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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.
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A CRITICAL PREFACE : To Be Skipped by Friends of Fiction

      
      
      As is honestly shown a few pages earlier, along with the copyright notice and other matters which publishers call “indicia,”
         this book began life as a short story of some 14,000 words, first published in a magazine in 1954. Even then it was not much
         of a story by ordinary narrative standards. When William Sloane anthologized it the same year (in Stories for Tomorrow, Funk and Wagnalls), he said in his introduction, with almost excessive kindness, that the yarn was “not redundant with physical
         action” and that in fact it had only a “slight pattern of outward events.” These strictures were quite true, and hence I was
         all the more astonished when André Norton subsequently included the piece in an anthology for teenage readers called Space Police (World, 1956). Miss Norton did cut out of it some of the references to drinking, but she left intact all of what Mr. Sloane
         thought would jolt or numb even new adult readers—the hard stuff about physics and philosophy.
      

      
      Padding a short story out into a novel is not ordinarily regarded as good practice, either, and since I have been accused
         a few times by some putative friends of doing exactly this, I was further startled to be asked by editor Larry Shaw to do
         it to that unpromising, almost plotless story called “Beep.” On the other hand, Mr. Shaw had been the first to see some sense
         and merit in a novella of mine which eventually became a very successful novel called A Case of Conscience (1958), so I felt obligated to take a second look.
      

      
      
      I made two interesting discoveries. The first of these was not really new with me. I discovered, like the late C. S. Forester,
         that I did not know what a novel was. Given the whole sweep of the form in English, from Pamela to V, the closest one can come to labeling it is Forester’s definition, “a prose fiction of some length.” People who tell you
         sternly that a fiction of 45,000 words or more that doesn’t meet their standards of complication is not, therefore, a novel
         should perhaps read more widely before opening their mouths. If Forester can’t help them, maybe Flaubert or Leonid Andreyev
         might open their minds.
      

      
      The second discovery was that “Beep,” as Mr. Shaw had seen all along, was about something—and something important to me, if not to anyone else. It deserved rethinking and expansion, especially from the
         perspective of fifteen additional years of brooding about the things it discusses. I had come to some new conclusions about
         its matter (some of them by myself, some with the help of discussions with the dedicatee, although he appeared rather later
         in the process) which I thought—I shan’t pause for modesty—to be downright urgent.
      

      
      One way of putting this would be to say that although the book is fiction, the successive and conflicting speculations which
         it contains about time, knowledge, and free will are all intended to be taken seriously.
      

      
      There is still not much physical action here, let alone any melodrama. The structure of the story is still nearly as skeletal,
         indeed nearly perfunctory, as Mr. Sloane held it to be in 1954. I have not “novelized” it by including a batch of new characters
         or psychological analysis or social comment. There are a number of new episodes, but only those I needed to further the new
         course of the argument.
      

      
      
      Instead, I have tried to make a great deal more out of the speculations that prompted the story in the first place. I had
         set out to dramatize these speculations in the short version; here, I am still going about that work, I hope more thoughtfully.
         The drama, for those capable of enjoying it in this form, lies more in the speculations than in the action, just as before.
      

      
      Science-fiction stories do come out like this sometimes. That is for me one of the several joys of the field. But then, I
         actively enjoy brooding, rather to the despair of my relatives; and the kind of science fiction I sometimes write out of it—or
         read into it—is not for everybody. Those who expect fairy chimes, or bloodshed, must this time apply elsewhere. I condemn
         neither, but I am up to neither here.
      

      
      —JAMES BLISH
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