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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 I


Radium Raiders


Danger was like a physical presence in the Orion, as the old space-freighter plodded through the lonely void. The ship was running dark, even its rocket-tubes baffled so that no betraying flare of flame would mark its course as it droned on the long voyage from Saturn toward Earth.


In his cubby, the telaudio operator, a dark-haired, clear-eyed, tanned young Earthman, alertly listened at his instruments.


“Planet Patrol calling all ships between Saturn and Jupiter,” issued a sharp voice from the loud-speaker.


The operator made no attempt to answer. He had strict orders to maintain telaudio silence.


“Urgent warning!” continued the sharp voice. “Unidentified cruisers, believed radium raiders, sighted entering your sector.”


As the operator jumped to his feet he heard a shrill shout from the lookout man forward.


“Four ships aft of our port beam, pulling up fast!”


The telaudio man leaped for the door, plunged for the bridge-room.


Captain Greeley, the grizzled old Earthman v ho was master of the Orion, was already there. He was peering through the small round lens-window of the aft televiewer, a powerful telescopic instrument.


The window was an eye peering into space, a dark abyss hung with the jeweled tapestry of the stars. Saturn was a yellow spark astern. Jupiter lay ahead, and beyond it the asteroid zone glinted against the flaring little Sun.


The telescopic window showed what the unaided eye could not see—four long, slim cruisers, running dark, pursuing the Orion. The stubby muzzles of heavy atom-guns that protruded from the sides of the cruisers were clearly recognizable.


“They aren’t Patrol ships, and that means they’re pirates!” exclaimed the Captain. “Look at those guns!”


“The Patrol just flashed warning that radium raiders are operating in this sector, sir!” rapidly reported the telaudio operator.


“Full speed on all cycs!” Captain Greeley shouted to the pilot.


The throbbing of the cyclotrons down in the lowest deck instantly intensified to a roar. The old freighter quivered to the increased thrust of power from its stern rocket-tubes.


“Radium raiders?” the Venusian second officer was repeating, thunderstruck. “But how could they know we’ve got two tons of refined radium ores aboard? We took off from Saturn secretly!”


“A lot of other radium ships have taken off just as secretly, and those devils found them,” gritted the Captain. He swung toward his telaudio operator. “Call the Patrol and tell them we’re being chased. There’s no use maintaining silence now!”


As the young operator raced back, his own mind was grappling with the mystery.


“How could they have known our cargo and course? And where did they come from?”


The radium raiders who had first appeared a month before were the enigma of the Solar System. In bands of up to a half-dozen cruisers, they pounced upon and looted unarmed freighters, then disappeared as magically as they came.


Space pirates were no new thing, to the System. There were always some corsairs infesting the outlaw asteroids or the wilder moons of the outer planets. But these radium raiders were different from any other pirates ever before encountered.


They sought only radium, the most valuable substance in the System, the element necessary for so many industrial and scientific power projects. Much radium was mined on Saturn and Uranus, and transported to the inner planets. The raiders had cut off almost every such shipment. No matter how secretly a radium ship took off, they seemed to have knowledge of its movements.


Greatest mystery of all was the raiders’ origin. They did not come from any known part of the System. That had been established by Patrol searches. They seemed to enter the System from above the planetary plane, and to drive up out of it after each foray.


Did they come from some interstellar lair far across deep space? Or were they from another dimension entirely? These, and wilder surmises were afoot.


“Freighter Orion to all stations and squadrons of the Planet Patrol!” shouted the young operator into his microphone. “Being pursued between Saturn and Jupiter by radium raiders!”


There came a flash of brilliant light outside the windows of the speeding ship, a glare that lit up all space for a second.


“They’re within range!” a yell rang through the ship.


The operator glanced swiftly through the port-hole and glimpsed a scene to bring a chill to the stoutest heart.


The four black cruisers, rapidly overtaking the fleeing freighter, were using their heavy atom-guns.


He glimpsed a shower of atom-shells rushing toward them. Then another blinding blaze of light, a quivering shock through the ship, and the roar of an explosion.


“We’re hit!” yelled the Venusian mate. “Caught our stern, and half the tube back-blasted!”


The explosion had flung the telaudio operator to the floor. He heard rending metal, the shriek of escaping air, the clang-clang of automatic bulkheads closing to prevent its escape.


The Orion’s stern rocket-tubes had been ripped into junk, and a back-blast along the power pipes had exploded the cyclotrons.


“We’ve been crippled and are about to be boarded!” the operator shouted into the microphone as he scrambled to his feet. “Our space position as follows—”


The raiders’ four cruisers drew swiftly abreast the disabled Orion as it sagged helplessly in space. Magnetic anchors shot out to grapple the freighter and draw it close by cables.


Then men in space-suits, heavily armed, came leaping across the narrow gap and swarming into the wrecked freighter.


Resistance was out of the question. The few stunned survivors were overwhelmed. Only the telaudio operator continued to shout into his instrument, rattling off their space position.


A crackling bolt of atomic energy speared past his head and tore into the metal wall.


“Get away from those instruments!” ordered a smooth voice.


The operator slowly turned from the telaudio and raised his hands. A dozen raiders had crowded outside the cubby. In their black space-suits they were a grim interplanetary band.


The leader was a fat, moon-faced man who turned to give orders.


“Start searching the holds for the radium. Make the prisoners tell where it is. Transfer the stuff to my cruiser immediately. The Patrol will soon be here—hurry!”


He turned back to motion the telaudio operator out of the cubby. And the young Earthman was thunder-struck as he glimpsed the leader’s face inside his glassite helmet.


“You!” he cried, stunned. “But you’re dead!”




CHAPTER II


Warning from Space


From where did the mysterious radium raiders come?


Though that question had alarmed the whole Solar System, no one could do more than guess at the origin of these dangerous marauders.


There were wild rumors of an unknown planet where the radium raiders had their base, an Outlaw World. But where was that Outlaw World?


Not even the Commander of the Planet Patrol could answer that. In his headquarters in New York, on Earth, Commander Halk Anders’ bulldog face was grim as he admitted his mystification to two trusted aides.


“We can’t find the raiders until we find their secret base,” he said, “and discover how they’re able to trace every secret radium shipment, and why they loot only radium.” His big hands clenched. “And they must be found and destroyed! Radium is vital as a source of super-atomic power. And they have almost cut off its flow. Where can they possibly be coming from?”


Ezra Gurney, white-haired, black-eyed old veteran marshal of the Patrol, spoke in a skeptical drawl.


“I hope you don’t believe that about the raiders’ Outlaw World maybe bein’ in another dimension or universe?”


“I don’t know,” muttered Anders. “It’s certain the raiders do not have their base on any world of our System.”


Ezra pointed up at a huge wall chart of the Solar System that depicted all its worlds from Vulcan, the little solar satellite, out to distant Pluto.


“Not countin’ Vulcan, which is too hot for life, there’s nine planets, thirty-one moons an’ several hundred asteroids in the System,” he drawled. “What makes you so sure the raiders’ base ain’t on one of them?”


“Because after every foray, the raiders have sped up out of the System,” replied the Commander. “They’ve headed right out into deep space. That’s why we’ve never been able to intercept them.” A haunting doubt crept into his eyes. “Maybe their Outlaw World is in another universe or dimension.”


The second of his two aides, a dark-haired girl, ventured a suggestion. Slim and lovely in tailored space-slacks, she looked out of place in these grimly military surroundings. Yet Joan Randall, ace secret agent of the Patrol, was one of its most brilliant minds. The Commander knew that. It was why he had called her and her old comrade, Marshal Ezra Gurney, to this conference.


“As to the raiders’ uncanny knowledge of radium shipments,” she said, “isn’t it possible they’re using spies planted on radium ships?”


“It could be,” admitted Anders. “But that still wouldn’t explain the big mystery, the Outlaw World.”


He was interrupted by the entrance of an excited young officer in the drab gray uniform of the Patrol.


“Sir, a flash has just come through from the freighter Orion that it is being attacked between Saturn and Jupiter!”


Halk Anders instantly touched a switch, connecting his desk interphone with the main telaudio room.


“Cut me into the Orion’s call!” he ordered.


Suddenly there came from the instrument the sound of an explosion and the crash of rending metal. Sounds from the telaudio of the ship that was being attacked five hundred million miles out in space!


Through that ominous din came the half-smothered voice of the Orion’s telaudio operator:


“We’ve been crippled and are about to be boarded! Our space position is—”


As the operator yelled the coordinates above the din, the Commander shot an order at the officer who had brought him word.


“Flash every Patrol squadron in the Jupiter-Saturn sector to make for that position! Tell them to box the whole region and close in!”


“They’ll be too late,” muttered Ezra Gurney pessimistically. “The raiders are always gone before we get there.”


The Commander listened tensely, but no further sound came from the Orion’s telaudio.


“Done for,” he said heavily. “The operator has probably been killed by now.”


Joan Randall’s brown eyes suddenly flashed with excitement.


“Listen! More is coming through—in code!”


From the loud-speaker issued an almost imperceptible sound of light tapping, irregular in rhythm.


“The Orion operator is code-tapping a message!” Joan cried. “That’s standard interplanetary code!”


Each of the three could read the code. “Ship taken,” rapped the faint signals. “Leader of radium raiders is Ru Ghur, outlawed Uranian scientist who—”


The code message stopped there, abruptly. And there came a report from the main telaudio room.


“The Orion’s beam just went dead, sir. The transmitter must have been destroyed.”


Halk Anders and Joan and Ezra hardly heard him, for they three were looking at each other in stupefied astonishment.


“Ru Ghur!” Ezra finally burst out. “Why, that’s impossible! Ru Ghur’s been dead for a year!”


The Commander’s eyes narrowed. “Nobody ever saw that Uranian’s body,” he muttered.


Gurney made an impatient gesture. “What difference does that make? Ru Ghur must have perished when he fled to escape the Futuremen. Why, he had only a flimsy little cruiser. He couldn’t have reached another star.”


“But what if he managed to survive somehow in deep space?” Halk Anders insisted. “What if he found refuge in some part of the universe, and has come back at the head of the raiders?”


“If that’s so,” whispered Joan, “the raiders are even more dangerous than we dreamed. For they’re led by the most dangerous criminal in the System’s history!”


The suggestion appalled them. For the very name of the master scientist of crime cast a chill shadow which they had believed lifted from the System.


Ru Ghur of Uranus had been a very great scientist, indeed. He had been a master, especially, in the study of radiation and its effects. But he had turned his most brilliant discovery to evil ends. For he had discovered a ray that had a strange effect. That subtle radiation brought dreams to the mind, dreams that seemed utterly real, that brought true all the subject’s dearest hopes—while the dreams lasted.


Ru Ghur had called it the “Lethe-ray”, and he had sold it to people who wished to drug themselves with dreams. Under its influence, they attained their heart’s desire—in visions that seemed real. But the ray was soul-destroying. If its use was continued for long, its victims could not live without it.


This infamous traffic had numbered victims by the hundreds. Then Captain Future, the young Earthman who was the System’s greatest scientist-adventurer, had stepped in. He and his comrades, the Futuremen, had broken up Ru Ghur’s evil traffic. They had relentlessly pursued the Uranian scientist until he had fled out of the System and had been considered dead.


“If Ru Ghur didn’t die out there in deep space, where did he find refuge?” muttered the Commander. “Has he come back from another universe?”


Ezra Gurney shook his head. “I still can’t believe that the Outlaw World of those raiders is in a different dimension or universe.”


“If Ru Ghur has come back,” Joan exclaimed, “we ought to notify Captain Future at once!”


Halk Anders nodded. “Yes, the Futuremen ought to be told. The Patrol can handle ordinary pirates or outlaws, but when it comes to matching the tricks of a scientific genius like that Uranian devil, we’ll need Captain Future and his comrades.” He looked at Joan. “Where are the Futuremen now? At their Moon laboratory home?”


“Yes,” Joan said eagerly, “I’m sure they’re still there. Do you want Ezra and me to take this news to them?”


“Yes,” Anders said. “Captain Future trusts your judgment.”


“Ru Ghur’s return will bring Cap’n Future into this business plenty fast,” predicted Ezra. “He knows how dangerous that cursed Uranian is.”


Joan was on her feet. “We’ll start at once. I’ll take one of the fast little dispatch-cruisers. We ought to reach the Moon by noon solar time.”


It lacked minutes of the hour she named when the small torpedo-shaped cruiser in which she and Ezra had left Earth approached the rugged, rocky surface of the Moon. This forbidding, airless satellite of Earth had only four inhabitants—Captain Future and the Futuremen.


“This darned place always gives me the creeps,” murmured old Ezra as the cruiser swung low over the gigantic craters and stark peaks. “I don’t see how Cap’n Future stands it, as a home.”


“He was born here, remember,” Joan reminded.


Years before, a brilliant young scientist, Roger Newton, and his bride had come to the lonely Moon for refuge from enemies. With them had come Simon Wright, the Brain, who was Newton’s colleague in a great experimental attempt to create intelligent living beings.


Here they had built an underground laboratory home. Here, they had artificially created two intelligent living beings—a mighty robot and an android, or synthetic man. And here an infant son had been born to Roger and Elaine Newton.


Then tragedy had struck. Their enemies had followed them to the Moon. The young scientist and his bride were slain. And the infant, Curtis Newton, had been left in the care of the strange trio, the Brain and the robot and the android.


They had given him the wonderful education which had made Curt Newton not only a wizard of science but also the most daring and resourceful planeteer who had ever taken the spaceways. The whole System had come to know him as Captain Future, a laughing, red-haired young Earthman who made it his mission in life to crush interplanetary criminals, and attempt to expand human empire to the stars.


Joan’s brown eyes were eager. “There’s Tycho crater ahead—we’re almost there.”


Old Ezra looked at her with a quizzical grin. “Sort of anxious to see Cap’n Future, ain’t you? Now in my time, women didn’t go followin’ their sweethearts all over space.”


Joan made no retort, busy bringing the cruiser down into the giant ring of Tycho crater.


Upon the sun-scorched floor of the mighty crater glittered a circle of smooth glassite. It marked the underground laboratory of the Futuremen. Joan landed close by it.


“Hurry, Ezra,” she urged, as she got into her space-suit.


“Don’t rush,” drawled Ezra. “The Futuremen already know we’re here. They got devices that let ’em know when any ship lands.”


The veteran and the girl emerged from the cruiser and tramped toward a cement stairway that led down beneath the lunar surface into a large airlock. Startlingly, a giant metal figure suddenly loomed up to confront them.


“It’s Grag,” Ezra said. “Didn’t I tell you they’d know we were here?”


Grag was, to them, a familiar figure. To inexperienced eyes, he would have seemed awesome—a massive, manlike figure of metal, seven feet high. His giant legs and arms plainly hinted at the prodigious strength that was unmatched in the System.


But Grag had more than mere strength. In his metal head was a complex mechanical brain that made him more than a robot. Intelligence shone from his two glowing photoelectric eyes. His mechanical voder-voice boomed in glad greeting.


“Joan and Ezra! I thought it must be you when the alarms went. Nobody else would dare land on the Moon without permission.”


They had passed through the airlock and now could take off their helmets, for they had entered the air-filled laboratory, the heart of an underground citadel of science.


It was a big, round room, lit by a flood of sunlight from the glassite ceiling window. Towering machines and instruments crowded it. Doors led to store-rooms, living quarters, and the underground hangar of the Futuremen’s famous space-ship, the Comet.


But the only occupants of the laboratory were the two queer little animals scuffling playfully in a corner—Eek and Oog, the pets of the Futuremen.


“Where’s Curt?” Joan asked the big robot.


“The Chief’s not here right now,” Grag answered. “But here’s Simon and Otho.”


The other two Futuremen had just entered—Otho, the android, and Simon Wright, the living Brain.


Otho was the most human-looking. Indeed, he was a man in almost every sense of the word except that he was an artificial man, one created synthetically in this very laboratory.


He was of middle height, lithe and agile, with a pale white face whose sensitive and intelligent features were most remarkable for the slanted, jade-green eyes that always had sparks of deviltry and recklessness in them.


“Nothing’s wrong, is it?” Otho asked the girl and the old marshal quickly.


Joan nodded soberly. “Something’s very wrong, Otho. It’s why we’re here.”


“What is it, Joan?” the Brain asked in his metallic voice.


The Brain was the strangest of the three Futuremen. Yet he had once been an ordinary human. He had once been Dr. Simon Wright, a renowned, aged master of science who had been dying when a miraculous operation had been performed. His living brain had been transferred into a serum case, in which it had dwelt, unaging, ever since.


Now the Brain resembled a square, transparent metal case, upon whose “face” were his lenslike glass eyes, his microphone ears and resonator speech apparatus. He hovered six feet above the floor, for Simon could glide through the air by means of magnetic traction beams which he could also use as arms and hands.


“What is it that’s wrong?” he asked sharply.


“Radium-raiders—a mysterious band who are looting radium from ships and mines all over the System!” Joan answered. “We can’t find where they come from, and so we can’t stop them.”


“We heard all about their forays,” Otho answered calmly. “The Chief is on their trail now.”


“Curt went out after the raiders without you Futuremen?” Joan exclaimed, surprised.


“He insisted on doing so,” Simon explained. “Curtis believes the raiders get their uncanny knowledge of radium shipments by means of spies on radium ships. So he sailed in a radium ship, in disguise.”


“He said we couldn’t go with him,” Grag complained, “but that he’d call us when he needed us.”


“But you don’t know that the head of these radium raiders is Ru Ghur, the Uranian!” Joan said quickly.


It was a bombshell to the Futuremen. The name of their deadliest enemy, the man whose infamous “Lethe ray” traffic had started their greatest struggle, electrified them.


“Ru Ghur!” exclaimed Simon Wright. “Impossible!”


“It’s true,” affirmed Ezra. “We just got the flash from a ship the raiders attacked—the freighter Orion.”


“The Orion?” cried Otho, aghast. “Captain Future is aboard that ship!”




CHAPTER III


Into Dreams


In the crippled Orion, the young telaudio operator of the freighter stared in amazement at the leader of the radium raiders. For that operator was none other than Captain Future! He had dyed his red hair, before obtaining his position on the radium-carrying ship, hoping to get on the raiders’ trail.


“You’re Ru Ghur—but you’re dead!” he exclaimed incredulously.


“Ah, so you know who I am?” the Uranian raider leader said softly.


Ru Ghur was a fat man—fat almost to grossness. His squat, tubby figure looked even more bulky in his shapeless space suit. With his moonlike yellow face and bald head he looked the picture of a fat, friendly and harmless man—all except his eyes. They were black and bright and merciless, mirrors of the man’s brilliant intelligence and remorseless. They bored into Curt Newton’s.
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