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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.









A Rag, a Bone and a Hank of Hair


The Chancellor who led Brin through the corridors was nobody important: just an elderly man with various bits of coloured ribbon on his white tunic to show how distinguished he was. Or had been. He was too old to matter now. Brin was young enough to matter.


The corridors were long, high-arched, and splendid. The tall windows were radiant and mellow with moving pictures, constantly changing, showing historical achievements of the western world. Brin wanted to slow down, to look at them properly – but the Chancellor shuffled on anxiously, towing Brin along. ‘Quickly, young man!’ he said, ‘they’re waiting for you! The Seniors are waiting!’ Brin let himself be hurried, smiling at the humped old back and the gasping voice. After all, the Chancellor was old and useless. Brin was young and priceless.


‘In there, boy!’ said the Chancellor and opened the great doors. Before Brin was the Council Chamber of the Western Elect. In the Chamber were the Seniors of the Western Elect. They ruled the whole western world – one third and more of the planet Earth. They were important, yes: but they were all old.


The Chancellor gave Brin a nervous push towards a solitary white chair set in the middle of the great horseshoe curve of the Seniors’ desk. Brin made the Sign of Politeness and sat down in the white chair. He did not ask permission to sit and he did not hurry as he settled himself. Comfortable, he stared at the Seniors. Silent, they stared at him.


The Chancellor – his voice shaking with respect and awe – announced Brin. ‘Brin Tuptal,’ he said, ‘Young Citizen First Grade, 3/HM 160 –’


‘We know all that,’ said one of the Seniors, peevishly. This Senior sat in the middle of the horseshoe desk: ‘the senior Senior,’ Brin said to himself. The Senior Elect. He had a long nose. He looked much older than he did on the viddy screens – but even on TV he looked old enough. ‘Let the boy speak for himself,’ said the Senior Elect. ‘Well, Brin?’


‘Well,’ Brin replied, ‘I am Brin Tuptal and I’m twelve. I am cleverer than most people.’ He stared straight at the senior Senior, who scratched his nose, apparently uninterested. Brin shifted his stare to a brown-faced Senior, a woman. She looked Indian, her hair was blue-black and her skin brown. She smiled at Brin. To her right was another woman Senior, a horse-faced elderly woman. She too smiled at Brin, showing long white horsy teeth.


‘What is your IQ, Brin?’ she asked.


‘180 when I was tested by the Broningen rating. But it may be even higher on other ratings. Probably I’m a genius.’


Brin thought he heard the Senior Elect mutter, ‘Probably not,’ – but no doubt Brin misheard. Old people were not rude to young people.


Brin looked around him. Domed glass above him: a clear curve, showing the blue sky. It would not rain until Thursday. Today was Tuesday. He looked at the white, curved walls of the Council Chamber – the electronic displays, the illuminated, moving maps, the always changing readouts. Gadgets. But there were no gadgets on the Seniors’ desk. The nine Seniors made a bleak, bare picture in their white robes. Their faces supplied the only colours. One almost black, one brown, one golden yellow, the rest white.


‘Well?’ said the Senior Elect. ‘Go on. Don’t waste time. Talk.’ There was no respect in his voice, no politeness. Brin was surprised. He shrugged and said, ‘Talk about what?’ He looked from face to face and began to recite, ‘You are the Senior in charge of internal social affairs. And you, you’re the Senior in charge of food production – agriculture, fisheries, hydroponics, climate –’ He rolled off the words glibly, sure of himself, until the Senior Elect said, ‘Enough. Talk about yourself. And don’t be childish.’


Childish! Brin was shocked. He was seldom spoken to roughly. In Babyland, the state had taken care of him, gently. In Primary, it had been all Finger-painting and Experiences and Wonder of Living. Never a cross word, never a frown. And now he was twelve, and rare, and important – and grown-up people were being rude to him.


The horse-faced Senior prompted him. ‘You were saying you were a clever person – a person of high intelligence. Tell us more, Brin.’ She smiled invitingly, arching her long neck to one side.


Brin said, ‘I knew I was different from the others. Even in Primary. They messed about and played stupid games all the time. I learned things. Lots of things.’


‘What sort of things?’ said the Senior with the only face Brin liked – the golden-faced Chinese-looking woman.


‘Anything,’ Brin told her. ‘Everything.’


The Chinese-looking Senior laughed. ‘Everything?’ she said. ‘You learned everything?’ Brin was not sure that her laughter was kind.


‘I didn’t mean that, you know I didn’t mean that!’ he said. He could hear himself getting rattled, hear his own voice rising to too high a pitch. ‘I don’t mean that I know everything, just that –’


‘Get on, get on,’ said the Senior Elect. Other Seniors were smiling privately. Brin was confused. He was not used to being laughed at. Sulkily, he refused to speak.


At last, the Chinese-looking Senior said, ‘So you learn very fast, do you?’


‘Very fast indeed. Faster than anyone I know. Faster than anyone in the Teens. I’m twelve, but they’ve put me with the Teens because I know so much. I’m brilliant, they say I’m brilliant. I can learn anything –’


‘Oh dear, oh dear, he won’t do,’ said the Senior Elect. ‘Swell-headed little ape,’ he seemed to add, in a mutter. (But that, Brin knew, was impossible. No one dared be that rude to a young person.) The black Senior yawned. The horse-faced Senior looked over Brin’s head. Brin was not used to being ignored.


The black-faced Senior suddenly snapped. ‘What’s Politics? What’s Ecology? Quick!’


Brin jumped. He was almost frightened. No one ever spoke to him like that. ‘P-politics,’ he began, hearing himself stutter, ‘is the art and science of ruling people – of ruling peoples –’


‘Well, well,’ sneered the Senior Elect. ‘Try Ecology.’


‘Ecology is the science of preserving the place we live in – seeing to the environment and –’


The Senior Elect cut him short. ‘What are Reborns?’ he demanded.


Brin gaped at him. Had he heard rightly? Had he really said ‘Reborns’?


‘Reborns, Reborns, Reborns!’ said the Senior, leaning forward over the table. ‘Tell us about them!’


‘But they mustn’t be talked about! –’


‘Oh yes they must. Here and now. Quickly!’


‘Reborns are manufactured people,’ Brin began. ‘New people made out of old people.’


‘How?’ said the Senior Elect.


‘There could be several ways, I don’t know if –’


‘You told us a moment ago that you’d learned everything,’ said a youngish Senior, a woman, who had not spoken before. She had big eyes and a small mouth, a tight little mouth, but now it was open, showing small white teeth. The round eyes were staring at him. He was not used to being stared at.


Brin sat back in his chair, feeling his back meet the soft pad. He settled himself deliberately: braced his mind and body and said, ‘You’re all rude and stupid. You’re rude to me. You are the Seniors but you behave like bad children. I’d like to go now.’


‘That’s better!’ said the Senior Elect, rubbing his narrow hands. He actually smiled. ‘Go on, boy. Tell us about Reborns.’


‘Only if you obey the Rules of Politeness,’ said Brin, making the Sign of Politeness used by all Westerners when a discussion goes wrong and a quarrel might start – a touch of the fingers to the head, where the brain is; then to the heart. It was an old sign, an ancient sign, the Christians had used something like it until a few centuries ago. You were supposed to reply to it.


Most of the Seniors made the sign back, but two of them didn’t, probably deliberately. An insult! Brin got to his feet and prepared to leave.


The voice of the Senior Elect stopped him. The voice was gentle now, completely changed, soft and low and pleasant. ‘Please sit down, Brin.’ The Senior made the sign and Brin automatically replied. ‘Tell us about the Reborns. Tell us what you know and don’t know. We are on a friendly footing now –’


‘We had to test you,’ said the golden-faced woman. ‘You see we have to try and find out if you are the right person to do the work we want done. But tell us about Reborns.’ She smiled. Her face was charming.


Brin settled back in his chair and began.


‘First,’ he said, ‘I’ll tell you what I know – what people are saying, that is. Because we don’t really know anything, only what you let us know. Anyhow …


‘In the last century, there was an accident at the Euronuclear power plant. A leakage. After the accident, the birth-rate began to fall. Many people who wanted to be parents could not have children. Children became very – very valuable, because there weren’t enough of them. Of us. So we had to be taken care of. Educated carefully, brought up to be healthy and so on.


‘Then,’ he continued, ‘the damage proved worse than anyone thought. The accident affected the whole world. There were less and less children. So the population of the world went down and down. And those stupid jokes started appearing – you know, “Robots Rule!” – all those jokes about the machines taking over our world when all the people were gone.’


‘ “Robots Rule!” ’ said one of the Seniors; ‘Very good!’ The Senior Elect waved him silent and said ‘Go on, Brin.’


‘Well, there had to be more people, far too few could be born naturally. So you Seniors started thinking about Reborns. And now everyone has heard rumours about them but nobody really knows what they’ll be like, or what they are, or will be.’


‘Do you know?’ a Senior asked.


‘I’ve looked the subject up. Genetics, DNA, genes, chromosomes, the elements of living things –’


‘How do you think Reborns will be made?’


‘Every part of every living thing,’ Brin began, concentrating hard and staring straight ahead of himself, ‘contains its own recipe. A tiny bit of lettuce contains the recipe for the whole lettuce. Part of a fingernail contains the recipe for the whole fingernail. Scraps of bone and tissue from the flesh of a cat or dog contain the recipe for the whole animal –’


‘Very well put!’ said the Chinese-looking Senior, beaming.


‘Excellent!’ agreed the once-peevish Senior Elect. ‘Go on.’


Brin continued, ‘I suppose what you’d do is something like this: you’d get various scraps of tissue, bone, anything, and put them in a Genetic Recoder. And then in a sort of soup. With some electricity of course. You’d cook it up. And then you would have living matter, even a living human being. A new human just the same as the old one. A reborn human.’


‘Right!’ said the black Senior. ‘Right, that is, in every way but one. You said, “That is what we would do.” You should have said – “That is what we have done!” ’


Brin said, ‘You mean, the rumours are true? You have already made some Reborns?’


‘Yes. Otherwise we would not have encouraged the rumours.’


‘Are there many Reborns?’


‘No – very, very few.’


‘Are they – all right? Do they behave like real human beings?’


‘They are real human beings. Not robots, or machines, or androids, or those delightful creatures in the old films –’


‘You mean Frankenstein’s monsters?’ Brin said, ‘with nuts and bolts sticking out of their necks and great big boots on?’


The Senior Elect, to Brin’s astonishment, began to chuckle. ‘Well, well! Remarkable boy! Seen everything, knows everything. Even the ancient cinema films! Mind you, I never understood what the heavy boots were for. Slippers far more suitable –’


Brin grew impatient and interrupted. ‘So you have solved the problem of repeopling the planet?’ he said.


‘Ah,’ said the brown, Indian-looking Senior. She stroked her chin and stared at Brin.


‘Ah,’ said the other Seniors, looking at Brin and each other.


There was a silence until the black Senior’s rich voice spoke, ‘There are problems,’ he said. ‘Problems …’ The dark eyes in the broad, black powerful face fixed themselves on Brin’s eyes: the big voice said, ‘You are going to solve the problems, Brin!’


‘This way,’ said the black Senior, putting his heavy hand on Brin’s shoulder and guiding him through a door in a long, bare corridor.


There was a guard at the door, a hard-faced woman in the usual one-piece uniform made of Adamant. You could see her determined face through the visor of her helmet and just about hear the whispering of her uniform’s air-conditioning unit. Adamant lets nothing in – and nothing out: the unit had to do her body’s breathing. Fsss! went the aircon unit, and each time Brin smelled the rather nasty perfume the woman wore.


The black Senior said, ‘Brin, you ought to know my name. I am Tello, after Othello. Do you know who Othello was?’


Brin promptly answered, ‘Othello, Moorish king – Moors were black. William Shakespeare tragedy, still performed –’


Tello chuckled and held up a big hand to silence Brin. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘You know about Othello.’


The guard said ‘Prints, please.’


‘You know me, Maisie!’ laughed Tello, turning to the guard.


‘I know I want your prints. Yours and his.’


‘The boy hasn’t got prints, he’s just a – a boy –’


‘Get away from here, then. You and the boy. Come back when you’ve got prints.’ She put her hand on the Viper control on her belt. Tello backed away, laughing and protesting. ‘All right Maisie! Going quietly! Won’t come back till we’ve both got prints!’ They walked down the corridor, away from the door. Tello shook his head and smiled. ‘She’s a dragon, that one!’


‘But she was rude! Almost violent!’ Brin said, deeply shocked.


‘Trained to be,’ Tello said, contentedly.


‘But I thought the whole idea of our society was –’ Brin began, then gave up.


‘Sweetness and light?’ Tello said. ‘No violence, no aggression?’ He chuckled. ‘Well, that’s what you see. And Maisie is what you don’t see. But she’s there all the same.’


‘But she wouldn’t have used her Viper on you, would she?’


‘Not on me! Perhaps on you. She knows me all right, of course – but though she has known me for years, she’d have had you smoking on the floor if we hadn’t moved off!’


‘Smoking?’


‘When you get hit by a Viper, you burn. When you burn, you smoke.’


‘What is a Viper?’


‘The weapon in the suit. The weapon is the suit and the suit is the weapon. Maisie just occupies the weapon. She doesn’t have to be strong – just strong-minded. And Maisie’s that!’


Now they were in what seemed to be a Records office. The man behind the desk took Brin’s hand and did things with it over bits of plastic and a little machine that hummed.


Brin paid no attention. He guessed, correctly, that the finger-marks and their chemistry were being recorded and registered and that when this was done he could put his prints on the coding panel of the door Maisie guarded. Then the door would be opened for him. He wondered what could be behind the door.


Something very important. Something as important as a Reborn? He could not ask such questions out loud so he kept still while the man behind the desk fussed about with computers and card machines and all the rest of it.


‘Completed, sir,’ the man said to Tello. (‘Sir!’ thought Brin. He had never heard the word used except in old films and TV programmes. The word had an old-fashioned ring to it. It must be wonderful to be a Senior and be called ‘Sir’.)


Now the man was speaking to him, Brin. ‘This is your card, sir,’ he said. (‘Me a “sir”!’ thought Brin.) ‘You’ll need to write down your code number –’


‘I don’t need to. I can remember it. I can remember any number you like –’


‘Write it down, sir. Then sign your name underneath in your usual handwriting. Thank you. That is all.’


‘Don’t I get the card?’


‘Certainly not! We keep the card, sir.’


Brin asked the man, ‘What does it mean, all this? Does it mean I can go in anywhere – into all the doors in this place, past all the guards?’


‘Oh no, sir. Nothing like that, sir. It means that you can print in – you may enter certain places – in the company of a Senior. But only when accompanied by a Senior.’


‘What a lot of nonsense!’ Brin burst out. ‘I thought all this sort of thing had been done away with centuries ago!’


‘Did you, sir?’ said the man. ‘Did you think that?’ Coolly, he turned away and went back to his machines.


‘Come on, boy,’ said Tello. He began chuckling again as they walked back along the corridor. ‘He’s got a card,’ the big, dark voice muttered and rumbled as they walked, ‘He’s got Coded Status, and a number, and he can actually print in – and he’s grumbling!’


Brin, confused, said nothing.


At the guarded door, Maisie said, ‘Prints please.’


Tello put out his hand, first to a flat plate on Maisie’s shoulder, then to a similar plate to the side of the door. A rose-pink light in the door lit and slowly faded.


‘Now the boy.’


Brin imitated Tello’s actions. Again the rose-pink light glowed and faded. The door opened.


They entered a small room closed by another door. They sat down. Tello was silent now and unsmiling. Brin fidgeted and at last said, ‘Where am I going? What’s going to happen?’


The second door opened and a pretty girl said, ‘Tello, sir. And Brin. Please come in.’


They walked straight into November, 1940.


November, 1940, was badly lit, smelly, spacious, complicated, clumsy, dingy and noisy. The noises were small. A ticking clock, a dripping tap, a kitchen range whose grate went ‘Grr-grr-TANG!’ as the live coals dropped under the vibration of their footsteps, then gently clicked and murmured as the coals settled and burned anew.


‘The 1940 Scenario, sir,’ said the pretty girl, smiling brightly.


‘The what?’ said Brin. Only half of what he saw meant anything to him. That over there – that was a chair of some kind, obviously. But what kind? The girl, following his eyes, said ‘Wicker chair. Wicker is sort of sticks, things that grow. People collected them, twisted them, made them into chairs and so on.’ She went to the chair and sat herself in it crisply, her neat trouser suit garish and wrong against the creaking yellowish wicker and faded floral cushion of the chair.


Tello said, ‘Give him the guided tour, Madi.’


‘Wouldn’t you rather, sir? I mean, you are in charge … ?’


‘You did the work. Tell him all about it.’


The girl called Madi said, ‘Right. Do I call you Brin or Sir?’


‘Brin.’


‘Well, Brin, this is the kitchen, larder and scullery of an old house in West London of 1940. There is an outside lavatory through that door, the “back door”. You are standing in the kitchen. Facing the window, on that wall, you can see a dresser, with drawers and shelves to hold the plates and knives and forks and other things for cooking and serving food. That thing you are looking at shouldn’t be on the dresser, it should be in one of the drawers. It’s called an eggbeater and it works like this.’ She took hold of the grey-and-silver ancient machine and whirled its handle. The beating blades whirred tinnily, the bent-tin cogwheels meshed and juddered.


‘It could actually work!’ said Brin. ‘You could beat eggs with that thing!’


‘It did work,’ the girl said, putting it in a dresser drawer. ‘It does work! Definitely beats eggs!’ She smiled briefly at Brin and picked up the next exhibit, the clock. ‘Alarm clock!’ she announced, shaking it. It made sad tinny noises then picked up its ticking again, tick-tock, tick-tock. ‘Tells the time,’ said Madi, ‘rings a bell to wake you up or get the food out of the cooker when it’s done. OK?’


‘What cooker?’ said Brin, still amazed, but fascinated.


She showed him the cast-iron kitchen range and the other sort of cooker, the ugly grey-and-white gas one, with its brass taps. She showed him rolling pins and jelly moulds, tins of custard powder and a meat-safe made of wood and galvanized metal; flypapers and biscuits, shoe polish and scouring powders, coal and gelatine, mousetraps and flatirons.


Brin drank it all in.


‘You see, the scullery is where you take the dirty things to be washed up – there’s the sink, there’s the sink-tidy, and the little mop and brush for crockery, and soda (which is like detergents) and – Brin, are you sure you are remembering all this?’


‘I’m sure,’ he said.


‘That’s why we picked him,’ said Tello, smiling happily from the creaking wicker armchair.


‘I don’t trust him!’ the girl laughed. ‘What’s an Ewbank, Brin?’ He said, ‘Carpet-sweeper. That wood-cased thing with rubber wheels and brushes inside.’


‘Hoover?’


‘Vacuum cleaner. Kept in that cupboard over there.’


‘Skipper?’


‘Sardines.’


‘Main?’


‘The name on that gas cooker.’


‘Cherry Blossom?’


‘Boot polish. But they wear shoes, not boots.’


The girl paused. ‘He’s good, sir,’ she said to Tello. ‘You picked the right boy! Now listen carefully. There is a lot to remember …’


Later, she questioned Brin. ‘What is blancmange? Rinso? Methylated spirits? Lino? Stair-rod? Ice box? Lard? What’s the difference between socks and stockings? Between coal and coke? Between shoes and slippers? Between high tea and tea-time tea?’


Brin got every answer right. When she said ‘November, 1940 … What is happening in the world?’ he answered ‘World War II has started and –’ He told her at length.


‘You’re marvellous, Brin!’ she said.


‘No, I’m not. I can’t answer some questions.’


‘What questions?’


Brin put his hands on his hips, stared her in the face and said, ‘Why am I here? What’s it all for? What’s a scenario?’


‘Ah,’ said Tello, ‘I’ll answer, Madi …’


‘First,’ Tello said, when Brin was sitting uncomfortably on a hard wooden kitchen chair covered with chipped cream paint, ‘First, the word Scenario.


‘A scenario is a setting for people, or actions, or both. It’s like a stage-set – but also like a situation. Now, we need both. We need a place for certain characters to act out their play; we also need a situation in which those people will feel at home.’


‘What people? What characters?’


‘Come to that in a moment. You asked, “Why am I here?” You’re here because you are the right person – the right age – and because you’ve got a wonderful memory, a huge ability to learn fast. You are here because you’re probably the only person who could do the job.


‘Then, Brin,’ he continued, ‘you asked, “What’s it all for?” Well, that’s easily answered. It’s here for the Reborns.’


‘The Reborns!’


‘That’s what I said. The Reborns. They are the central characters in the play, Brin. This Scenario was lovingly put together by Madi for them. All these things – these wicker chairs and mousetraps and kitchen sinks and I-don’t-know-whats – Madi had them reborn, found them, or had them made. Are you beginning to get it?’


Brin thought, and said, ‘Of course! Yes! I see it! The Reborns are 1940 people, you’ve picked people from that period – and this is their home, the place where they’ll feel at home –’


‘That’s it,’ said Tello, smiling and leaning back in his creaky chair.


‘But why bother with this Scenario? Why not bring them straight into our own time? Why go back in the past?’


Before Tello could answer, Brin said, ‘No – wait – the past: why go back to the past for Reborns? Why go to all that trouble? Why not make Reborns from proper people – recently-dead people of our own time? Why go back to 1940?’


‘Uh-uh!’ said Tello. ‘Think, Brin! You’re not thinking! Think!’


Brin thought: and at last said, ‘Oh. I see. I get it.’


‘What do you get?’


‘Well, it’s a sort of catch, isn’t it? Catch-question, catch-answer. The reason we need Reborns is, that our people, the real people, “proper” people, can’t reproduce themselves anymore. And if you made Reborns from Reborns, you’d only produce more people who couldn’t breed: which would mean producing more Reborns. In fact, you’d be stuck with Reborns for the whole future of mankind!’


‘You’ve got it.’ Tello said. ‘But I ask you again – why 1940? Why not 1920, 1960, 1980? Why 1940 in particular?’


‘The war?’ Brin said. ‘Has that got something to do with it?’


‘Go on,’ Tello said.


‘The war …’ Brin muttered. ‘Let’s think … There was the blackout. And fear of bombs. And rationing and shortages –’


‘Good lad!’ Tello said. ‘More.’


‘Well, I suppose people led restricted lives. Like being in prison, almost. You were stuck in your home, once darkness fell, because there was no point in going out.’


‘And there was no point in wanting to go out,’ Tello said, continuing Brin’s thoughts. ‘Go out for what? For a meal? Well, you could, but restaurant meals weren’t all that exciting. And children didn’t go out on their own to restaurants. The cinema? Yes – but buses and trains stopped early, and there was the blackout to face and children weren’t allowed into cinemas without an accompanying adult. So people stayed home. They expected to stay home. Which suits our Scenario nicely.’


‘But you could have used a later period?’ Brin asked.
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