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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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PROLOGUE

Where did they go?

One hundred and eight men, women, and children do not disappear from Earth without a trace.

The ‘lost’ colony of Roanoke, Virginia, did. Virginia Dare, first white baby born in North America, was among those never seen again. She and her English fellows and some Croatan Indians went – somewhere. Between 1587 and 1591 A.D. they – travelled.

Charles Fort, chronicler of the better-off-forgotten and explainer of the unexplainable, knew the above. But he did not know several other things. It is too bad, for he would have been delighted. The theories, the ironies, the sarcasms, the paradoxes that would have flowed from his pen!

Too bad that the disappearance of the Genovese ship Buonavita was not brought to Fort’s notice by some South American correspondent. On May 8, 1588, she was last seen sixty leagues off the Grand Canary Islands by the Spanish caravel Tobosa.

Sailing under the Portuguese flag, she carried forty Irish and three Italian monks. They were bound for Brazil, where they hoped to convert the heathen. Neither Christian nor pagan saw them again.

Here.

In itself, the disappearance is not so noteworthy. Ships have long had a habit of dropping from the surface of evident things. The Buonavita is mentioned in various church histories and in a recent Brazilian history because the abbot of the monks was one Marco Sozzini, or, as he is most often called, Marcus Socinus. He was the nephew of the heretic Faustus Socinus, and a courier had been dispatched to Brazil with orders for Marcus to come to Rome, where he would face some questions.

That courier would not have been able to deliver his message even if he had known where Socinus was.

Another event at the same time would have made Fort sing with joy if it had been brought to his notice.

A book published in 1886 and now long out of print contains a translation of sections of Ibn Khulail’s History of the Turks. By a Fortean coincidence, the translator was a Methodist minister, the Reverend Carl Fort. Taking the same interest in the unorthodox as his literary grandson, he records the Arab historian’s description of the vanishing overnight of a large caravan.

In 1588 ninety Circassian beauties, destined for the harems of Moslem lords, and forty guards of various nationalities passed from man’s sight. Their horses were found hobbled for the night. Their tents were still set up. Meals had grown cold waiting to be eaten.

The only sign of disorder was a bloody scimitar lying on the ground. Stuck in the blood were a dozen long, thick, and reddish hairs that the experts said were those of no known animal. Some people thought they might be from a bear, for the footprint of a tremendous ursine creature was found on the campsite.

Where, asked Ibn Khulail, did all those people go? Had a djinn flown away with them to some flame-guarded castle? Were those his hairs sticking to the blade?

History has no more answer for him than it has for those curious about Roanoke and the Buonavita.

Another item for Fort. The now defunct Aiguillette Press of Paris printed the essays of an eighteenth-century Chinese sage, Ho Ki. He remarks casually in his Frost Thoughts that the village of Hung Choo decided one night to go for a long walk and never came back.

That is all he says, except that the year they left was 1592 A.D.

From 1592 to 2092 is five hundred years, not such a long time in Earth’s life. But from Earth to Dare is a long way, even as light flies. Dare is the second planet of a star classified as Tau Ceti by the moderns.

English is spoken there, Latin, and horstel.

An old map, drawn by Ananias Dare, father of Virginia, shows the continent on which the abducted Terrans were landed. Avalon they named it. The outlines, hastily inked as the planet grew larger and larger in the viewport, indicate a roughly four-lobed shape sprawling in the center of a globe of water.

A cross marks the location of the first human settlement, originally titled New Roanoke. Later it was named Farfrom because the little Virginia Dare remarked that it was ‘far from where I was born, Papa.’

Also on Dare’s original cartograph are legends indicating where creatures strange to Earth but named after those that resembled Terrestrial beings, actual or mythical, were to be found.

‘Here be unicorns … Here be man-eating werewolves.’

Many places, of course, are marked, simply, ‘Horsetails.’
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