

[image: Cover Image]


THE ULTIMAX MAN

Keith Laumer

[image: image]

www.sfgateway.com



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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1.

A man walked slowly along a darkened street. He was a young man, conservatively attired in a dark blue double-breasted blazer, gray bell-bottoms, a bright blue shirt with a wide regimental tie. But he moved like a man of eighty, holding his elbow pressed tightly to his side. His name was Damocles Montgomerie and he had been shot at close range by a .32 caliber Beretta automatic pistol, the bullet having broken two ribs and driven a dozen bone splinters into his liver before coming to rest half an inch from his spine.

Reaching an alley mouth, he half-turned, half-fell into the shadowy space between corroded brick walls. A garbage can lid clattered on oily cobbles. He braced himself against the wall, pushed himself upright, and went on, deeper into the reek of garbage. Reaching the end of the cul-de-sac, he turned, put his back to the wall. With his fingers, he explored the hot, damp area below the ribs on the right side. There was a neat hole in the thick flannel of the coat, a hole which continued on through the heavy silk shirt and the fitted undershirt into the flesh beneath.

A step sounded softly from the direction of the alley mouth. The beam of a flashlight speared out, traversed the pavement, played up the wall and across Montgomerie’s chest, moved to his face. It held there for a moment and then winked out.

“Where you want it, punk?” a soft, hoarse voice rasped. “Between the eyes suit you OK?”

“Better try a gut shot, Chico,” Montgomerie said in a voice as thin and taut as a stretched wire. “I don’t trust your aim.”

“Save it, rat. You got five seconds to square it with the man upstairs. One …”

He listened to the count. It seemed to go on and on. Then it reached five. Light blossomed from the muzzle of the gun, illuminating the scene with a warm yellow glow. The plume of flame elongated, ringed with viscid smoke which slowed, stiffened into immobility. The killer stood, feet apart, leaning forward, his left arm out, fingers spread, the gun in his right fist thrust out before him. His lips were pulled back from his teeth; his eyes were half-closed, intent, unmoving …

Behind him, something stirred near the alley mouth. A slightly built man in a gray derby and a dapper morning coat complete with ascot and boutonniere was picking his way fastidiously back toward the little tableau so curiously arrested. His face—visible by its own pale glow—was narrow, elderly, prim, with a neatly groomed hairline moustache. He swung a slim silver-headed cane from one pigskin-gloved hand, glanced curiously at the immobile gunner as he edged past him, came to a halt before the injured man. He looked him over assessingly, his lips pursed in an expression of mild disapproval.

You seem to have managed your affairs very badly, my lad, a perfectly clear voice spoke inside Montgomerie’s head.

He tried to speak; nothing happened. He tried to move: same result.

Tush, no need to grow excited. Nothing will happen to you that hasn’t happened to uncounted billions of other organisms in the short history of the planet.

HELP, Montgomerie yelled silently. GET ME OUT OF HERE.

Exactly my intention, my boy. Simply be calm. In fact … it might be as well if you’d just drop off to sleep …

A heavy curtain of drowsiness wrapped itself around Montgomerie’s thoughts. He was dimly aware of the old gentleman stepping briskly closer, clamping him under an arm, and walking up into the air. He caught one fading glimpse of tarred rooftops, ventilators, TV antennae, dropping away below. Then he let it all go and slid, faster and faster, down into the bottomless vortex of unconsciousness.

This, Damocles reflected contentedly, is what I call living. Snoozing away in a first-class seat on a luxury airliner bound for the hot spots of gay Paree. Out the window, the moon will be shining down on the billows, and in a second or two the stewardess will ease up to me and say …

“Care for a sandwich, lad?” said a ratchety male voice. Montgomerie’s eyes flew open. He was in a tiny room, seated in a semireclining chair before a curved surface of black glass. Below the glass was a cluster of bright-colored knobs. On one of the knobs rested a thin, veined hand. The hand was attached to a crisp white French cuff which emerged from a well-pressed black sleeve which led inevitably up along an arm to a gently smiling, wizened face with thin white hair and a fingernail moustache.

“You!” Dammy piped in a voice like a baby bird. “But …”

“You were perhaps hoping to see Chico?”

“Chico!” Dammy winced, and felt a pang in his side. He fingered the site of the bullet wound and felt smooth, thick padding. “I thought—how—what—”

“Don’t trouble yourself, Damocles. I’ve sealed the puncture and given you a temporary metabolic hold to prevent further deterioration in your condition until I can whisk you into the automed. In the meantime, a bite to eat will no doubt reinforce your sense of security.”

“What sense of security?” Montgomerie chirped, and paused to rest. “I thought I dreamed you. While I was dying, I mean.”

“Ummnn, not precisely. You perceived me with a portion of your cerebrum not usually activated in the waking state—but this is a side effect of the stasis field, no doubt.”

“You’re not—the Angel Gabriel or anybody like that?”

“Another branch of the service entirely. Would you prefer pastrami, corned beef, or Swiss cheese?”

“Wait a minute,” Dammy expostulated. “Just hold on a minute. Who are you? Where am I? How did I get here? And—”

“You may call me Xorialle. You’re aboard my cycler. I brought you here.”

“ ‘Sorry Al.’ That’s not much of a name. I’ll just call you Al, OK?” Dammy closed his eyes tightly. “I got shot. That’s definite, Al. It hurts.” He gave his side a prod to reassure himself. “After that, I was in an alley … and Chico …” He paused to swallow. “Funny, I never figured you’d have time to see the flash from the slug that blew your brains out. But …” He fingered his head. “At that range, how could he miss?”

“He didn’t,” Xorialle said. “That is to say, the bullet was projected along a path intersecting the point in space occupied a moment before by your left eye and continuing, doubtless, to impact against the wall.”

Dammy’s hand went involuntarily to his eye. It seemed intact.

“Uh-uh,” he said. “I don’t believe in that life after death theory, Al.”

“Of course,” Xorialle continued, “by the time the bullet left the gun, you were no longer there.”

“I … ducked?”

“Not at all, my dear fellow. I removed you from the line of fire. If it weren’t for my intervention, your existence as a conscious intellect would have been terminated twelve minutes ago.”

“Yeah, but how could you? I mean, I saw you coming. And after that … I was floating in the air; and the gun …”

“I suppose you’re referring to the other side-effects of the stasis field. It was necessary, you know. I don’t have the facilities for reconstructing cerebra; I need you intact.”

“Hold it right there,” Dammy cut in. “If this is your idea of a job offer, forget it. I work alone. If you had something to do with … what happened back there, OK, thanks. I don’t get it, but that’s OK too. So I’ll just be on my way now, and …”

“And be dead in six hours,” Xorialle said casually. “Your liver, you know. Can’t function very well with a quarter-ounce of bone chips in it. Quite inoperable by local techniques, of course. Your only hope is my automed.”

“You a doctor?” Dammy inquired weakly.

“You may be assured your case is well within my competence.”

“How do I know you’re not lying?”

“Ummnn. I’ve been suppressing the symptoms of your injury. Possibly that’s given you a false sense of well-being …”

Someone lit a match in Dammy’s gizzard. It flared up, ignited a large wad of excelsior someone had left lying in the vicinity. He opened his mouth to yell, and the fire winked out and was gone as if it had never been.

“That’s how you’d feel if I weren’t, er, handling your case,” Xorialle said crisply. “Shall I continue?”

“I was going to ask you how you did that,” Dammy gasped, “but never mind. I wouldn’t understand the answer. Let’s get going to the hospital.”

“ETA approximately forty-five minutes,” the oldster said briskly.

“How do you get out of here?” Dammy was groping at the strap holding him to his chair.

“I wouldn’t suggest releasing the harness,” Xorialle said casually. “We’re at five hundred thousand feet, travelling at approximately Mach 7.”

Montgomerie clutched for support. “I don’t believe a word of it,” he said, and swallowed hard. “We’re standing still. I’m scared of airplanes. That is, I would be if I’d ever been in one. There’s nothing holding them up. And I don’t know much about it, maybe, but I know they make plenty of racket, and—”

“At one hundred miles altitude there’s no air to speak of, hence no turbulence, no rush of wind. And since the cycler’s engines are silent, quite naturally you hear nothing.”

“Where’s my p-parachute?” Dammy inquired in a voice that had a distressing tendency to slip into a falsetto.

“My boy, if you should, through some malfunction of the safety interlocks, manage to eject yourself from the cycler, you’d be shredded into ribbons and toasted to a crisp before you fell halfway to the surface. I’m afraid a parachute wouldn’t help.”

“That makes me feel a lot better,” Dammy said in a tightly controlled voice. “If it wasn’t for a couple things like Chico’s gun and that little trick you did with my insides a minute ago, I’d call your bluff.”

“No bluff, my lad. Simply accept the fact that your life has been fortuitously extended, and conduct yourself accordingly.”

“Where are we going? We must be halfway to the North Pole by now.”

ETA 42 minutes and 12.4 seconds, to be precise,” Xorialle said. “You’ll see it shortly. In the meantime—what about a Bavarian ham on rye and a cold glass of Pilsner?”

The rock thrust up out of the Arctic Sea—a hundred-yard-high boulder all alone in the vast whitecapped sweep of frigid ink-black ocean, crowned by a cluster of lights that sprang into being in response to a button poked by Xorialle as he maneuvered the cycler down from the heights.

“Kind of isolated, isn’t it?” Montgomerie inquired rhetorically, noting the slow wash of breakers at the base of the outcropping.

“My work requires a certain exclusiveness,” Xorialle explained offhandedly. “Far better to choose a spot where one is unlikely to be disturbed than to be put to the bother of disposing of intruders, which frequently leads to more trespassers in search of the original ones and more disposals.”

Dammy gave Xorialle a searching look.

“Disposals, huh?”

“Quite humanely, of course—to employ the word in its theoretical sense.” Xorialle gave Montgomerie a friendly smile. “No offense intended to your race, of course.”

“What’s my race got to do with it? I’m as blue-eyed and sandy-haired as the next guy.”

“Everything, my boy, everything. But I’ll make all that clear to you very soon, after I’ve attended to repairing your hurts.”

The craft settled smoothly toward a circular opening that irised wide to receive them. Walls rose around them; the cycler touched with a faint jar and was still. Xorialle touched a button and the hatch popped open. Dammy, braced for an icy blast, felt only the soft caress of a tropical night laden with the aroma of frangipani and magnolias and a faint melody of Hawaiian guitars. He stepped down, favoring his punctured side, gazed around mutely at the flower beds, pool, terraces, and palms. Above him spread what appeared to be an ordinary Tahitian night sky.

“Do you find the environment congenial?” Xorialle said with a note of concern.

“If you mean do I like the layout, yeah, it’s OK.”

“Splendid; now we’d best hurry along to the laboratory. That metabolic hold won’t keep you alive forever.”

Dammy started to ask a question, but at that moment his words were cut off by a twinge probably resembling the sensation experienced by a vampire when impaled by a stake. He suppressed a groan and followed the old man across the patio through a wide, doorless arch and along a green-tiled passage to a walnut slab door which opened on a chamber asparkle with white enamel and polished chrome.

“You find the decorative scheme reassuring, I trust?” Xorialle said with a note of pride. “I assure you no effort has been spared to reproduce an authentic setting, complete with full sensory stimuli.”

“At least it doesn’t smell like a hospital,” Dammy commented.

“Eh? Oh, to be sure.” Xorialle turned and touched a button. The acrid reek of ether, carbolic acid, poached eggs, and deodorant sprang instantly into being.

“Soothing, isn’t it, my boy? In such surroundings, associated with the infallibility of your surgical experts, all your primitive fears are laid to rest. Now this—” Dammy’s host punched another button, and an assembly resembling a morgue slab under attack by a week’s production of a cutlery factory deployed from the wall.

“This is the automed, a masterpiece of ingenuity, adaptable to a vast variety of life-forms, including your own—and entirely physical-based, you understand. No subjective input required, making possible its use with subaware forms, luckily. Just stretch out here, and we’ll soon have you right as rain.”

“Where’s the nurse?” Dammy demanded, hanging back.

“Ah, yes, the presence of a nubile female of your species would be useful to inspire a show of manly stoicism.”

“Skip it,” Dammy muttered. He was beginning to feel dizzy and weak. The warm, numb feeling in his side was wearing thin, allowing the sharp edges of something beneath to jab at his vitals in a tentative way.

Xorialle’s hand swam out of the gathering mist to grip Montgomerie’s arm. He allowed himself to be led forward, was vaguely aware of lying down on his back, of the touch of metal—not cold, but at body heat.

Then blackness as soft as soot and cobwebs folded down on him and blanketed out all thought….
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