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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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FOREWORD

It was not until the close of the Sybaric Age that the First Protemporal Empire came into being. From the dead, grey ashes of a million decimated planets, the aftermath of the Tenth Galactic War, there rose the Imperium.

The great secrets of the subjugated worlds, culminating in the conquest of Time itself, rested in the bloody hands of the Few; the Time Kings, who commanded the long, grey millennia of the Past.

With the destruction of the ancient space-ships, which had earlier carried the arms of Imperial Earth across the wastes of the Galaxy, Terra had once again relapsed into a state of isolated savagery. To appease the blood-thirsty mobs and also for their own barbaric amusement, the Time Kings sent their warrior hordes in the Past, pillaging and destroying. Death came as a welcome release to the prisoners brought back from the maze of Time.

It is not recorded from what far age Rick Evans came; nor how he obtained the knowledge which enabled him to create the Time Barrier. This still remains a point of conjecture—but this much we do know …

“Galaxis Imperior.”                     
(Krix Alganon, 3,040,614 A.D.)                   


CHAPTER ONE

The Varqyl was angry. Behind the thick, leaden shields the thunder of its wrath rose to a shrill whine; then passed beyond the limits of audibility.

At the far end of the vast mirrored hall among the dark, flickering shadows, Zreka the Elder paced the floor with ill-concealed impatience. The Time King paused to glare at the tall swordsmen of the Palace Guard standing stiffly to attention on each side of the circular doorway.

His dark eyes glittered with unspent anger; his long, strong fingers opened and closed spasmodically.

Suddenly the tall, steel doors swung open and Zreka turned. The yellow light from the flickering torches set in the stone walls revealed the features of the three figures that entered. Two of them were Officers of the Guard, dressed in the flowing silver capes of the Imperium.

The third was in rags. Now he moved painfully; and the iron manacles around his bruised ankles grated along the smooth stone floor. A smile of sardonic amusement passed across the cold, arrogant features of the Time King and a feral brilliance grew like a flame in his deep-set eyes.

His voice was thin and unemotional as he said: “Let him stand on his own feet, Cleon. Since when have the Officers of the Imperium played nursemaid to these creatures from the Past?”

Obediently, the two men released their hold on the sagging figure and stepped backward. They looked on impassively as the man swayed blindly for an instant, teetering precariously between consciousness and oblivion. He tried to keep on his feet—strove piteously to remain upright—but could not. Slowly, almost reluctantly, he sank to the cold floor as merciful unconsciousness claimed him.

Zreka stepped forward. Bending swiftly, he caught the man’s hair and pulled his head upwards so that the light from the torches fell full upon the drawn, grey face. The eyes were closed and only his laboured breathing showed that he was still alive.

“He’s been in the cell for two days, your Highness,” explained the taller of the two Officers. “It appears my Lord Rahni has no further use for him. He’s stubborn. Even the lash wouldn’t make him talk.”

The Time King looked up. “Very well, Kron. It makes little difference now. My Lord of Calgain must have his amusement too, I suppose.” He let the man’s head fall with a dull thud to the flagstones.

Rising slowly to his feet, he added: “He’s unconscious now. Bring him round quickly; he’s no use to me in this condition. Hurry!”

He strode across the room to where the Varqyl quivered with its silent challenge. Behind him, in the doorway, the two swordsmen stood immobile as Cleon struck the huddled figure roughly across the face—once—then again. Eventually, the pain-filled eyes flickered open and a low bubbling moan of pure animal fear sprang from his lips.

“Bring him over here,” ordered Zreka. “It’s more than time the Varqyl’s hunger was appeased. We’ve kept it waiting too long.” His long, slim fingers closed over the controls, lovingly, as the two men, their faces almost as ashen as their captive’s, dragged him along the floor.

The Time King’s voice was harsh and sadistic as he halted them when they were still several feet away. “Hold him there for a moment. I want him to see what we have in store for him. What a pity he won’t say anything.”

With a grating, ominous sound, the ponderous metal shields slid open to reveal the hungry, gaping maw of the Varqyl. Blazing white clouds, whirled, thickened and tossed like storm mists; and from them lightning flashes spurted and licked greedily around the blurred edges of the machine.

Then Zreka the Elder laughed. A thin, reedy sound that seemed to begin in the far distant past—and echoed into shuddering silence in the unguessable future.

“See how he trembles now,” he cried. “Look closely Cleon, and you too Kron. See how the fear-light glows in his eyes.” It was true. The man’s face, despairing and filled with a horror beyond life, was staring in mute terror at the writhing chaos that spilled from the opening. Desperately he tried to turn his head away; and the fear that gripped his mind, prompted an awful scream.

He struggled feebly as the two Officers, at a signal from Zreka, thrust him forward. For an instant, his pale silhouette showed wanly against the intolerable glare. A slowly blackening figure, first of flesh; then bone—and finally nothing. He was gone—and the voice of the Varqyl dropped once again to its former purring, pulsing note.

The great, strong jaws snapped shut and a second later, Zreka turned on his heel and strode out of the antechamber, his booted heels tapping on the polished flagstones, purple and gold cape clinging tightly around his tall, thin figure.

Through the massive, arching doorway lay the Chamber of the Imperium. The Time King walked swiftly between its huge walls strewn with the shields and battle weapons of the by-gone age. Long shadows danced and spun in the dim tapestried corners, lighting for brief moments the woven glories of the lost grandeur of Imperial Earth.

The calm eyes of the ancient heroes watched him as he traversed the great length of the room.

These were the Emperors. Men who had ruled the far corners of the Galactic Empire and watched their kingdom stretching in ordered glory from system to system across the eternal night of Space; until it had reached the lonely suns of the Edge. They had watched and guided their precious heritage until the terrible strain of such an out-flung and all-embracing civilisation had caused it to crumble in upon itself.

Waves of revolt and annihilation had swept in from the outer reaches of the Galaxy, manned and backed by destruction and forces of such frightfulness that the shining tiers of the Empire had collapsed into dust under their onslaught. Thus had come the Galactic War.

But Zreka had no eyes for the earlier Kings; his world and ambitions were not those they had known. It was in the next chamber that the Time King paused in his rapid walk.

A vast, vaulted stone hall, cold and filled with the smoky red glare of the torches. Dark passages that reeked of ancient feuds and violence, hung with the skins of slain animals, led off at regular intervals. The smooth flagstones, worn by the feet of generations of heroes, were discoloured here and there by stains that time had not yet effaced.

Here were gathered the other Time Kings with their attendant warriors, bejewelled aides and retainers. Rahni, Lord of Calgain was there, standing head and shoulders above the others, his loud, deep voice filling the room with echoing laughter. And Thiera, the chief scientist of the Imperium; with Kaa, the Mad One, standing farther back against the dark wall.

Here was the power that had once belonged to the Galactic Emperors, kept from the mass of the people by the clinging shrouds of ignorance and superstition.

But Rahni was speaking again; his pale grey eyes sweeping over the assembled men, embracing all in an icy stare. Even Zreka shivered slightly as the cold gaze locked for an instant with his. There was something inhuman about the Lord of Calgain, an indefinable lack that could be sensed but not seen. Almost as though his body were but a shell to house his cruel, calculating brain.

“Lord of the Imperium!” he cried; and the resonant timbre of his words rolled over the gathering like a tidal wave, gaining power even as he continued: “It is now more than a hundred days since you were called upon to lead your warriors against the savages of the Past! To do battle for the honour of the Great Throne. Now, at last, the time has come again. Tonight, you make ready for a longer journey than ever before—back through the Dawn Age to strike at the ancient, feudal cultures of the twentieth century.”

There was a sudden murmuring movement in the crowd. One of the older men stepped forward. He stood looking at Rahni for a few moments before speaking. His deeply-lined face was half in shadow beneath the tall winged helmet that framed his head and one brown, gnarled hand rested on the ornate hilt of his massive sword.

“You speak in riddles, my Lord of Calgain,” he began. “We know well enough by now that travel through the Amphichron is limited. How do you propose we go back so far?”

Rahni’s cold eyes narrowed as he turned on the old warrior.

“I was coming to that,” he retorted ominously, and the man seemed to wilt under the chill gaze. Without a word, he stepped back into the circle of other swordsmen, a trace of terror showing on his aged face.

“The ancient secrets have not been lost,” continued Rahni contemptuously. “The Amphichron has been altered and the scope of its usefulness increased beyond all comprehension.”

His eyes were like tiny slivers of molten silver now, glinting dully in the light of the well torches as he turned slightly and motioned to Thiera.

The latter raised his hand to gain the attention of the crowd. His small body seemed lost among the towering Myrmidons of the Palace Guard. He was clean-shaven, shorn of head and dressed in the sweeping yellow and blue robes of the Temple. Old was Thiera, old beyond all reckoning, but the jet black eyes within the red-rimmed orbs burned with a malignant fire.

“It is true what Rahni says, the Amphichron has been altered. There is now power, and to spare, to transport you along the corridors of Time to the First Atomic Age.” His voice shook a little as he addressed the old warrior who had spoken earlier. “And this time Voltech, deliver the prisoners first to me. My experiments cannot be carried out on the mutilated remains left over after my Lord of Calgain has finished with them.”

At these words, Rahni’s great hand closed on the hilt of his sword and it half slipped out of its scabbard—but he caught himself in an instant. Too well he knew the deadly powers that Thiera held in the palm of his hand. Silently he slid the weapon back into its sheath and the chief scientist continued as if nothing had happened.

“One word of warning. We know very little about this early period of time. The few records we have are incredibly old and the characters in which they are written are those of the legendary First Empire. No one has yet succeeded in translating them, though I suspect that Kaa understands more of them than Zreka, Rahni or myself; but he refuses to speak.”

He raised his voice a little. “But since when have the men of the Imperium shirked the dangers of battle?”

The crowd of warriors murmured approval. Naked swords sprang from their scabbards, shards of light leaping from the faceted blades in the liquid torchlight, setting the jewelled hilts on fire. Mailed fists were raised high in the air and the entire room rang to a fierce cheer. Here was adventure and loot to satisfy the many savage hearts. Swiftly, they broke into little groups that left the chamber by the dark passages along the walls. This was a mission worthy of the fighting men of the Imperium; the sack of the barbaric Atomic Age itself.

The sound of their raised voices dwindled slowly into silence among the outer corridors of the Palace.

Through the long afternoon and into the early evening, the courtyards rang to the feet of marching men. The warrior hordes were gathering and the misty dusk echoed with their drinking songs and battle cries. There were men from the marshes which lay far to the north, short, sturdy men with cruel faces and eyes that were almost intolerably bright and direct in their blue stare, like birds of prey. They were in the majority.

Huddled here and there in little groups were the bowmen of the Gonfaldi who owed allegiance to none save Kaa the Mad One. They were a strange contrast, these two races of men, for all that they had fought shoulder to shoulder in many bitter battles through the ages. Comrades in arms maybe, but neither were human from the point of view of the other.

The Gonfaldi were tall and lean, almost seven feet in height, with flaming red hair and long, serious faces. Their lithe bodies were unencumbered by the heavy chain main worn by the other fighting men. Some said that they were not Earthmen at all, but the descendants of men from the stars that had been brought to Earth during the time of the Galactic Empire. Others, less prudent, claimed that Kaa himself had created them for his own ends out of the materials in his laboratory.

They did not join in the merrymaking and revelry of the others. Instead they spoke in low murmuring voices that were almost lost in the hoarse laughter of the swordsmen and tightened the strings of their bows in readiness.

In the darkness, an occasional wan lightning flash gleamed on the spears and axes, breaking the chill gloom.

Thiera, the chief scientist, stood at the low open window and stared moodily down upon the scene below. His skinny hands which rested on the rough stone window-ledge tightened convulsively as the last few grains of sand in the hour-glass dropped through to join the others. He muttered an oath as he turned to face Zreka.

“By the Black Void, Zreka. How much longer are they going to be? Don’t they realise that we must begin the transportation at once?”

His voice rose in pitch as a new thought struck him and anger threatened to overwhelm him. “It’s that fool Kaa,” he hissed between clenched teeth. “He’s stood in our way too often. I’ve a good mind to—”

“Patience, Thiera, patience.” The words slid smoothly off the Elder’s tongue like a snake. “I have my own plans for Kaa. He’ll be removed as soon as the threat of his continued presence outweighs his usefulness. But quiet. I hear them coming.”

The thick fur coverlets over a nearby passage were roughly thrust aside and the tall, muscular figure of the Lord of Calgain entered. He was followed by Kaa, a diminutive, grotesque shape of a man who seemed instinctively to hug the shadows that leapt out from the walls.

It was he who spoke first in a voice that was dry and cracked; and held more than a hint of madness. But there was also a touch of hidden menace in his words.

“So you plan to remove me, eh? Then I’ll warn you now Zreka, it’ll be far more difficult than either of you seem to realise.” Zreka looked startled, thrown off his guard by this sudden and unexpected statement. He flung a quick glance at Thiera as the other went on: “But no matter, that can wait. We’re now ready to begin the transportation. Is everything in readiness out there?”

Zreka swallowed visibly, then found his voice.

“The warriors have been gathering all afternoon,” he said. “They are prepared.”

Good. Then we begin at once.”

He led the way through the foul, smoke-laden passage and out into the dimness of the colonnade. Below them, the unwinking lights of the Imperial city stretched, row upon row towards the far horizon. In their hazy radiance, Kaa’s face was but a blur as he turned and said: “We’ll go below, have your men make their way to the Amphichron.”

Rahni nodded and stepped out on to the great curving terrace which wound around the high wall of the Palace. Slowly, he raised his arm in signal and a second later, the beating of the drums told them that he had been seen. With long, quick strides he rejoined them and they entered the cavernous doorway and went down a high narrow corridor that seemed to dip downwards forever.

The bar stone walls were black and mildewed and their footsteps echoed and whispered around them. Two guards stood on each side of the farther doorway, their huge axes resting on the roughly hewn floor. They lifted their right hands in salute as the Time Kings passed through.

Immediately the Time Kings got to work. Energy flared in the long twisted coils and bent tubes of glass. Tiny blue sparks flicked along the metal rods which warped in crazy chaos around the room. Within moments, the very foundations of the Palace shuddered and reverberated with the roar of mighty energies.

Five minutes later, the entire room was filled with armed warriors, standing silently and expectantly in the flickering glare.

Kaa walked silently beside Thiera as the latter went to the other end of the brilliantly lit room. There, between massive panels of bulky equipment, stood the Amphichron with its associated transmitter and receiver. The two Time Kings took up their positions before the huge control panels, then turned and motioned the leading ranks of warriors forward.

The Amphichron proper was merely a huge wire-mesh cube, about fifty feet along each edge. Above it a thick metal plate hung coiled with great cables which snaked downwards towards the floor. A similar plate rested below it.

At a touch of a lever, Kaa opened the protecting door of the machine and the first columns of men passed between the copper panels. Their faces were drawn and tense in the white aura which swirled and hummed around them; and their hands were clenched tightly on the hilts of the great swords which hung at their sides. Here was witchcraft of a high order and which none of them understood.

As each man entered the gaping maw of the machine, he seemed to change; grew less distinct and finally faded into invisibility along the endless grey road which led into the hidden depths of time. As the minutes passed, the room gradually emptied and the ranks diminished. Soon they had all gone and with an audible sigh, Thiera thrust home the last lever. In that instant, the Amphichron disappeared, leaving only a slowly drying white glow to show that anything had ever rested between the polished metal plates.

Kaa the Mad One rose from his seat and with the chief scientist joined the other two Time Kings near the door. It was Rahni who spoke first, putting into words the thoughts which were uppermost in their minds.

“Well that’s that. I wonder what these barbarians of the First Atomic Age will be like. They may be dangerous.”

Zreka sniffed contemptuously. “However dangerous they may be,” he retorted, “they’re still barbarians and no one can stand up to the might of the Imperium. So don’t talk foolish.”

They turned and made their way slowly along the narrow dripping passage and the same fanatical light showed on their brutal, inhuman faces and in their dark eyes.

For the gateway to the grey ages of the Past had opened once again; and the warrior hordes were on their way.
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