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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


The Interplanetary Court was in session, Judge Montrose presiding. The accused, twenty-five years of age, tall and weedy, with a slope-chin, listened without interest to the indictment read out by the Clerk to the Prosecution.


“Hear ye, hear ye, all men of Earth and the neighbour inner worlds! Know ye, men of Earth, Venus and Mars, that there stands before you one Dayton Ralsor, Earthman, accused in this year of Two Thousand and Seventeen of fraudulently converting the finances of the Pioneer Space Corporation to his own uses. Know ye that the learned Prosecutor will prove without malice or prejudice, that the accused has broken the law and must thereby incur the penalty … The court is now in session, Judge Montrose presiding …”


A gavel banged. The faint murmuring from the packed assembly in the giant courtroom—an assembly made up of inhabitants of the three inner worlds of the System, Earth, Venus and Mars—became muted. The Prosecutor began speaking, taking up point by point every article in the indictment.


Dayton Ralsor himself hardly listened. For one thing he was too weak in health to care particularly what happened; and for another he knew the whole business was a frame-up engineered by the three industrial giants who had long been attempting to oust him from his position as Governing Director of the Pioneer Space Corporation.


Raising his eyes for a moment Dayton Ralsor searched the faces of the watchers. One by one he picked out the men who were responsible for his now being at the mercy of the ruthless Prosecutor. There was Harving Lerab, big and bloated, the fabulously wealthy diamond king. He sat like Buddha, smiling inscrutably, content to watch the destruction of an innocent man.


Not far from him on an upper tier of spectators sat Emris Cafton, the precision instrument maker. Emaciated, never-smiling, fiendishly immovable and efficient, concerned only at the moment with seeing Dayton Ralsor legally eliminated from the scheme of things.


And lastly there was pink-faced, deceptive Valcent Drolag. He had a smile for everybody; he paid good wages; he was thought to be a genial money-maker and philanthropist. Yet he was an arms magnate on a colossal scale and interested only in the swelling of his coffers at the expense of innocent lives. Of the three men who had climbed to power by their ruthless cunning and callous disregard of all human rights, Valcent Drolag was by far the worst. Under the perpetual smile was the mind of a killer and the cruelty of a tiger …


“And it is submitted that the accused, inheritor of the Pioneer Space Corporation from his father, Ilan Ralsor, did variously and separately convert the finances of that organisation to his own uses, in proof of which I will submit to your Lordship signed evidence, provided by such respected men as Harving Lerab, Emris Cafton and Valcent Drolag. They, with their great business acumen, were aware of the double-dealing being indulged in by the accused and rightly brought the fact to the notice of the authorities …”


Dayton Ralsor smiled bitterly to himself and closed his eyes. One or two people nearest to him studied him. He had a characterless face, as far as the chin was concerned, but the forehead was high and the nose straight. But for an illness which no physician had been able to diagnose, and which made of his great frame a barely covered skeleton, he would have been a big man. The height and build were there, but not the flesh and muscle. Dayton Ralsor was obviously dying on his feet, and there was not a soul in the world who gave a damn about it …


“And I demand,” the Prosecutor continued, pointing an accusing finger, “that for such deliberate conversion of public funds the ultimate penalty be exacted!”


Ralsor still kept his eyes shut. There were murmurings in the court, the whirr of recording apparatus, and then the level tones of the Defence Counsel. But he was fighting a lost cause, a fact of which he had been painfully aware ever since preparing his brief. This plot against the ailing ruler of the only existing space line had been so thoroughly laid, every ramification of it so thoroughly checked, that it was impossible to prove it wrong in any particular.


In half-an-hour Dayton Ralsor heard himself pronounced guilty and opened his eyes to meet the hopeless glance of his counsel.


Then Judge Montrose spoke—impartially, his lemon of a face vignetted by the traditional wig still worn by the high legal authorities of the Interplanetary Court.


“You have heard the case against you, Dayton Ralsor,” he stated. “You have been accused and defended, and pronounced guilty by a sane and just quorum of your fellow Earthmen. It remains only for me to sentence you—to direct that you be removed to the penitentiary on the planet Jupiter, there to work out the remainder of your natural existence, banished from the society of those whom you sought to deceive. If you have anything to say, say it now. The law gives you twelve seconds in which to voice an utterance.”


Ralsor merely shrugged his bony shoulders—but his defence counsel rose up, his face grim.


“I take leave to protest against the sentence, Your Lordship! My client has been found guilty, and against that I have no redress, but I am allowed to lodge protest against the form of penalty. It would be plain murder to send him to the penitentiary on Jupiter! He is obviously ill, and under the appalling conditions reigning on that planet he would be dead within a week.”


“The physical condition of the prisoner is not my concern,” the Judge answered briefly. “You will kindly remember, Mr. Baratok, that I have to be impartial. All convicted persons are banished to Jupiter—which, I would remark, is a great improvement over the old days when each world had its own jails! A faraway world containing all the prisoners and outcasts of society is a sure means of keeping our social order free from defilement.”


The Defence Counsel opened his mouth to speak again, but the thump of the Judge’s gavel intercepted him. Ralsor gave a grim smile and a tired shake of his head to the counsel, then he turned away in company with the warders …


Three men in particular watched him go, and the same three men met half-an-hour later in an exclusive uptown restaurant and discussed the matter over rich wines and softly fragrant cigars.


“Nicely handled, my friend,” observed the emaciated Emris Cafton, and Drolag’s perpetual moonlike smile widened a little.


“All a matter of organisation, eh, Harving?”


Harving Lerab drank his wine and then nodded. “As you say, organisation. We cannot afford to have an ailing fool like that at the head of the biggest money-making concern in the System. Isn’t to be thought of! He hardly knew what he was doing, anyway. Inherited the damned thing from his father and automatically became Governing Director. I started the whole campaign against him, chiefly because with that space line in my hands—or partly, sharing with you boys—I can vastly increase my diamond concern. Venus crawls with diamonds, and without owning a part of the space line my transactions have been limited. Now it will be different.”


“And different for me,” mused the emaciated Cafton. “I must keep up my supplies of rubies, emeralds, and so forth for use in my precision instruments.”


“And I must continue to have uranium,” added Drolag, all smiles and pink cheeks. “Altogether, gentlemen, we have accomplished a masterpiece. With Ralsor out of the way our claim to taking over the space line can very easily be substantiated. Certainly we have money enough to buy it, and there will be no serious opposition.”


“Unless it’s from Razlon Sneed,” Lerab pointed out. “He is a powerful man in the Space Corporation, and probably did most of the controlling with Ralsor as the figurehead—”


“Soon be rid of him,” Drolag interrupted, and the venom in the man leapt into his voice even though he smiled. “Sneed is a financial director outside of his connection with the Space Corporation. A little judicious pressure in the right places can—and will—bankrupt him. Then he’ll be in no position to talk. We’ve come this far—and we’ll finish the course.”


The arms king raised his glass slightly and grinned as the two other glasses clinked against his own … And, on the reverse side of the picture, the law was taking its pontifical course and Dayton Ralsor was languishing in his cell.


That same evening, however, six hours after the trial, he was removed from his cell and taken to the chamber wherein he was legally divested of all civil rights, even to his name, and given a number instead. Henceforth he would be DR/7654, life-worker in the Jovian penitentiary. He took it all without comment, the fire dulled out of his eyes and his weak shoulders drooping.


Once this legal banishment was completed it was merely a matter of awaiting transport—and it came a week later. With three other unfortunates he was thrust into the stinking bowels of a prison spaceship and carried in darkness and the smell of rocket exhaust through the great deeps of space. Neither he nor his fellow prisoners were allowed to see anything except their cell. They were given just enough food to keep them alive and slept as best they could on hard bunks—until there came a day when they felt the crushing pressures of the giant planet beginning to embrace them, and from this point onwards their miseries really started.


The Jovian penitentiary lay under a dome of metal, deep in the bowels of the mighty planet. The metal of the dome was specially tested to stand the strain of the huge gravity, and was absolutely sealed against the atmosphere, composed of ammoniated hydrogen at a temperature of – 120° Centigrade. Jove was a frigid, poisonous hell. The penitentiary was controlled by a Governor, himself an outcast of society, doomed like the rest to rot his life away in the deep underground. The only advantage he had was that every comfort science could devise was his. For the luckless prisoners there was nothing but work, the appalling strain, fitful sleep, and work once more. Until death came. The nature of the work was simple but exacting. Every prisoner spent his time inspecting and repairing the walls of the great underground settlement since the poison in the Jovian atmosphere and the effect of perpetual acid hurricanes raging outside, gradually ate through the proofed metal.


A grim irony, to be forever sealing up the walls that held them in thrall! Those who had tried to let the poison through had died instantly from the very attempt, and others had been rushed to stem the breach. Death, when it came, must be from exhaustion, not from the hell that raged outside.


Into this lighted wilderness of iron-faced men, ruled over by the embittered Governor, Dayton Ralsor presently arrived, the prison ship entering through a vacuum trap which was sealed immediately afterwards. The officials looked at the worn-faced Earthman as they checked his papers and decided he might last a few hours and no more. For here he was carrying a bodily weight three times heavier than it had been on Earth, owing to the gravity, and added to it was the strain of breathing vitiated atmosphere. Admirable though the air-purifying system was it could by no means equal the natural atmosphere of a planet.


Ralsor was detailed to his duties—the guardianship of a particular section of the mighty rotunda—and assigned his place in the eating-sleeping-living sections where the weary men spent their few “leisure” hours. As he had in court, Ralsor still maintained his silence, accepting every edict without comment and causing no trouble to the warders or officials. They admitted they could not understand his attitude, and they certainly could not define it as insolent. It seemed that he was in a complete daze—as indeed he was. The physical and mental shock which he had received had not even yet registered.


Days in the underworld were reckoned by the clocks, since no view of the exterior could be seen whereby to determine the normal night and day. Not that it would have been very noticeable anyway, Jupiter’s daylight being like pale cloudy moonlight on Earth, his nights as black as the tomb.


Poisonous, deadly world, dragging down with its appalling pressures, making most men wish for early death. But not Dayton Ralsor! That was the extraordinary thing. Weak though he looked he kept on working as instructed. He seemed to sleep peacefully enough, and when he had the inclination he was permitted—as were any of the prisoners—to study the vast array of books in the prison library, or pore over the scientific facts about the Solar System which had been discovered since space travel had come in thirty years before—thanks to the genius and organisation of his father.


No, Dayton Ralsor was not dying yet, and he deliberately fought the eternal pressures dragging on his body, finding unsuspected reserves of strength. Nature was treating him kindly. For the first time in an ailing life he was making a dogged, resolute struggle to overcome his physical deficiency. Indeed, it was forced upon him since every task he undertook demanded of him three times as much energy as he normally used.


And, slowly, he got into the habit of making an effort every time, until gradually the effort became natural. In consequence muscles never properly used began to harden under the everlasting strain. He breathed more deeply of the heavy, somewhat toxic air supply and broadened the capacity of his lungs. Instead of dying within a few hours, as most of the officials had confidently expected, he began to improve as week succeeded week. It was the wonder of those amongst whom he worked to observe how he gathered flesh onto his tall, bony frame, how his face changed from cadaverous hollows to roundness, even the slope-chin was filling out until it was no longer the weak button below his drooping mouth.


Definitely things were happening to Dayton Ralsor, yet according to the prison doctor—himself outcast for some dubious offence against society—there was nothing extraordinary about the metamorphosis. He had seen other men react exactly the same way, not only here on devilish Jupiter but back on Earth in conditions of the most relentless strain.


“It’s a case of environment, Ralsor,” he told him, when he presented himself by order for routine check-up. “Just as you sometimes uproot a sickly plant and throw it away—to find later it has blossomed into a vigorous, beautiful flower in what are apparently adverse conditions, so it is sometimes with men. In making the effort to rise to the demands of this damnable planet they overcome their weakness. Everything here demands you exert three times normal power, you know.”


“I know.” Ralsor was gazing absently before him, stripped to the waist, as the medico examined his massive chest.


“You’ve gained about twelve pounds, Ralsor, and your heart is perfectly sound. Jupiter has apparently pulled you back out of the grave instead of putting you into it.”


“Not Jupiter, doc! Hatred!”


The medico gave a glance of surprise. “I never heard of hatred reviving a man! Killing him, yes, but not——”


“I said hatred!” There was cold murder in Ralsor’s eyes as he turned. “Hatred begets energy—the furious energy of determination! The determination to live, and avenge, and destroy!”


“Don’t waste your time on those thoughts, son. Once you land in this hell hole you never get out. Naturally you hate those who sent you here. We all do. But that——”


“The desire for vengeance has alone built me up into a man,” Ralsor retorted. “I was sent here through connivance and corruption in high places. I mean to get out and put things straight … So you see, my physical condition is only the outcome of consuming desire. I’ve got to get out! I’ve got to.”


The medico smiled wearily. “Many a time I’ve heard men rave like you’re doing now, Ralsor. You just can’t get out and there’s an end of it. Ammoniated-hydrogen atmosphere, cold equal nearly to interstellar space, the everlasting hurricanes which rage around this huge world— No! You’ll never do it.”


“I think differently. I’ve made plans.”


This time the doctor was silent. He stood watching as Ralsor rebuttoned his shirt. He studied the determination in the iron set of the face, the bright light of resolve in the blue eyes. He felt that for a moment he understood something of this young man’s obsession.


“Men,” Ralsor said presently, “occasionally go out to the surface to check on the exterior walls of this dome we’re living under. They have pressure-suits, of course, and that’s all I need. The problem of a spaceship may be more difficult but I’ll overcome it.”


“How?” the doctor asked bluntly. “The convict vessels which land here are out of the question. They’re heavily guarded and you’d never get aboard one.”


“I wasn’t thinking of doing so …” Ralsor paused and fixed his keen blue eyes on the doctor’s face. “I’m wondering why I’m telling you all this, doc. You could easily give me away and have me watched.”


“I could, son, but you know darned well I wouldn’t. No man in this hell-hole would ever give another away if he thought a chance of escape were possible— What are you thinking of doing?”


“Waiting for that rare occurrence—the arrival of a spaceship other than a convict machine. I’ve been looking through the library records and, on an average, about six machines fall on Jupiter in a year, most of them belonging to space-trotters who get caught in this planet’s terrific gravity-field and can’t pull free. Down they come, and more often than not the shock of landing kills the pilot but it does not wreck the vessel if it happens to land in the plasma surface near the Great Red Spot …” Ralsor paused and clenched his fists. “Next time such a vessel lands I’m going right after it.”


“Good luck,” the doctor said laconically. “You’re certainly going to need it. As a matter of interest how will you know when such a machine has landed? Most of the time this damnable planet is wreathed in vapours.”


“The radar equipment at the central control room gives a signal when a vessel has hit surface. I know the times of the convict ships, so one landing outside schedule may be what I’m looking for. I’ve every chance to keep an eye on that radar equipment, and I’ll keep on doing it!”


With that Ralsor took his departure and returned to his normal duties. As usual he went about them efficiently, giving no trouble, not betraying by a single action or word that he intended making a “break” the moment the opportunity seemed to present itself. By degrees he removed the different parts of a pressure-suit to a place of hiding—the helmet, the gloves and boots, breastplates and audiophones, and finally the major bulk of the suit itself. Because he did it by degrees the impression was conveyed that the suit was awaiting repair, parts being missing, so no official made enquiry.


This part done Ralsor deliberately stinted himself with rations, most of them in sealed concentrate form, and concealed these also against the time when they would be needed … The biggest difficulty was a gun, but this too he wangled finally by putting in a request for a flame incinerator with which to seal a breach in the wall on which he was working. Actually the instrument was not a gun within the strict meaning of the word: it was an oxygen jet, used for welding, and the only safe form of fire in an exterior atmosphere heavy in ammonia and hydrogen gas. Once he had the incinerator in his possession Ralsor took good care it remained there—and he successfully dodged the questions from the stores department by insisting that he had lost it. Nobody could prove otherwise, so that was that.


These preliminaries taken care of there was nothing else for him to do but wait for the ideal moment. And whilst he waited he thought, and planned, and weaved schemes—and his fellow workers wondered at his silence and his amazing recovery from the brink of death. By this time he was one of the strongest men in the settlement, constantly accustomed to lifting weights three times heavier than normal. He knew that when the giant muscles he had developed were used under ordinary conditions of gravity they would have a power and impact like a steam-hammer.
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