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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.







“COSMIC ECHELON”


The Fifth Terran Empire, only four millennia out of savage barbarism, was a darkling thing, spawned under the evil hands of the Emperor Jrun. Like a vast octopus, it spread its tentacles of bribery and corruption through the outflung lanes of space. Civilisation trembled on the brink of an abyss.


But already a new power was growing up, unnoticed, among the scattered stars of the Rim, under the flaring seetee light of great Andromeda itself. Isolated by the yawning gulf of space, this new civilisation strove to remain aloof from the decadent, semi-feudal culture of the Empire.


In the beginning, the purpose behind this union of outworld states was dim and uncertain, but with the inevitable decay of the Terran Empire, it grew stronger. In the end, the thwarted, over-taxed peoples of the border had had enough. They looked to their warrior star-kings to bring them relief. And the star-kings answered them in the only way they knew. The sword!


Like a tidal wave, they swept in from the outer reaches of the Periphery to crush the rotten, crumbling fragments that had oppressed them too long. Here was the long awaited chance to build something far more stable, more just and enduring.


But first came the Dark Night; the long ages, black and torn, that stretched between the end of one civilisation and the dawn of another. Restless years during which Man reverted to the level of the beast and entire planets were shattered and scorched into black, lifeless cinders.


Fire were lit in the galaxy that could be seen a hundred light years away. Whole systems were destroyed by destructive forces of such hideous immensity that everywhere, desert worlds spun white-hot under suns hotter than Sol. And in the tottering, guttered ruins of the Temples, the howling peoples wailed to the stone gods that were powerless to help them….


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




CHAPTER ONE


There was silence in the Grand Hall of Kalla. A dark silence that muttered wordlessly of hatred tempered with fear.


Within the band of darkness that stretched like a black cloak around the rim of that vast, vaulted chamber, Kelda, the star-king of Zandyr, scowled angrily. It was too much to bear. To stand and watch his life-long companions, the warlords of the Rim, bow the knee to the Emperor Jrun. Black thoughts stirred like a raging tide inside the star-king. His hand closed tightly over the jewel-crusted hilt of his massive sword, the knuckles showing white.


Swiftly, his dark eyes flicked over the bent heads and on along the mirrored length of the Hall. To the shrunken figure seated on the raised dais, the sable cloak of the Imperium wrapped loosely around his thin body.


Kelda’s thin lips curled cynically. This was no man fit to rule the warrior peoples of the border worlds. This smooth-faced, shifty-eyed lackey!


He gritted his teeth derisively. The ghosts of the mighty warrior Emperors who had borne that title through a thousand glorious fighting years must have been sickened by the sight of this gem-bedecked figure. This was the Zandyr’s first glimpse of the man who ruled the Empire. It was one he would sooner forget!


It was not wise, even for a star-king, to show disrespect for the Great Throne. But restraint had never been one of Kelda’s strong points.


With a muttered oath, he turned away and glared darkly at the man by his side. He, too, was dressed in the simple battle harness of Zandyr, and the broad sword that hung heavy at his side sent shards of light dancing off into the darkness. Like his sovereign, he had rashly refused the order to kneel.


“By the Gods, Gira! How much longer are we going to allow this puppet to make fools of us? This time it’s gone too far!”


The old warrior gave a short grunt, and turned an anxious eye along the pillared passage, his keen gaze watching the tall swordsmen of the Palace Guard for any sign of trouble.


“Quiet Kelda! Guard your tongue! This is no place for rash words. There are too many of Jrun’s men about for my liking.” He spoke urgently and with a tone of alarm in his voice.


“Aye. Perhaps you’re right. But this thing is no meeting of fighting men. It stinks to me of defeat! In the old days, no one, not even the Emperor himself, would have dared to treat the warlords of the Rim like this.”


Gira smiled grimly. His thin lips made a dark line across his grizzled face. “That’s true. But the old Emperors knew the quality and loyalty of their fighting men. We counted for something then. It was we who brought the Empire into being—and others like us. And where are we now?”


As if in answer, he pointed a hand towards the assembled warriors in the Hall.


Kelda nodded dully. It grieved him deeply to see these men, many of whom were his personal friends, acknowledging the sovereigncy of Jrun. For a moment, he regretted having obeyed the summons to attend this impressive gathering.


But this thought was unimportant; was quickly thrust into the background of his mind. There remained the nagging question—of what was to be done. Things could not be allowed to continue as they were. Already his people were coming to the end of their patience. No longer could he stand idly by and see his warrior men and women suffer and starve to raise the taxes imposed on them by Jrun.


In the past, it had been sufficient merely to provide the fighting men to carry the blazing banner of Imperial Terra across the star-lit wastes of the galaxy. Now that was not enough. Jrun cared little for the warriors of the Empire, and even less about the advice of his star-kings.


Daily, his tax-gatherers swept down on the outworld planets, demanding more wealth for the brimming coffers of Earth. And now there was little money left on Zandyr.


His dark anger growing within him like a flame, Kelda searched among the rows of kneeling men for familiar faces. There were many.


Andra of Mira, his flaming red hair glinting dully in the liquid torchlight. Querri and Essa from the awful wilderness between the Magellanic clouds. Over at the far side, half-hidden by the carved column of a stone pillar, was old Fiera of Cuun, a majestic star-king from the great white sun that flared beyond the Square of Pegasus. And there were dozens of others.


The Zandyr cursed roundly beneath his breath. “Come Gira!” he muttered sharply. “This is no place for us. Let’s get out of this den of craven cowards!” He spun angrily on his heel. Gira followed him wordlessly down the great length of the mirrored hall. The tower guards glanced insolently at them as they passed. Kelda glared back. His eyes narrowed as he caught a brief glimpse of the heavy blasters slung from their belts. They looked ominous, deadly.


He sucked in his breath, hard. Then strode through the open door, his features taut and set. His mind spun with a seething mass of half-formed ideas. There was an odd tightening of his stomach muscles.


The warriors of Earth were preparing. The blasters were an indication of this. Instinctively, he forced himself to think clearly. He had seen many Terran fighting men during the past years, had made friends with more than a few of them. But this was different. The appearance of these weapons could mean one of two things.


Either Jrun was making ready to extend his sphere of conquest—or he knew of the force that was gathering among the towering rocks of Quuldan.


Gira, too, had noticed the squat, ugly shapes of the blasters. His knuckles gleamed white as he grasped the ornate hilt of his heavy sword.


“I don’t like it,” he said in a low whisper. “There’s an air of black mystery here that bodes evil for our plans. These men are waiting for something, Kelda. Think you, that Jrun knows of our meeting place?”


The star-king of Zandyr half-turned in his rapid stride. He smiled grimly and his dark eyes smouldered beneath his black brows. “Who knows, Gira? Perhaps they only suspect. The Black Planet of Quuldan is well hidden.”


Gira growled angrily, deep in his throat. “Aye. But there may be traitors to the cause. Jrun would pay well to know of our little plan. Our warriors should be warned.”


Kelda nodded. “We’ll blast off tonight. See to it that everything is in readiness, and one other thing. Draw as little attention as possible to your movements. If Jrun suspects that we’re heading off-world he may try to prevent us.”


“Or follow us,” interrupted the other.


“Aye. Whatever happens, there may be trouble. It would be far better to avoid bloodshed at this time. I don’t want to force Jrun’s hand until everything is prepared. But quiet, here comes Jrun himself.” He hissed the low warning so softly that only Gira heard it. He raised his voice as he added, “You can go now, Gira. Report any further developments to me, personally.”


The warrior saluted and turned to go. His grizzled features were devoid of any emotion, but he flashed an angry glance at the Emperor as he left the chamber.


If Jrun noticed it, he gave no outward sign. Kelda studied him closely as he approached. Tall, was Jrun, and thin. His sallow features were twisted in a sardonic grin that revealed his white teeth. Only his eyes were unsmiling. There was an odd glitter in them that sent tiny chills crawling along the Zandyr’s spine.


“Well, Zandyr,” he began. “I see you found our meeting far from entertaining.” He allowed the words to drip smoothly off his tongue as though relishing the sound of each individual syllable. “What a pity. It makes things far more difficult than they need be.”


He paused as though expecting the star-king to speak. Kelda said nothing, but his face flushed under the sting of the hidden threat.


Jrun eyed him curiously for a few moments, then continued. “I trust this outworld behaviour of yours doesn’t mean that you intend to set yourself against your Emperor. I hear that the people of Zandyr are refusing to pay their taxes. Perhaps——”


“Perhaps they’ve had enough!” snapped Kelda, his anger blazing out of his eyes. “You hold all the forces here on Earth, but watch your step, Jrun. Warn your money-grabbers to take care when they land on Zandyr. My people are at the end of their patience!”


The Emperor’s eyes assumed a feral glitter, dark and venomous. He held his anger in check only by a supreme effort, then forced himself to smile. But his long, thin fingers tightened convulsively on the edge of his purple robe.


“You’re very unwise, Kelda of Zandyr.” His voice was smooth, but Kelda detected a note of hidden menace.


“We have a way of dealing with men who speak threats against their Emperor. I advise you to remember that!”


His lips snapped shut. Then he whirled and stamped out of the chamber, his booted heels making sharp tapping noises on the smooth, stone floor.


Kelda waited impatiently until the sound died away into the distance. Then with a single, sharp movement, he tightened his sword belt and left through the doorway the Emperor had taken.


Beyond the curving arch, the room opened out into a wide, torch-lit corridor. Grotesque, dancing shadows spun and whirled along the tapestry-hung walls. But Kelda had no eyes for the scenes of ancient glory that had been woven into the heavy cloth by hands long dead. His thoughts were fixed on other things. They were black thoughts.


A stab of suspicion went through him. How much did Jrun know? Was it possible that his spies had penetrated the Dark Nebula in Orion and discovered the mighty space fleet that was being assembled on Quuldan? Or had Gira been nearer the truth, and a loyal warrior had turned traitor? He tried to thrust the alarming thoughts from his mind, but they kept coming back, unbidden and terrifying.


Looking up, he found himself at the end of the long corridor. In front of him stretched the Imperial Chamber. A vast, dimly-lit room whose walls climbed upwards until lost in the smoky haze from the wall torches. At the far side was the open gates of the Palace, great, steel-barred monstrosities that opened out onto the courtyard.


But already, the gates were swinging shut. Kelda paused in mid-stride. There was something deadly about the unhurried calm of the guards. The floor beneath his feet shuddered slightly as the gates crashed together. He looked swiftly around. A faint movement caught his battle-trained eye. Someone moved in the dark shadow of a carved column. Kelda’s hand swooped downwards for his sword. The beam from a hand blaster stabbed the air close to his head as he dived into the shelter of the corridor. It shattered the stonework above him, sending little shards of broken stone and grit showering over him.


Torchlight glinted off his sword as it whined out of the jewelled scabbard.


A voice, harsh and sadistic, yelled from the gloom ahead of him: “There he is. Get him!”


Moving softly, the Zandyr eased his tall body along the rough wall, his weapon alert. Shadowy shapes came slipping between the fluted columns at the end of the passage. They were swordsmen of the Imperial Guard. Hand-picked warriors, whose only aim in life was to fight and die for their Emperor.


They came at him in a loose, ragged bunch. A sword reached out for his face as the first man came boring in, bobbing and weaving in an attempt to get under his guard. Kelda gritted his teeth savagely and smashed down with his own weapon. He felt the impact shudder up his arm but the other warrior’s weapon dropped clattering to the floor. Before he could recover himself, the Zandyr’s sword sank in his skull-bone, tearing through his helmet as though it were paper.


He fell against the feet of the man behind him, sending him reeling backwards to the floor. But others were coming in from all sides, hacking and thrusting. For long minutes it was just a case of parrying and skipping out of range, his breath coming in tortured gasps. There was no time to notice the cuts on his arms and shoulders. His movements became automatic. But the weight of numbers was beginning to tell on him. Men fell beneath his flashing blade as he cut a circle of death around him. But always, there were others to take their place.


Luckily, the men with the blasters kept well into the background. Their efforts were limited by the presence of their own comrades. An occasional burst sang over his head, but this did not worry him unduly.


Step by step, he was forced to retreat down the corridor before a barrage of flashing blades.


Some part of his mind told him he was being driven into a trap. He could hear no rush of heavy feet from the darkness at his back, but that told him nothing. These devils could move as quick and as silent as cats.


Everything was noise. The din of shouting men came from all sides, interspaced by the groans and shrieks of the dying and the crash of blade on blade.


The man facing him gave a short, steely laugh. “I trust you’re prepared to meet your end, Kelda of Zandyr,” he hissed, his white teeth glittering above his black beard. “It’s very close now.”


His sword flicked out, grazing the Zandyr’s cheek. He stepped back another pace. Something caught against his shoulder-blades. Another step and he could see what it was. A rope that had been knotted over the long crossbeams lacing the roof of the corridor. Kelda’s cold, calculated mind tightened into a web of purpose.


Uttering a loud war-cry of the Rim, he drove his attackers before him with a flurry of short blows. Then, swiftly, he turned, sheathed his sword and jumped for the dangling rope.


It was slippery, coated with grease, and he found it difficult to get a firm hold. His hands were torn and bleeding from the struggle. But inch by inch he dragged himself upwards with a series of shoulder-wrenching heaves.


Below him, the din grew louder. Vague orders were being shouted, but they were too confused for him to make any sense of them.


Finally, he reached the cross-beam and muscled his body on to its dusty length. Luckily it was broad and firm, and afforded him some protection from the warriors below.


For a long moment he lay there breathing heavily, gasping air into his tortured lungs. His heart was hammering madly in his throat.


Cautiously, he peered over the edge. Torchlight shone off the metal helmets and brassards of the milling men. He noticed a sudden movement and drew back his head hastily. There was a bright flash, and a second later a blazing energy bolt tore a smoking furrow through the beam near his shoulder.


He thought fast. Although safe from the swordsmen, he was in grave danger from these other weapons. He couldn’t stay where he was, that was obvious. If he did, the warriors would be able to pick him off at their leisure.


He reached a sudden decision. Keeping his body merged close against the woodwork, he wormed his way along the beam, away from the watching men. Sharp pieces of iron clutched at his tunic and tore at his hands and feet. Several minutes fled before he reached the end of the beam and lay panting near the edge.


Noiselessly, he raised himself on his elbows and looked down. Thankfully he breathed a sigh of relief as he realised that he hadn’t been seen.


Gently, he eased his legs over the edge and took his weight on his hands. Luck was with him, and he managed to swing over to the wall. Here there were niches set at regular intervals in the stone. Black, sooty marks indicated that they were used to clamp the torch-sconces into place. A thin trickle of moisture dripped over them, but nevertheless they made excellent foot- and hand-holds.


Without a sound, he dropped to the floor and darted away into the darkness. The noise of the warriors died away behind him. He knew that all over the Imperial Palace men would be searching for him. Searching quietly but well, he reflected grimly, for Jrun dare not dispose of him openly, in front of the visiting star-kings. No, things would be done discreetly.


The sound of approaching footsteps woke him out of his reverie. He guessed the number of men to be about a score or so. Too many for one man to handle. Kelda’s eyes flicked urgently along the walls. Near at hand, a dark opening, only half-covered by a piece of tapestried cloth, stood out against the smooth greyness. Snatching the rough covering aside, he stepped into the darkness beyond, the cloth falling back into place behind him.


The voice drew nearer, paused for a moment outside his hiding place, then sank to a mere whisper as the body of men passed deeper into the Palace.


Kelda waited several moments, then hearing no further sound, stepped out again into the corridor.


Swiftly he looked around him, then his eyes narrowed purposefully as a tall figure detached itself from the dark shadows a few feet away, and moved cautiously towards him. The lights here were bad, far too dim for swordplay. He left his sword where it was and drew his knife from his belt.
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