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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.







AUTHOR’S NOTE


While engaged upon the preparation of Mr. Cringe’s story for the purposes of publication I felt constrained to draw his attention to his use of the word ‘grok’. I pointed out to him that Robert Heinlein had already employed a concept named ‘grok’ in his remarkable work Stranger in a Strange Land. Mr. Cringe, who has long been one of Mr. Heinlein’s most enthusiastic admirers, was both astonished and intrigued by this coincidence. He assured me that he had not yet had the pleasure of reading Mr. Heinlein’s book and could only suppose that his own choice of ‘grok’ was but further evidence of the existence of asomatic overlap and the prevalent contiguity of Chnas for which his own history would appear to offer remarkable evidence. Nevertheless, in the circumstances, I feel myself in honour bound to tender my own sincere apologies to Mr. Heinlein for Mr. Cringe’s inadvertent appropriation of that term of which Mr. Heinlein was indisputably the original ‘onlie begetter’.


R.C.




‘All Things Exist in the Human Imagination’


WILLIAM BLAKE




ALTHOUGH OUR OWN history books have yet to record the fact it will be helpful to note right at the beginning that October 12th, 1978, as well as being the seventeenth day of the Power Workers’ strike, the eighth day of the Mineworkers’ strike and the third day of the Rail Workers’ strike, was also the first day of George Cringe’s very own personal strike against the intolerable indignity of being George Cringe, parent, breadwinner, and Junior Science teacher at Bagshot Road Comprehensive School.


The precise moment when George’s prolonged negotiations with himself finally broke down is not easy to pinpoint since, on his own admission, he had been carrying out a private work-to-rule campaign ever since Patrick (‘Creeper’) Maggerty had been promoted over his head some eighteen months earlier, but it cannot be denied that something very closely akin to a wave of revelation broke in foaming spume over the Cringe consciousness at 4.15 p.m. on that Friday afternoon when he elbowed the front door of No. 27 Laburnum Crescent shut behind him and discovered this scrawled message tucked into the frame of the hall-stand mirror—




‘Gone bingo with Gran. Give kids tea. Fish fings in fridge.


Marge.’





Perhaps it was that ‘fish fings’ which did it. Someone or something deep inside George gave a wild, silent scream of anguish. The pile of exercise books he was carrying spilled in a clattering cascade to the hall floor. He snatched the note down, crumpled it savagely into a tiny ball and hurled it at the stained glass panel of the front door. ‘God in Heaven!’ he wailed. ‘Angels of Mercy! Let me OUT!!’


The galaxy known to its inhabitants as ‘Chnas’ has two numbers in the National Geographic Star Catalogue. The reason for this is that Chnas I is Chnas II, only viewed from the other side. Since, linearly speaking, Chnas lies at the absolute limits of terrestrial telescopic observation, the minute speck of gaseous fuzz that has been photographed somewhere in the region of our northern heavens occupied by the constellation Sicyon minor has not yet been identified with that other miniscule speck of gaseous fuzz that appears in the diametrically opposite side of our heavens low down in the antipodean constellation Psylla major. No doubt some computer will get around to matching them up one of these days and will earn itself an overhaul in the process.


Chnassian astronomers are, of course, faced with a similar situation vis-à-vis our own galaxy, but their mental conditioning being somewhat different from our own they appear to find no great difficulty in accepting the notion that the cosmos and everything within it is one vast sensorial illusion. Thus a Chnassian astro-physicist having counted the number of Cepheid variables in a particular nebula would automatically assume that his result was ‘wrong’ simply because his eyes told him it was ‘right’. Similarly nothing is easier for the Chnassian to accept than concepts like ‘negative mass’, ‘reversed time’ or ‘black holes in the universe’—incidentally, their own term for these latter phenomena is ‘oscitations’. One famous Chnassian museum contains a large room in which a working model of the entire cosmos is said to exist. No one has ever seen it, but countless thousands of Chnassians have heard it. It consists of a quiet chuckle endlessly repeated in total darkness. Its texture, though admittedly indescribable, is rumoured to resemble that of a Gruyère cheese.


‘Chnas’ is also the name of a delightful planet which revolves about a 4th magnitude star in one of the spiral arms of its galaxy. The entire galaxy is also known as Chnas for the very simple reason that the Chnassians, having observed it, realize that in all probability it has only subjective validity. Hence they choose to regard it as an extension of Chnas itself. The same could be said for the rest of their observable cosmos. It is all Chnas. Come to think of it, to a Chnassian, our own galaxy too is Chnas. Both of it. The concept has a certain breathtaking simplicity that is not unattractive.


The only person on Earth who had stumbled upon the possibility of Chnas did not know that he had done so and certainly would not have believed it if anyone had told him. Nevertheless, when, in the second week of July 1978, George Cringe, having extracted three exercise books from the school stationery store, locked the door of his tiny study behind him, opened the first of the notebooks and penned the unlikely words: ‘Zil laced thrunngs with Orgypp and grokked her tenderly in the Agenorian twilight’, he tripped inadvertently into one of those metaphysical holes in the invisible Gruyere and caused a rictus of truly cosmic significance.


George’s spiritual bolt-hole was a planet which he had chosen to call ‘Agenor’. This world was his to do as he liked with—or so he believed. At the weekends, on the pretext of preparing lessons or marking schoolwork, it was his custom to retire to Agenor and become Zil Bryn, an inoffensive Agenorian pedagogue who nevertheless possessed mysterious though unspecified powers. Right now George was about to confront his hero with an unknown species of psychedelic toadstool which had appeared mysteriously in the littoral regions of Knyff and would soon be causing considerable perturbation in the metropolis.


Contemplation of the possible effects of this fungus had occupied George throughout his car ride from Bagshot Road and he had been savouring one or two particularly delectable descriptive phrases as he walked up the pathway to his front door. His cry of anguish on discovering Margery’s note could thus be interpreted either as the frustration of the creative artist or as the wail of the baby who has been promised and then denied its lawful stint at the breast.


Orgypp leant over Zil’s shoulder and read the words he had just transcribed. ‘Who is this Shennifer?’ she demanded.*


Zil scratched his nose thoughtfully. ‘An Urthling,’ he said.


‘She has hwyllth?’


‘Of course.’


‘Will Shorge grok with her?’


‘You think he should?’


‘Everyone should grok. Especially your Urthlings.’


‘But Urth isn’t Chnas, Orgypp.’


‘Everything is Chnas,’ she retorted.


‘Everything except Urth,’ he insisted gently.


‘That’s impossible.’


‘Are you writing this story or am I?’


‘We both are. Shall I help you with the grokking bit between Shorge and Shennifer?’


‘I haven’t got there yet.’


‘Well, hurry up.’


‘You can’t rush these things, Orgypp.’


‘Anyway I came up to tell you that supper’s ready.’


‘Very well. I’ll be down in a moment. What have you got for me?’


‘Mushrooms.’


‘Mushrooms? Where did you get them?’


‘Llylly gave them to me. She brought some back from Knyff. She says they’re out of this Chnas.’


George unbuttoned his burberry and at the second attempt succeeded in getting it to lodge on top of the pile of other garments that cluttered the peg on the stand. Then he stooped and began to collect the spilled exercise books. A folded sheet of notepaper had fallen from one of them. He opened it out and found inside a crude but vigorous sketch executed in green ball-point of a naked man and woman linked together by a rigid male sexual organ of truly Homeric dimensions. A balloon was issuing from the woman’s mouth. Inside the balloon were the words: ‘Your grate man’ and six exclamation marks.


George contemplated this edifying work for several seconds and wondered who the anonymous artist was. He suspected Sybil Bosset, a physically precocious but otherwise unremarkable thirteen year old. If he was right then her art was certainly streets ahead of her physics. He refolded the paper and noticed some lettering on the back. ‘G.H.C. + J.V.L. pass along.’


He opened the sheet again and regarded the features of the male figure more closely. That vivid grass-green scribble of moustache was indisputable. Strange that it hadn’t registered the first time. As he gazed at it the realization dawned on him that his reaction to the discovery was falling far short of what it should have been. Instead of anger and disgust he felt only a vague sense of shy pride that his young pupils could still visualize him in this most human of all human situations, limb-locked with a student teacher sixteen years his junior. It seemed to compensate in some undefined way for his disappointment in being temporarily denied the delights of Agenor.


He slipped the cartoon into his inside pocket, finished stacking the scattered books and lifted them on to the ledge of the hall stand. Then he rose to his feet and eyed his image in the mirror, trying to see himself as Jennifer Lawlor must see him. The effort cost him what amounted to a severe mental squint.


*      *      *


Thirty-four years earlier Albert Cringe, railway signalman by profession, had stood cap in hand before a hare-lipped clerk in the Brighton Registrar’s office and announced that henceforth his infant son would confront a warring world as ‘George Herbert Cringe’. Albert had chosen the Christian names in honour of H. G. Wells, the only writer whose works had ever impressed him. Even so they had not apparently impressed him sufficiently for him to get the names in the right order.


By a curious genetic fluke George had grown up to bear a remarkable facial resemblance to his illustrious namesake. His eyes were blue and bright, his hair sandy, his face rather round and chubby. Welfare milk and orange juice would ensure that he eventually achieved his full physical potential and at eighteen years of age would stand at 5’8” while weighing just over 10 stone. Intellectually he was doomed to be classed as ‘average’ though there was some reason to believe that this assessment failed to do him justice. He succeeded in scraping through his ‘I I plus’ examination and entered the local grammar school where for five years he would occupy a place about two-thirds of the way down the form list. Now and again, when his interest was fully engaged, he was capable of surprising his teachers. This did not happen often enough for any of them to single him out as being anything except a middle-of-the-roader.


In his thirteenth year George discovered science fiction. It arrived in the form of a magazine called, apparently, ‘ASTO—’ (half the cover had been ripped off) which he extracted from behind a radiator in the school changing-room. Idly thumbing through it he found himself engrossed in a story in which a tiny meteorite had plunged to earth and been found to have an impossible physical density. Eventually it was dug up—there was a startling black and white illustration of an enormous crane hauling it up out of the ground—and it proved to be some sort of alien life form. George galloped through this story with his disbelief so firmly suspended that his toes barely touched the ground. For the first time in his life some of the so-called ‘facts’ of his science classes had been made imaginatively real for him.


Over the next year and a half his literary diet consisted almost entirely of s.f. He discovered two other addicts in his own form and the three of them used to swop magazines and paperbacks while indulging in learned pseudo-scientific discussions about ‘Psi’ and ‘Space/Time’ during break. Their conversation became increasingly peppered with erudite references to Capek, Heinlein, Van Vogt, Asimov, Aldiss and Wyndham. And then—George never quite knew how or why—the honeymoon was over. There was no divorce, just a gradual tapering off. He became absorbed in aero-modelling; in fishing; and in girls. In that order. By the time he eventually left the sixth form after two years’ study of Maths, Physics and Chemistry, he would have been hard pressed to tell you what it was that had decided him to opt for Sciences rather than Arts.


And yet … and yet …. Ever since the door of wonder had been opened for him in that damp and smelly changing-room it had never been truly closed. Some secret part of George Cringe would remain for ever haunted by memories of those enchanting vistas in which his youthful fancy had gambolled while his bored teachers droned dully on through interminable afternoons. Without recognizing it as such he had stumbled upon the holy honeydew of the imagination, and when an embittered and sarcastic English master pounced on a copy of Amazing Stories which George was reading beneath the desk and poured scorn and public ridicule upon it and upon him, George had been goaded into self-defence. Although he could not have known it, his sullen retort: ‘Well, what’s wrong with escapism, sir?’ had called into question all the dubious values upon which the English secondary education system is based.


Nevertheless it was within that same system that George was eventually to find his own humble niche. A succession of girls having come between himself and the examination results which might have ensured him a place at a university, he entered the local Teachers’ Training College where he found yet more girls and even two or three who seemed prepared to consider him as a permanent partner. In fact this appeared to be the very price they had chosen to put upon those physical intimacies George hungered for.


By the end of his second year the field had narrowed down to two—Violet Roper and Margery Phillips. Vi was training to teach Biology, and Marge was studying P.E. Vi was refreshingly forthright in her talk about sex but had a braying laugh which occasionally set George’s teeth on edge. She also smelt a bit strong in hot weather. Marge was better looking but not so bright. Quite often George was pretty damned sure he didn’t want to marry either of them. But he did want to sleep with them. Well, not sleep exactly. In fact he frequently toyed with the idea of somehow getting both of them into bed with him at the same time.


In the end Marge won. She allowed him to fill her up with gin punch at the Second Year Summer Term Ball and to steer her off into the shrubbery behind the tennis courts. As a consummation it left almost everything devoutly to be wished. No sooner had he got her down on the grass than she developed a severe attack of hiccups. The effect this had on George was profoundly disconcerting. He found that his mind had become incapable of concentrating on the task in hand because he was always anticipating the next explosive ‘hic!’ Marge’s syncopated apologies did nothing to restore his composure. Finally he coaxed her up into a sitting position and told her to put her head between her knees. She doubled up tipsily; her long fair hair fell forward exposing her ears and the back of her neck; and George, seeing her thus for the first time in his life, foolishly fell in love with her.


They were married a week after their final examinations, and within a year George realized that he was not really in love with Margery at all but with the back of her neck. But by then it was too late. Margery was six months pregnant and they had taken out a twenty-five-year mortgage on the house in Laburnum Crescent. George’s world was closing in before it had ever opened out.


Ceremony is the essence of day to day life on Chnas. It induces sensations of well-being and security in the midst of cosmic chaos. There is a prescribed ritual for almost every conceivable occasion. All rituals are harmonious and beautiful. Beauty is worshipped on Chnas as passionately as money is worshipped on Earth. It is the fountainhead of hwyllth. Indeed, according to a revered Chnassian sage: ‘ “Beauty is Hwyllth: Hwyllth Beauty”, That is all ye know on Chnas and all ye need to know.’


Scattered at random throughout Chnas are the Sky-Mirrors. These are round, shallow, saucer-like ponds and lakes, crisscrossed by stepping-stone paths. At any time of the day or night Chnassians may be observed wandering gently to and fro across these paths, pausing every now and again to contemplate the reflection of the clouds or the stars or the three Chnassian moons. To be called a ‘sky-mirror’ is the highest compliment one Chnassian can pay to another. It implies profound depths of spiritual tranquillity that are as desirable as they are rare.


Every household on Chnas possesses its own small sky-mirror. Without exception these occupy the centre of the inner courtyard of each dwelling. They are the spiritual focus of the household. Those who feel the need to refresh themselves by purging off the cloying film of reason, repair to their inner courtyard and set their minds afloat while playing softly on a water flute or fingering the strings of a small drth-wood zither known as a ghlune.


It was to their sky-mirror that Zil and Orgypp retreated after dinner. Oeneone, the largest of the three Chnassian moons was at the full and her silvery light now bathed the inner courtyard in a cool, mysterious glow. Zil stretched himself out on the silken cushions, propped his head on his bent arm and gazed down into the mirror. Orgypp picked up her ghlune. She dipped the tip of her right index finger into the water and then drew it slowly along one of the strings. A series of tiny, shivering ripples began to chase one another across the surface of the mirror, rocking the twinkling images of the stars, while a barely audible humming invaded the still, warm air. Zil sighed. Orgypp’s finger fluttered to another string. The surface of the mirror pimpled up into a multitude of tiny spikes. Zil raised his head. ‘What is it?’ he murmured.


‘I don’t know,’ she confessed. ‘My harmonies are all wrong. I feel … uneasy.’


‘You wish to grok?’


‘I—I don’t know. You feel nothing?’


Zil was silent for a long moment. ‘I feel your unease.’


‘Tell me,’ she said.


‘It is an inwards turning,’ he replied slowly. ‘A closing up. An against thing. I have never felt anything like it before.’


Orgypp laid aside the ghlune. She unfastened the sash that held her robe and let it slide from her shoulders. Then she raised her slender arms and drew out the two jewelled combs that pinned her dark hair. Released it tumbled in a whispering cascade over her bare breast and back. Slowly she knelt and regarded her naked image in the sky-mirror. Zil watched and wondered and felt as if a hand were squeezing his heart.


Slowly Orgypp stretched out her arms across the mirror. A solitary tear-diamond trickled down her cheek and plopped off her chin into the water. It fell on to that minute segment of the reflected heavens that held the invisible scrap of stardust which was our own Milky Way. As it did so, untouched by either of them, the strings of the discarded ghlune began to vibrate; the surface of the pool quivered until the mirrored heavens and even the silvery reflection of the kneeling Orgypp were swirled into an incoherent concavity of trembling light.


It lasted for perhaps a minute during which the courtyard was awash with scurrying echoes of the ghostly ghlune. As they faded into stillness both Zil and Orgypp heard, clear and faint as a dune-piper’s call, a voice calling out of nowhere, out of the darkness behind the stars: ‘God in Heaven! Angels of Mercy! Let me out!’


The true natures of Space and Time have been the playthings of terrestrial philosophers since long before the Greeks invented the concept of logic and began sticking labels on to everything. Before that men had to make do with the things themselves. After Plato and Aristotle and their innumerable progeny there were the ideas of things as well. This, as any Chnassian knows, is but to compound confusion and leads inevitably to Materialism, Causality, and the demand for a Fixed Order of Natural Laws which is but Mental Myopoeia writ large.


The Chnassians recognize only Unnatural Laws, maintaining with some justification that a ‘Natural Law’ is, ipso facto, a contradiction in terms. They would be amazed if anyone were to suggest to them that nothing could ever exceed the speed of light. The speed of Chnassian thought, they would rightly insist, makes the speed of light look like a lame snyll. There is, however, a Chnassian equivalent to terrestrial Physics. They call it gryllook. It might perhaps be translated as ‘Dimensionology’. It is taught only in the Chnassian nursery schools. By the time a junior Chnassian has learnt how to read and write he has already mastered all the basic techniques of de-substantiation, physical translation, and ‘hwoming’. The rest of his life will be largely devoted to exploring the infinite subtleties of the grok.


Aeons ago, shortly after they had stumbled on the secrets of gryllook, the Chnassians explored their own galaxy. It took them about a terrestrial lunar month to do it and gave rise to the familiar expression among them: ‘There’s no place like hwom.’ Nowadays such travel tends to be confined to the nursery school stage and parties of young Chnassians are conducted round the various more enlightening corners of their galaxy by their teachers. Zil, incidentally, was one of these.


Tripping round the galaxy and hwoming on Chnas is one thing; inter-galactic tripping is something else again. It is strongly discouraged but not actively forbidden (practically nothing is actively forbidden on Chnas). The reason behind the discouragement is that once in the far distant past several adventurous young Chnassians did alight out for the more remote nebulae only to hwom back into the Chnassian future, thus proving conclusively that the techniques of gryllook are applicable only within certain clearly defined limits. The fact that they had returned at all was only discovered long afterwards when a series of strange little poems suddenly appeared chipped on a lonely rock face in the desert of Frg. By then, of course, the author had long since moved on.


Today these verses are known throughout Chnas as The Testament of Mgn Rkhs. One of the most poignant of them has been given the title ‘Nohwom’. It reads as follows:


‘I...
Mgn Rkhs…
flg..
..fll
o
dg
gd
o
llf!
!llfng
oho
..Mgn Rkhs
..I
ho!
!oho
!o!


Intoned to a pizzicato ghlune accompaniment composed by Sgnff Erll, ‘Nohwom’ has long been treasured as a classic Chnassian grokking hwl.


George lifted his chin and treated his image to a species of enigmatic hooded glance with which he had once seen Paul Newman favour Catherine Ross in Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. Its effect on George was to make him look as if he were about to be sick. He pensively fingered his moustache and decided, there and then, that he would grow it longer. He turned his head to the left and eyed himself over his right shoulder. The new angle brought into view part of the back of his collar and he observed that it was speckled with dandruff. His lip twitched. ‘You crud,’ he muttered at his reflection. ‘You pathetic, second-rate crud.’


Whereupon his right eyelid drooped in a covert wink, and the corner of his lip quirked into a grin. His eyelid lifted to disclose a blue eye that still twinkled. ‘Sod it all!’ he murmured. ‘Sod the bleeding lot of them!’


The metal catch on the garden gate clinked and he heard the oh so familiar whine of childish voices. His two youngest twin offspring were home from school. The light in George’s eye dimmed as though the voltage had been cut. He took a furtive hesitant step towards the stairs and the sanctuary of his study only to find himself tethered by those phantom fish fingers. The door bell shrilled and the letter-box clattered imperiously. ‘Cut that out!’ yelled George.
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