worked with artificial intelligence, trying to make thinking machines.”


One of the vague disappointments hardened into a specific, life-souring defeat. All the energy he had put into one ambition, all the friends and lovers he had burned up along the way, shutting them out of his life while he focused on that one white whale.


“It never worked out.”


“Still made you a rich man along the way,” she said.


“Just a means of raising money. What does it have to do with my revival?”


Clausen seemed on the verge of answering his question before something made her change her mind. “Clothes in the bedside locker: they should fit you. You want breakfast?”


“I don’t feel hungry.”


“Your stomach will take some time to settle down. Meantime, if you feel like puking, do it now rather than later. I don’t want you messing up my ship.”


He had a sudden lurch of adjusting preconceptions. The prefabricated surroundings, the background hum of distant machines, the utilitarian clothing of his wake-up team: perhaps he was aboard some kind of spacecraft, sailing between the worlds. The twenty-third century, he thought. Time enough to establish an interplanetary civilization, even if it only extended as far as the solar system.


“Are we in a ship now?”


“Fuck, no,” Clausen said, sneering at his question. “We’re in Patagonia.”


He got dressed, putting on underwear, a white T-shirt and over that the same kind of grey overalls as his hosts had been wearing. The room was cool and damp and he was glad of the clothes once he had them on. There were lace-up boots that were tight around the toes, but otherwise serviceable. The materials all felt perfectly mundane and commonplace, even a little frayed and worn in places. At least he was clean and groomed, his hair clipped short and his beard shaved. They must have freshened him up before bringing him to consciousness.
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