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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.







CHAPTER ONE


Max Dane was a tall, rugged, broad shouldered individual, with a pleasantly ugly face. It was a face that had seen much of life—and an adventurous life at that—on most of the known planets of the galaxy. Max Dane was a professional trouble shooter. He was grinning to himself rather ironically as he stepped off the gleaming sidewalk into the foyer of the Elpowa building, and moved swiftly towards the elevator. It was, he reflected, amusing to have finished up as a security detective, after the wild beginning which his life had had. The more he got around, the more ironical he reflected that life was, and the more interesting. He had long since ceased talking about coincidence, for the odd kinks and quirks of fate which he had encountered, had led him to the conclusion that coincidence should either be personified and spelt with a capital ‘C’, or not mentioned at all. He looked up through the transparent steel-hard, plastic roof of the elevator car, to a night sky far above the towering Elpowa building. About five thousand feet above him, perpetual showerings of sparks and jagged jets of flame showed where the enemy missiles were being deflected from the enormous force field surrounding the planet. It was, he decided, just as well that the force field was a good one, for it would have needed only two or three of those missiles to slip inside it. That would have been the end of this particular world. No more Centauri Three. The third and very earth-like planet, revolving round Centauri Proximus for a sun. Known to the natives as Currus. A score of mixed thoughts cascaded through Max’s mind as the elevator bore him upwards through the heart of the enormous Elpowa building. He looked out beyond the force field to the stars themselves. There was Barnard’s Star, Sirius, Tauceti, Procion, Eridani, 61 Signi, and Altair, all friendly, all fighting together on the same side in this crazy galactic war. He wondered why man must always make war; fight; kill, and destroy. Even though he was himself a fighting man of the first water, he was somehow sickened. It revolted him to think that these militant children of earth found it so necessary to carry their warlike habits throughout the galaxy. How contagious that habit had become: He thought back over the countless millennia since the first man had drawn his neighbour’s blood. How family had fought against family. Tribe against tribe. Then nation against nation. Empire against Empire. Now the Empires weren’t confined to the earth. His mind went back to the familiar history, that every inhabitant of the galaxy knew from his school days. How a thousand years back, the earth people had expanded into the planets of their own system. Then the Sirians had discovered a way to break through the warp, and finally, system after system. The whole galaxy had become inter-connected, until it was one huge unit, of trade, commerce and culture. The unity had not lasted long.


A few years after the last habitable planet in the galaxy had been colonised, the first of the wars broke out. Between one planet and another. Between one star and another. Until as many as a hundred worlds were involved. Now, the whole galaxy had split in half and ranged against itself. There were his own people, the earthmen, and their allies, in the outer ring. Their symbol was the bold blue square, and then there were the inner ring, the Red Circle powers … Max reached the ninth floor and halted the elevator. He slid the plastic partition back, stepped out onto the thickly carpeted corridor, took a few paces to the right, and held his hand in the photo-electric identifying beam, which would admit him to the research lab. The door swung back, and he stepped inside. There were three technicians present, and they all looked up quickly as he entered.


“Only me,” said Max, “Carry on, fellers:” The technicians returned to the work they were engaged in. The Elpowa laboratory was a gigantic room. It was crammed to capacity with electronic devices of indescribable complexity. Most of them were testing and assembling machines, but in the centre of the room, on a tall, broad, construction frame, stood an object of unique design and singular appearance. At a swift glance, it appeared to be something like the framework of a door. It was covered, with delicate relays, coils and valves. A tremendous number of delicate transistors were soldered in circuit around it. The whole gave an impression of exceptional refinement and complexity.


“How are things coming?” asked Max. George Rogan, the nearest of the three technicians, shrugged his shoulders non-committally.


“O—sort of so-so,” he answered, “Could be better, could be worse: We haven’t been able to prove that the process will work, on the other hand we haven’t hit anything so discouraging, that it has proved that the process won’t work. There’s still quite a bit to do before it reaches the experimental stage, even. What I’m waiting for, is the time we can really get down to it.”


“Of course, if it comes off,” said Max, “It’s one of the biggest things since space flight.”


“It will,” answered Rogan, “Be bigger, if anything.” There was a lengthy pause A pause suddenly broken by a footstep, a soft, muffled footstep in the carpeted corridor outside. Max put his head on one side for a second, and motioned with his hand for silence.


Rogan looked at him questioningly, it was evident that he had heard nothing. A red warning indicator flashed, as a strange hand broke the photo-electric indentifier beam, and an alarm bell jangled its warning across the building


Max’s hand dived instinctively to his jacket pocket, where a powerful electronic ray gun bulged out the material The technicians were also armed, and they now drew their own guns and stood together with Max, watching the door. There was no further sound for a few seconds, and then from behind them came the crash of breaking glass, and a score of masked men seemed to pour in, through the laboratory windows. How they had got there, neither Max, nor the technicians, had any idea.


Even as he spun round, his blaster throwing power charges, at the marauders, Max couldn’t help admire the neatness, with which the whole thing had been done. The warning from the door to attract their attention, and then the completely unexpected attack from a ninth floor window. A blast of searing heat whistled over his head, as one of the masked attackers let fly in his direction. Max fired back—and missed! And then the time for using ray guns was past! It was a close, desperate hand to hand battle, in which friend and foe were so inextricably tangled, that to fire would be to risk killing one of his own men.


The leader of the masked attackers was a giant. Taller and broader even, than Max Dane; his strength seemed proportional to his massive frame. Whether they really were humanoid types, Dane and the technicians, had no real means of knowing, for the masks and cloaks could have concealed almost anything. The giant leader closed with Dane himself, and Max sank a punch deep and hard to somewhere about the centre of the cloak. There was a muffled grunt of pain and surprise and he heard the wheezy whistle of breath being knocked out of somebody. He knew now that they were, or at least that this one was, semi-human, at any rate.


His battle with the giant was not one-sided by any means. The masked man’s ham-like fist came smashing up from under the folds of his disguise, and Max’s head rocked back on his shoulders as though he had stopped a blow from a pile driver. But the big security detective was tough—he could take it as well as he could give it. Pausing only for a second to shake his clouding head, he slammed back with a right and left, that sent the masked man back on his heels. Max decided that this was no time for the Queensbury Rules, however historic and civilised they might be. His knee came up in the other’s stomach, and he had the satisfaction of hearing yet another breathless grunt, as the big man doubled up. Next instant, Max’s hand came down on the back of his head, with a chopping motion, and the giant lay insensible at his feet. Max would dearly have liked to remove the hood to see whether he could identify the masked leader of the gang, but there was no time. There were eighteen or nineteen others, still in the lab Smashing the equipment as hard as they could go, and the three rather diminutive technicians, unused as they were to rough stuff of any kind, had not fared so well as Max. Two already lay insensible on the floor, while the third was in the grip of two of the masked men. Max sailed into them with the fury of a tornado. For some reason, which he failed to understand at the time, they were not using their blasters on him, even though it would have been comparatively easy for them after he had downed the masked giant. The struggling technician, who was still conscious, was dealt a speedy blow on the back of the skull, and Max was on his own. He downed five of them, before they finally pinned his arms … next second his head exploded in a shower of sparks, as the butt of the ray gun crashed to the nape of his neck. The giant staggered slowly to his feet.


“I’m glad they weren’t all like him,” he grunted under his breath. One of the others nodded.


“He was certainly some character, boss,” he agreed. “Do we get him out into the ’copter?” The giant nodded, rubbing his bruised jaw beneath the concealing mask.


“Carry one as planned. Just finish doing the job here, that’s all.” He led the way back to the window, carrying the inert form of Max Dane. Outside, two large helicopters with silent, electric-atomic engines, hovered like weird mechanical bats outside the windows of the Elpowa laboratory.




CHAPTER TWO


When Max awoke, his head ached abominably, and he felt as if a gang of determined steel drillers were working on the back of his neck. He opened his eyes very slowly and cautiously. It was a painful experience. Wherever he was, was brightly illuminated and the glare shot through his head like a battering ram, knocking what remained of his senses flying again, in all directions. He snapped his eyes shut, and moaned softly. A voice from somewhere on the other side of the red pain clouds lisped,


“Oh, so you’re awake!” It was a rather cultured voice, refined to the point of affectation. It was not the kind of a voice which Max would have associated with the hoodlums who had smashed up the laboratory. Curiosity got the better of the pain. He opened his eyes again, even more cautiously. By turning his head downwards he avoided the worst glare of the light. Gradually he grew accustomed to it. Eased his aching neck round a trifle. He was in a small, bare room, bound hand and foot on the floor. Sitting about four yards away, with a ray gun pointing straight at his head, was one of the black gang. It was not the gigantic leader with whom Max had exchanged punches. This man, despite his enveloping cloak, looked almost slightly built, and what he was doing behind the mask, the burly detective had no idea. It was one of those facts which struck him as odd. It didn’t ring true. It didn’t make proper, coherent sense. This man was so obviously out of character. Why was he doing it? The red pain clouds began to condense and clear a little. The steam drill gang at the back of his neck, knocked off for a short break, and he felt a little better. He could see two dark eyes watching him behind the slits in the mask. They were not the brutal, sadistic eyes, of a small-time strong arm man. This stranger who was guarding him, was not, by any stretch of the imagination, thuggish. Right now, he looked almost sympathetic, Max decided. The guard’s next move confirmed the detective’s opinion.


“Would you like a drink of water?” lisped the other. Max nodded.


“Sounds pretty thoughtful, coming from the guy who slugged me.” The other almost flinched back as though the thought of physical violence was almost repulsive.


“Oh, I didn’t slug you,” he said, “Something had to be done, though, we didn’t expect to find you there at that moment.” He broke off suddenly, as though conscious that he had been on the verge of making a slip. Max’s head was almost clear now. His mind was racing. That chance remark from the guard could have implied a number of things, not least among them, a fairly intimate knowledge of Elpowa movements. It sounded like a tip-off. Somebody put the gang wise, thought Max, for normally there were only three technicians in the lab, at that particular hour. It didn’t look too good for him, as security man. It was his responsibility to check, and double check all personnel. He wondered whether the black gang really had got any inside information or whether they simply went by the clock and made their own shrewd deductions. Elpowa was not the only industry which would be innocent of staff at that hour of the night. The problem was meaty … his head began to ache again. He stopped thinking and concentrated on observing the rather frail guard. All the time his fingers were playing experimentally with the bonds that secured him. It was not rope, but one of the new plastic fibres, with a very high tensile strength. Max Dane was an abnormally strong man, but he didn’t fancy his chances of breaking it. To have exerted his full strength would, more than likely, have resulted in cutting off two or three fingers, on the sharp plastic. On the other hand, he knew that these things were sometimes allergic to heat. His gaze left the hooded guard, and darted round the room for some possible means of ignition. There didn’t seem to be any. He wondered for a moment, why so ruthless and efficient an organisation, had left him in charge of so diminutive a jailor, and then he realised, that with the bonds as efficient as they were, a two-year old child could have sat and watched him—or he could have been left completely alone. The chance of escape was negligible. He rated it at about minus five, and grinned sardonically to himself.


The jailor’s eyes behind the slits in the mask, never left him for an instant, as the other crossed the room to a small sink in one corner, and pressed the button that poured water into a thin plastic beaker. He propped Max carefully against the wall, and held the beaker to his lips. His other hand held the ray gun, he was taking no chances! Max sipped gratefully at the crystal clear water. It occurred to him that it might be doped, but the prospect did not worry him unduly. At the moment he was helpless, also he was thirsty. If they were trying to kill him, why bother to poison him? They could just as easily knife him while he lay there helpless, or finish him with a blast from one of the ray guns. So why endure the thirst, on the pretext of avoiding some kind of poison. He was pretty sure the water was all right. He could detect not the faintest trace of anything in it. He shook his head slowly to indicate that he had had enough, and the lisping guard took the tumbler back to the sink and rinsed it out. Max’s keen, analytical mind recorded the fact. This man was clean, methodical, civilised. He was definitely no space rate. He wasn’t one of the wild frontier men, from a raw planet. He was definitely a fish out of water, in this role. The more Max saw of the man, the way he walked, the voice, everything about him; so he felt uneasy and disquieted, till the ache returned to his head, and he stopped thinking again. Max lay back, and forced himself to relax. Under the circumstances, it was a highly difficult undertaking. But his mind was so disciplined, that he managed it. He realised that he would be able to make no real progress until his head had settled down. The drilling gang resumed operations at the back of his neck, and he wondered idly, just how much damage, the ray gun butt had done. He believed the jailer when the little man told him, that he, personally, had not been responsible for that blow. Max rather felt it would have been more in keeping with the giant with whom he had already crossed swords. On the other hand, that worthy had been unconscious on the floor when it happened. It could have been almost anyone in the room. Max’s vindictiveness was levelled at the gang as a whole, rather than at any isolated individual. Despite himself, however, he had no particular animosity towards the rather humane little jailer. The man gave him the impression that he had been almost forced into the job. That it was thoroughly distasteful to him. After lying quietly for a few minutes, the ache in Dane’s head subsided completely. And he let his mind begin work again on some plan of escape. He couldn’t understand why these saboteurs had kidnapped him and not one of the three technicians. As the little man had said, “We didn’t expect you to be there.” That was odd, or may be it wasn’t so odd. Maybe the little man hadn’t been told that Max was expected to be there? Would they have bundled him out, on the spur of the moment, like that? Or would they have left him unconscious on the floor? Had they taken him in mistake for a technician? Surely not? It would have been obvious, even without inside information, the whitecoated men were the technicians, and that he, the bigger, heavier man, who had done most of the scrapping, was the security officer. There had to be some other motive. He felt a strange icy thrill down his back, as another possibility occurred to him. Information! Nobody knew more about the workings of the Elpowa projects than the men who guarded them. Therefore if anyone wanted information, the security officer was the man to grill. There were all sorts of truth drugs, as well as a whole range of infernal machines, which unscrupulous operators could use, that would wring the truth from any man, no matter how brave. Max licked his lips. The prospect was not a particularly pleasant one. It made escape a great deal more imperative! A sudden thought occurred to him.


“Have you got a cigarette?” he asked. The diminutive jailer nodded. He fished through a slit in his robe into a suit beneath, selected a cigarette from a packet, put it between the big detective’s lips and lit it for him. Max nodded his thanks. He smoked in silence for a few minutes. Here, then, was the means of ignition. First he had to find some way of getting the matches from the little man’s pocket. He was half reluctant to repay the jailer’s obvious kindness, with treachery. But the thought of what might be waiting cleared his mind. He let the cigarette fall from his lips and coughed as though he were choking. The other man came over quickly, anxiously. As he bent over the sagging form, Max’s knees crashed up under his jaw. Without a sound he slumped unconscious to the floor. It was a long, awkward business, wriggling, and writhing his hands, bound as they were, through the slit in the black cloak, into the unconscious jailer’s pocket. He managed it at last. Managed it, found the matches, and struck one. The heat of a match is not very great when compared to the heat of a furnace. Beside the heat of a, star it is insignificant. There is no collateral unit of measurement, or scale upon which the two can be compared. And yet, when the heat of a match is applied for long, painful moments to the human hand, the heat of the match becomes enormous, unbearable. Max Dane gritted his teeth and held on. He only hoped that the plastic which secured him was suffering as much as he was. He kept straining hard at the ropes. As he did so, he felt a gradual softening taking place, and he knew that he was on the right lines. The match flickered and went out … he steeled himself to strike another, and then a third. His hands were seared and blistered, but he didn’t give up. Suddenly there was a snap, like a released bowstring the plastic bands that secured him, parted … his hands were free! With a great sigh of relief he burnt through the thong that secured his ankles. The man on the floor was beginning to stir. Max looked at him pitifully. He was on the point of removing the other’s hood, when he heard approaching footsteps.
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