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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.




Contents

Title Page

Gateway Introduction

Contents

Foreword

PART ONE: What the First Trancer Said

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

PART TWO: What the Second Trancer Said

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

The Trancer is Tired…. What’s on the Soaps?

Chapter 8

PART THREE: What the Third Tracer Said

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

The Trancer is Tired…. What’s on the Soaps?

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Appendix

Website

Also by Suzette Haden Elgin

About the Author

Copyright


FOREWORD

My name is Nazareth Joanna Chornyak; I was a woman of the linguist Lines. I died of a broken heart in the summer of 2289, at Chornyak Barren House, on that day when all the Aliens suddenly returned to their homeworlds; I was one hundred and twenty-one years old at the time. One minute the Aliens were there—in the conference halls, in the government facilities, in the Interfaces of the thirteen linguist Households—as they had been for two hundred years and more. The next minute, hoverlings were just above the lawns and parks and buildings and the Aliens were hurrying out to them, carrying with them only their portable atmospheres, leaving everything else behind, boarding the hoverlings and disappearing toward the motherships. Without one word of explanation to the linguists or to anyone else, they were simply gone. And so was I.

It was bad timing on my part. If I had known the Aliens were going to leave, I would have died the day before, or the day after. I would never deliberately have done anything so gaudy as seeming to be a part of their exodus. Many people assumed that the shock of seeing the two Aliens-in-Residence abandoning the Chornyak Interface killed me; they were wrong. I was out in the gardens, gathering an armful of roses; I didn’t even see the AIRYs leaving. It was nothing more than an unfortunate coincidence, you perceive.

When I died, I was expecting a number of different things. Or perhaps not exactly expecting them … “expecting” isn’t the right word. I mean that I knew there were a number of possibilities, and that I was expecting some member of the set proposed by my own culture.

There’s the one where you die and it’s like a guillotine of darkness … the whistle through the air, the instant of agony, and then nothing at all. Clearly, if that’s accurate we’ll never know it. There’s the one where you’re met by choirs of angels, the feathery kind with harps, and led off to a heaven of white and pink and gold where the blessed spend eternity praising God. There’s the one where you wake up again as a cockroach or a cow or, if you’ve been good enough, as some new and different human being. There’s the one where you’re caught up into a sort of mist and you waft about as one infinitesimal part of an infinite but disembodied Oversoul. There’s the one where, if you’re a man, beautiful maidens feed you fruit and honey and goodies while others like them sing and dance for you … what that one is like if you’re a woman, I have no idea. Certainly no adult woman wants young boys to feed and entertain her. There’s the one that is the guillotine of darkness in reverse—a sort of guillotine of light. There’s the horrible one that has hell in it, with devils tormenting you in a lake of fire … and the equally horrible one where the blessed lean over heaven’s parapets and watch the goings-on in the lake of fire with smug satisfaction. I was expecting one of those, or some variation on one of those.

I was not expecting what I actually got. The idea that you find yourself first at a sort of waystation where you’re offered a triple choice—go on, go back, or stay and help—was new to me. You can go on, something said, to What Is Ahead … but you can’t know what that is. Only that it’s a great improvement on where you’ve been. You can go back to where you’ve been, and do it all over again; you can make better choices than the ones you made the previous time, and perhaps be more satisfied with the results. Or you can make the third choice: stay right here, and help, when you are called upon for help.

The dead are not allowed to intrude upon the living, I was told, and I was glad to hear it. But from this place (not exactly a place, but that will have to do) they can respond when they are properly petitioned. As I was properly petitioned by my stubborn greatgranddaughter Delina, with a little help from those who became her friends in spite of her awkwardness.

I didn’t leap at that third alternative, though in the end it was the choice I made. As I’ve already told you, I died of a broken heart.

I had spent more than a century patiently trying to help, and being thoroughly disgusted at the results. I tried so hard, I dedicated myself to the task of setting an example of what could be done, of what would work and would repay the investment of energies. I never forced people over fences; I took the fences down and said to them, “Now there is a way for you to go forward.” And I failed. Again and again and again. It was like being Chief Nanny For Life in a gigantic nursery school. It broke my heart, and I never did come to understand it; in many ways, the older I got, the more it baffled me. The way people suffered … the stupid hurtful things they did, to themselves as much as to others … it was always a mystery to me. And I really, truly, had thought that when I died—no matter which version of the “Afterlife” turned out to be accurate—I would be able to think: “Well, I’ve done all I can; now it’s up to somebody else.” Even if the somebody else turned out to be me as a cockroach, or whatever. I had never thought of it being me as me, me as Nazareth Joanna Chornyak, if you understand what I mean.

(Probably you don’t understand. There’s no reason at all why you should understand.)

Being dead does make it harder to tell this story. I can’t just send it off to a publisher or call up somebody from the newspapes and share it with them; I have to rely on those among the living who are willing to do those things for me. The mediums; the channels; all the varieties of trancers. But they are astonishingly numerous, and that’s not the real problem. I can tune in a trancer and start dictation as easily as I tuned in the channels on my comset when I was alive. The real problem is the language. Not the words I say … and that’s wrong, I don’t use “words” any more, but it’s the only way the trancer knows to put it … the problem is the words and the body language that are generated at the other end of the language transaction. They’re almost never the right words and body language.

I spent my entire life as an interpreter and translator of languages, both the languages of Earth and those of other worlds, and the problem is one I know well. That makes it no less frustrating. When the trancer’s language has no words or bodyparl for what I want to say—to give what I want to say a surface shape, in sound or in writing—then the message gets garbled, and there’s nothing I can do about it. It happens all the time. As if it weren’t bad enough that I was a failure all my life long, now I am forced to face the fact that I continue to be a failure in death. It’s almost enough sometimes, to make me wistful for the guillotine-of-darkness alternative. Almost, but not quite. Knowing for sure that you have all of eternity to do better in makes you more comfortable with failure.

Suppose I only want to tell you where I am and what it’s like here … suppose I just want to describe my surroundings to you. I have tried many times, with many trancers. The versions they have produced (doing their very best, I know) have been as varied and as different as all those proposed versions of the Afterlife. And none has come even remotely close to being what I perceive! That is the nature of this kind of communication. The trancer who is telling you this now will write that I am in a sort of office, high above the Earth and all her colonies and all the sister planets and galaxies, sitting at a sort of desk and looking out a sort of window through which I can … somehow … observe all the countless billions of creatures as they go about their affairs below. That’s a very silly and inaccurate metaphor indeed, but it’s the best she can do.

Translation, you know, is not a matter of substituting words in one language for words in another language. Translation is a matter of saying in one language, for a particular situation, what a native speaker of the other language would say in the same situation. The more unlikely that situation is in one of the languages, the harder it is to find a corresponding utterance in the other. And my poor trancers have almost no data in the banks of information in their brains that match what I try to give them; they have to fall back on metaphors.

As human beings always have. Unable to perceive anything remotely corresponding to the actual Holy One of the universe, they have used the metaphors of The Stern Father, The Tender Mother, The Oriental Potentate, The Conquering Warrior, The Many-Armed Dancer, The Plumed Serpent, The Whirling Lightning … it’s a long list. None of these is even approximately accurate, but all of them at least make it possible to talk about what is and isn’t holy. And that’s a start. In the same way, this trancer’s metaphor of the Heavenly Office Overlooking All The Worlds will serve us well enough for the moment.

But I know that this story is going to be disorganized. That it will come to you through many different voices all trying to give utterance to the single instrument that is my “voice,” speaking in their own various native tongues and with their own varying degrees of skill. I know there’s no way I can make the story come to you in tidy chronological order, as do the books of the ancient novelists; it will have to come in chunks and pieces tumbling out of time, beyond the reach of my planning or my control. I know from experience that pieces will leak through which seem to be unrelated to the tale I’m telling; I know that pieces I intended to give you will get lost and then turn up, mystifying those who hear or read them, in the unrelated tellings of others. All of this is to be expected, and it can’t be helped. I hope you will be patient with me, and that you will make allowances for the difficulties I face in this curious situation. I hope you will be patient with the trancers as well; they do their best, and they are not trained linguists. (Not that it would necessarily improve matters if they were. A linguist trancer would probably make even worse messes, imposing an order that I never intended, cut brutally to fit the current theories about reality and—heaven help us all—the latest and most fashionable theoretical models in linguistics.)

I want to answer a number of important questions for you. I want to explain to you why the Aliens abandoned humankind, and what that meant for us, and how it turned out in the end. I want to tell you how the worlds—that had been almost Edens for a while—far too quickly returned to the crime and misery that had always been humankind’s lot. I want to tell you about the coming of the Icehouse Effect, which put a cruel end to the lives of so many millions before it was over. You may not particularly want to know what happened to Láadan, the language constructed by the women of the Lines to express the perceptions of women, but the story is also important. You may not be curious about these things—but unless you know about them you are blind and deaf and numb in the world.

And then there is the story of the founding of the Church of Our Lady of the StarTangle, and the flying chapels it sent out into the far reaches of space, and the story of the Music Grammar Teachers. I want to tell you about all of that. I want to tell you about PICOTA, the Pan-Indian Council of The Americas, and how they helped the rest of us in a time when help was desperately needed, without worrying about whether help was deserved. So many stories; so much information!

I promise you; I give you my word. If you will give me your perceptions for a while, for so long as it takes you to read this book … if you will bear with me as I try to speak to you from beyond space and beyond time … if you will use your magnificent human brain to fill in the empty spaces left by this method of taletelling that is the only one available to me now … it will be worth it.

I promise you; you will not be sorry.

I promise you; it will help.


PART ONE

___________

WHAT THE FIRST
TRANCER SAID
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