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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.
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Introduction

Nowadays specialized science fiction anthologies are everywhere, often filled with stories written just for those books. Robots, time travel, dystopias, telepathy, female authors—the themes are multitudinous, leading Vonda Mclntyre once to imagine a volume called Dwarf Stars: Stories by Short Science Fiction Writers. A quarter century ago, this kind of thing was unheard of. It sufficed that a tale fit within the genre (whatever that means; there are as many definitions of this field as there have been people trying to define it).

The present yarn grew out of a pioneering attempt to create a common starting point, if not a common motif. The planet Troas was designed by a professional scientist to seem attractively Earth-like, though with some exotic features. It had one catch. The first expedition to it never came back. Three writers, Isaac Asimov, James Blish, and myself, were given this much and asked to proceed at length. As might have been expected, the works we produced were wildly different. Unfortunately, plans fell through for their publication in a single volume, and they came out separately over a considerable period of time.

Mine was serialized in Astounding, as today’s Analog was then called, and afterward appeared in paperback under the title Planet of No Return. I have here restored the original name. Otherwise I have made no changes, not even in the orbit of Troas, the stability of which has been challenged. Planet-building is a lot of fun—could that be why God has seemingly done it so often?—and the risk of being caught out, which we mortals run when we play at it, simply adds zest to the game.

—Poul Anderson




“Wisdom is better than strength; nevertheless the poor man’s wisdom is despised, and his words are not heard. The words of wise men are heard in quiet more than the cry of him that ruleth among fools. Wisdom is better than weapons of war: but one sinner destroyeth much good.”

—Ecclesiastes, ix, 16-18


CHAPTER I



SOMEWHERE A RELAY clicked, and somewhere else a robot muttered to itself. Alarm lights shot through the spectrum into a hot and angry red, flashing and flashing, and a siren began its idiotic hoot.

“Get out of here!”

Three of the techs dropped what they were doing and shoved for a purchase against the nearest wall. The control panel was a yammer of crimson. Their weightless bodies slammed through the siren-raddled air toward the door.

“Come back here, you—!” They were gone before Kemal Gummus-lugils roar was finished. He spat after them and grabbed a hand ring and pushed himself toward the panel.

Radiation, radiation, radiation, screamed the siren. Radiation enough to blaze through all shielding and come out with a fury that ionized the engine-room air and turned the alarm system crazy. But the effects were cumulative—Gummus-lugil got close enough to the meters to read them. The intensity was mounting, but he could stand half an hour of it without danger.

Why had they saddled him with a bunch of thumbfingered morons so superstitious about gamma rays that they fled when the converter gave them a hard look?

He extended his arms before him, stopping his free-fall speed with fingertips and triceps. Reaching out for the manual cut-off, he slapped it down with a clank. Somehow the automatic safeties had failed to operate, and the nuclear fires in the converter were turning it into a small sun—but hell dammit, a man could still stop the thing!

Other relays went to work. Baffle plates shot home, cutting off the fuel supply. The converter’s power output was shunted to the generators, building up the damper fields which should stop the reaction—

And didn’t!

It took seconds for Gummus-lugil to realize that fact. Around him, within him, the air was full of death; to an eye sensitive in the hard frequencies, his lungs must have glowed; but now the intensity should be dropping, the nuclei slowed in fighting the damper field till their speed dropped below resonance, and he could stop to find out what was wrong. He pulled his way along the giant panel toward the meters for the automatic safeties, and felt sweat prickling under his arms.

He and his crew had been testing the newly installed converter, nothing more. Something could have been wrong with one or another of the parts; but the immense complex of interlocking controls which was the engine’s governor should have been self-regulating, foolproof, and—

The siren began hooting still louder.

Gummus-lugil felt his whole body grow wet. The fuel supply had been cut off, yes, but the reaction hadn’t been stopped. No damper fields! Behind the casing, all the fires of hell were burning themselves out. It would take hours before that was done, and everybody who stayed on the ship would be a dead man.

For an instant he hung there, aware of the endless falling sensation of weightlessness, aware of the noise and the vicious red lights. If they abandoned the ship in her orbit, she would be hot for days to come and the converter would be ruined. He had to flush the thing—now!.

Behind him, the shielded bulkheads closed, and the ventilation system stopped its steady whirr. The ship’s robomonitors would not let poison spread too swiftly through her entire body. They, at least, were still functioning. But they didn’t care about him, and radiation was eating at his flesh.

He bit his teeth together and got to work. The emergency manuals still seemed okay. He spoke into his throat mike: “Gummus-lugil to bridge. I’m going to flush this damned thing. That means the outside hull will be hot for a few hours. Anybody out there?”

“No.” The supervisor’s voice sounded small and scared. “We’re all standing by the lifeboat locks. Don’t you think we should just abandon ship and let her burn herself out?”

“And ruin a billion solars’ worth of engine? No, thanks! Just stay where you are, you’ll be okay.” Even in this moment, the engineer snorted. He began turning the main flushing wheel, bracing his feet against his body’s tendency to rotate the other way.

The auxiliaries were purely mechanical and hydraulic—for which praises be to the designers, now when all electronic equipment seemed to have gone mad. Gummus-lugil grunted, feeling the effort in his muscles. A series of ports opened. The rage of more-than-incandescent gases spilled out into space, a brief flame against darkness and then nothing the human eye could see.

Slowly, the red lights dulled to yellow and the siren moderated its voice. The radioactivity in the engine room was falling off already. Gummus-lugil decided that he’d not had a harmful dose, though the doctors would probably order him a couple of months off the job.

He went through the special safety exit; in the chamber beyond, he shucked his clothes and gave them to the robot. Beyond that, there were three successive decontamination rooms; it took half an hour before a Geiger proclaimed him fit for human society. He slipped on the coverall which another robot handed him and made his way to the bridge.

The supervisor shrank from him, just a trifle, as he entered. “All right,” said Gummus-lugil sarcastically. “I know I’m a little radioactive yet. I know I should go ringing a bell and crying, ‘Unclean! Unclean!’ But right now I want to make a call to Earth.”

“Huh … oh, yes, yes. Of course.” The supervisor scurried through the air toward the com-desk. “Where to?” “Lagrange Institute head office.” “What … went wrong? Do you know?” “Everything. More than could possibly happen by chance. If I hadn’t been the only man aboard with the brains of an oyster, the ship would’ve been abandoned and the converter ruined.” “You don’t mean—”

Gummus-lugil raised his fingers and ticked them off one by one: “S, A, B, O, T, A, G, E spells ‘sabotage.’ And I want to get the bastard that did it and hang him with his own guts.”
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