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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.









LOST AEONS


Few adventures in the annals of spatial conquest have aroused so much interest and speculation as the discovery, some ten years ago, of Cloris 2. Often described nowadays as a small, exotic world of infinite charm, Cloris 2 is regarded as an ideal holiday resort. It now boasts some of the best hotels and playgrounds in the universe, yet not so long ago it was deserted, peopled only by the ghosts of a long dead race. Belonging to a neighbouring galaxy, Cloris 2 was well outside the exploration range of vessels at the time with which this account deals. It could, therefore, only have been visited through a mischance, without hope of return. Such a chance was forced on a handful of people against their will. Caught up in the mesh of an operation which began in the past, they had no choice. Their adventures make a fast-moving story in which human courage and the hand of the unexpected play their part. It tells of space piracy, narrow escapes from alien defence and the ghosts of past tragedy. All the colourful romance and gripping adventure of the spaceways is here in a form which will thrill you from beginning to end.


BERL CAMERON.







CHAPTER ONE


Traveller’s Rest


So many varied and garbled stories have been told of the second “discovery” of Cloris 2 and its subsequent development that a number of people of widely differing interests recently badgered us repeatedly to put down an authentic account and so silence once and for all the misinformed tales which were at one time rife regarding that small, exotic world of peace and plenty. That request in itself may not appear to be such an arduous undertaking—especially for one like me who was in on the business from the beginning—yet the task of sifting the events which led up to it, and trying to correlate the many disjointed items of which the adventure was composed is rather more than I feel capable of doing. Were I a skilled historian it would probably seem a light piece of work, but at the same time I suppose it would be bound to turn out as a somewhat dry and factual account with little or no regard for the intensely important part played by the human element in its tender or ugly characteristics. And the human element did enter into it very strongly, perhaps to a greater extent than most people realised. So, in spite of a great many misgivings—and bolstered by a lot of encouragement from Marcia—I think the best thing I can do is to tell it as it actually happened, stage by stage from the beginning.


One of the hardest tasks in such a work is to decide from what exact point in time the beginning could be said to date. Certainly at no time were there any indications Station 4 would lead up to the extraordinary culmination whatever that our normal routine on Navigational Aid at which Cloris 2 became a part of the scheme of things. And yet there must have been such a point were we canny enough to see it and recognise it for what it was. Again the only course I can take is to fall back on telling things in their natural sequence.


NAS4—Navigational Aid Station 4, that is—was a bare and lonely place set to one side of the main trans-orbit route between Mars and Earth. Three of us manned it, doing a six-week tour of duty. There were four such teams relieving one another by turn, and believe me six weeks on the little floating island in space was quite sufficient for any man. Since the time of which I speak, just over ten years ago now, the old NAS system has been superseded by long range beaming beacons on the bigger satellite bodies of the planetary system, but in those days we hadn’t advanced very far and the task of sending out directional impulses to the ships then plying was confined to the floating NA stations, about six or seven of them in all.


A little information about these stations is essential, though many of the older generation will know it already. It is at the younger people, however, that this account is really aimed, and it is they who tend to dismiss the events of ten years ago as old history hardly worth studying. Therefore I feel bound to recap a little despite the danger of earning their smiles of superiority. It seems essential not to dismiss those earlier efforts made by men of brilliance who first planned the great space routes when the conquest of inter-planetary travel was at last accomplished. They may seem obsolete and slightly ridiculous now when we look back on them, but at the time they were as vital to safety in their own makeshift way as more modern systems have since shown themselves to be. To go back then, the NAS islands were little more than floating chambers, air locked against the vacuum of space, and equipped with directional radio and ultra transmitters sending out the vital beams by which vessels on the regular runs obtained their routine fixes. There was also equipment for recording and isolating various cosmic indications for re-transmission to Earth and the secondary base on Mars at the terminus of the freighter route. Mars had not then been developed to such an extent as it has been in recent years, and there were few ships plying on the route apart from the regular tramps and the odd executive. It is true that several parties were often engaged in exploring Mars and documenting what information they could glean from the ancient ruins discovered there. There had, at that time, been a number of valuable finds to record. Archeologists and others interested in the mystery of earlier Martian history were always agog whenever something new turned up, for it was plain that a whole fresh field of research was there to be discovered given time and the necessary keys. At the time of which I write those keys—in the form of ancient symbolic characters not unlike the runic script to be found on Earth—had recently been found. Knowledge had progressed to such an extent that a fairly comprehensive picture of the long-dead Martian culture was already being built up by patient study.


I mention this question of the ancient Martian culture for one reason only—it does have an important bearing on the sequence of events which were shortly to plunge my two companions and me into what later proved to be an adventure of the highest order. But that must come in its proper sequence.


We were in our fifth week of duty on NAS4, and all of us were looking forward to the arrival of the relief ship. There were Peter Barret, Ivan Senor and I, Jim Donelly, three men in a confined space cluttered with equipment and beginning to feel the strain of one another’s company. It was not a new sensation. Anyone who spends much time cooped up with his fellows will tell you the same, especially if he has had any space experience.


We worked in four hourly shifts, one being on duty while the other two amused themselves as best they could. Somewhat naturally the facilities were limited, and it was not until later on when greater thought was given to the leisure hours of such station teams that matters improved. At that time, however, we had to be content with books, cards and anything else we could think of to keep our minds occupied in off-duty periods. When I tell you—or remind you, perhaps I should say—that the NA stations were little more than thirty feet square by something like ten or twelve in depth you will understand better how constricted we were.


With only four days to go before the relief ship came to pick us up we were irritable and cantankerous, nervy and very bad-tempered with one another. I think we would have welcomed anything in the way of a diversion at that stage, but I sometimes wonder what we should have said if we’d known where it would land us when it did come—unexpectedly as so many of the great things in life do happen.


Peter Barret was writing a letter at the radio desk. He wore phones and occasionally glanced at the meters as he wrote. Peter was always writing letters. He was a tall young man with dark curly hair and a snub nose, pale brown eyes and a firm jaw. Usually he was quiet, but more than once I had seen him when his temper was roused and then the sparks really flew. Actually both Ivan and I liked him a lot, but right then we were all very edgy with boredom.


Ivan was playing solitaire with a very dog-eared pack of cards. He sat with his back to me and even the expression of the back of his head was surly, if you know what I mean.


I had a great respect for Ivan Senor. He was short and thick-set, very level-headed ordinarily, and a fine man to be with in a jam. But, like Peter and me, he was suffering from being shut up with his companions in quarters where privacy was always at a premium.


The time was 17.00 Earth time. I was lying on my bunk in one of our three little cubby-hole cabins. The door was open so that I could see into the main compartment. I was reading Frengal’s latest publication on the lost civilisation which had once peopled Mars. It was a subject that always fascinated me, one of which I never tired. On my last leave but one I had spent a considerable time wandering among the ruined cities alongside the Great Canal. Certainly the time had not been wasted, for I had found some fragments of substance which the archeologists had pounced on with plenty of appreciation. They were still trying to date the ruins on Mars, and it seemed that the fragments I bad picked up showed a good carbon dating reaction when subjected to the normal radio activity tests. I’d been told they were getting closer to the definite answer they wanted, and that much of their progress was thanks to my find. But that’s neither here nor there. I was reading Frengal’s stuff and enjoying it. Peter was writing; Ivan playing solitaire. Ivan sucked his teeth once or twice and I cursed him beneath my breath. There were a few irritating crackles from Peter’s notepaper and his pen had an annoying scratch at times.


I looked up from the book, across the main compartment to the big quartzite port-hole. Through it there was only the unchanging velvet of space to be seen, dotted here and there with the uncountable celestial bodies of the universe. It was a sight to sober a man no matter how many times he glimpsed it, for like nothing else it brought home to him the smallness of Man himself, his insignificance against this tremendous setting and background of limitless age.


The time buzzer went. It was my turn on duty in five minutes. Peter sat up straight, stretched his arms and yawned noisily.


“For God’s sake don’t start that din!” snapped Ivan. He made an angry gesture and swept his cards together savagely.


Peter looked over his shoulder with a scowl.


“I’ll make what noise I like!” he returned. “What about Jim, there, mumbling to himself! Doesn’t he get on your nerves? I’ll be damned glad when I get off this floating sausage and back to civilisation!”


Ivan started to say something else. I closed the book with a snap and swung my legs to the floor, preparing to join in the wrangle that was obviously about to develop. It’s odd, but even a minor quarrel can seem quite attractive at times!


Peter glared at me. “What are you butting in for?” he demanded.


“I haven’t said a word yet,” I told him curtly. “But I will if you like!”


Ivan laughed and growled something under his breath. Then: “Save your breath!” he said. “You’ll need it all for those long discussions about the ruins on Mars when you get back home. I dare say people think you’re darned clever, don’t they?” There was a sneer in his voice that I didn’t like.


“The fact that I’m interested in a subject which is plainly above your head,” I said, “doesn’t entitle you to talk like that. There’s nothing to be so smug about, Ivan, and I’ll ask you to mind your own damned business in future.”


He grinned in a goading fashion that made my blood boil.


“Listen to him!” he said. “The great archeologist in person, scratching about among the ruins of a lost civilisation that no one will ever unravel. Can you answer all the stock questions yet, Jim?”


I kept my temper with difficulty, not wishing to start a first class row between us. Deep down we were friends, and I knew it, just as Ivan knew it, and Peter. This was a childish affair, but it could grow into something bigger and more lasting if we weren’t careful.


Ivan went on: “Well, can you? What happened to the people who once lived on Mars? There aren’t any now, only a few skeletons. Where are they?”


“We shall find out in time, I’ve no doubt. Don’t let’s fight over this—it isn’t worth it.”


“I’m not fighting with anyone!” he retorted.


“Sounds as if you’re making a good shot at it!” said Peter slyly. “Jim, I don’t want to interrupt this interesting argument, but it’s your turn at listening watch. If you’ve no objection I’d like to turn in for a while.”


“Make the tea first,” said Ivan. “I did it last time.”


So we wrangled and niggled until we were all thoroughly sick of the sight of one another. It was absurd really of course, but it does happen. Cooped up, little incidents take on a disproportional importance, threatening to cause a serious split whereas under other circumstances no one would take the slightest notice of them. And so with us that day in NAS4.…


I took over from Peter Barret with barely a word, glad to see the back of him, glad to have something different to do for a few hours. He and Ivan fell to squabbling with irritating persistence but little real heart, and in the end Peter went to his cabin and turned in for some sleep. Comparative peace reigned for a good half hour.


It was shattered by an all-stations call from Information Base on Earth. The call came over the ultra with its usual accompaniment of cosmic crackle and surge, but I had no difficulty in getting it down.


Ivan pushed his card game aside and came over to stand behind me, curiosity overcoming animosity as it always did among us.


“Unidentified ship, eh?” he said, reading from the block on which I scribbled.


I nodded, throwing the switch for a verbal check back.


“NAS4 to IB,” I said. “Check back; here it comes: All ships and NA stations are requested to keep a lookout for a large vessel at present unidentified. The ship is thought to be out of control, or a derelict. She passed close to a liner on the Venusian run but made no reply to ultra calls. No clear description of the vessel is to hand, except that she is very large and of apparently unusual design. The latter information, however, may be due to spatial distortion which was interfering with screen reception. However, it is passed for what it is worth, and any further news of this vessel should be relayed to this base without delay. This is an all-station call and must be acted on as such. There may be danger to other shipping from this uknown craft. The last report of its location was in Sector Z of Zonal Area 9, heading on a course between Orbit 22 and Orbit 23. Course, however, could not be established with any degree of accuracy. Check back ends. NAS4 to IB, listening out.”


I glanced up at Ivan who was frowning over my shoulder.


“What do you make of that?” I said.


Before he could reply the IB answered back and checked me out. I acknowledged and threw the switch over smartly.


Ivan said: “Darned if I know, Jim. Still, it gives us something to think about, doesn’t it?” He grinned in his better humoured manner. The tension between us seemed to fade into the background.


“You’re right there,” I admitted. “We needn’t wake Peter to tell him. He’d only grouse. Save it till he comes to on his own. How about some more tea?”


“I was thinking on the same lines.” Ivan frowned once more, deep in thought as he turned away and went across to the tiny kitchen section of our isolated home from home.


I listened in to all the other stations replying to IB. None of them had apparently seen or heard of the unidentified ship that had been reported. There were various queries as to what manner of ship it might be. Checking through the standing list of missing vessels I could think of none which fitted in, and the chances of a derelict being on the loose were enough to worry me slightly. Uncontrolled, such a vessel might cause disaster, especially as no one had as yet logged either its route or its exact whereabouts.


Ivan came back with two mugs of steaming tea and a couple of biscuits, one for each of us. He pulled up another stool and parked himself at the radio desk alongside me, absent-mindedly nibbling his biscuit and staring vacantly at the milky surface of the visiscreen to one side of the instrument panel. The screen was switched off, since none of us were expecting to see anything within our range until the regular freight tramp called with mail on its way home from Mars in just over thirty hours’ time. That would be the last ship we spoke with before our own relief vessel arrived at the end of the duty. I thought about it all as I sat there and wondered what it would feel like if by some disaster we were suddenly condemned to remain where we were forever, unrelieved. It was a thought to forget as quickly as possible, but it led me to wondering about the unidentified ship about which we had recently been notified. There had been cases known of breakdowns which rendered vessels incapable of returning to their base. One or two lucky crews had got away with it through falling in with some other ship, but the unlucky ones … no, it wasn’t a pretty idea at all. There’d be no escape whatever, and the men would see themselves driving on and on till the end of time without hope of return. On and on through the vastness of outer space, as yet unexplored, untested even by the bravest adventurers. A ship out of control … driving on and on … her crew dying of starvation.


“Jim,” said Ivan suddenly, shattering my unpleasant train of thought, “suppose—— No, forget it! Sorry I spoke.”


I eyed him shrewdly. Ivan didn’t often start in to say something and then change his mind.


“What is it?” I said quietly. “Don’t be shy!”


He grinned. “Forget it,” he said firmly. “It’s too fantastic anyway.”


I gave up trying to make him talk; he could be very obstinate if he chose, as I knew from past experience.


Peter woke up, yawned and came from his cabin to join us. He was like a bear with a sore head, but seemed to sense that Ivan and I were no longer on fighting terms.


“Information message came in a while ago,” I said, passing it to him to read. “Unidentified vessel of some kind. No one has a clue what type it is. Probably a derelict that drifted back into the system after months and months of being lost in the outer glacatic region. Don’t suppose we shall ever know, Pete, but keep your eyes skinned just in case.”


I had the visiscreen working by now, thinking it wise to keep an eye open, though I very much doubted if the strange ship would ever come our way. Judging from the rough course and location given in the message from IB it was likely to turn up anywhere but in the vicinity of NAS4. But I’ve always been a man to take precautions, and having the screen working was an obvious one. Every now and again, while the other two were speculating on the minor mystery I scanned throughout the zone in all directions, idly but with care. Needless to say nothing appeared.


The hours wore on. My turn for duty finished. I went to sleep, woke up, ate, read, played cards with Peter and was on again eight hours later.


Ivan turned in when I took over from him and Peter was again writing letters. It seemed a waste of effort really in view of the fact that we should be home on Earth pretty soon now, but I didn’t bother to tell him so; it was his business anyway.


Nothing of importance had happened at all since the little mystery of the unidentified ship which had been reported, and I regret to say that the three of us were once again slipping back into an ill-tempered state of mind. I did my best to keep aloof from it, but inevitably was drawn in against my will and because I was in that very frame of mind myself.


It was one of the standing rules of our job that we sent in a routine report by means of ultra call every four hours. Each one of us, therefore, sent out his call to Earth about an hour after the beginning of his own particular turn on duty.


I had just made mine, listening as I did so to the irritable voices of Ivan and Peter, when the earphones crackled again with another transmission. I had only been using one at the time, but covered my ear with the second now that there was something to listen to.


“Hello NAS4,” said a voice. “Hello, can you hear me? Please reply if you can as I need assistance.”


I turned my head. “Shut up, you two morons!” I said. “There’s something going on; someone calling us, a ship.”


Instantly Peter and Ivan were quiet, standing behind me, their own squabbles forgotten.


“Give him the okay, Jim,” said Peter.


I said: “NAS4 … NAS4. We are hearing you. What ship are you? What is the trouble? Come in.”


The voice was not strong. Indeed the whole signal was a little on the faint side. Either the vessel was a long way off or its transmitter was improperly tuned—or damaged.


“Salvage vessel Hermes to NAS4,” said the voice. “Glad to contact you, friend. Give us a beam in for heaven’s sake. We are partially under control and can just make a course. If you’ll beam us in we can tie up and maybe repair the damage.”


I glanced at the other two. “Hear that?” I said quietly.


They nodded. “Give him the okay, Jim.”


A sudden wariness seized me then. I can’t tell why or what brought it on, but I was cagey.


“How badly are you damaged, Hermes?” I inquired. “State the cause of the damage please; we have no facilities here for major repair work.”


The voice came back, a shade impatiently: “Meteor shower caught us unawares on the run in off Zero-5 Digression Arc from Mars. Some of the stability tubes were broken, and one of our forward compartments sprang a leak. The sealer doors are holding at the moment, but they may go any time. We just have to beam in on you, NAS4 or we’re done!”


“You’re welcome,” I told him. “Come on in. Give me your present position and we’ll plot you out a beam line.”


The voice was relieved when it gave me the necessary information. Within a matter of seconds Peter and Ivan were going to it with the astral charts and radial clinometers. We passed a beaming in course to Hermes and locked the robot sender on the ultra beam itself. If they could control their ship they couldn’t fail to arrive on our doorstep.


We’d done our bit; the rest was up to the crew of Hermes.


Peter eyed me suspiciously. “Why were you so cagey with that check up?” he inquired. “I’m not blaming you, but why, Jim? Any reason?”


I shrugged. Can’t say there was,” I answered. “It was just that I wasn’t entirely happy about it, that’s all.”


Ivan snorted and rubbed a hand over his face. There was a vaguely disturbing look of doubt in his eyes when he looked at me a moment later. Suddenly he turned and went over to the “hazard plot,” checking up. The hazard plot was a kind of spatial chart on which all known hazards were marked in as and when reported. We kept it right up to date from the information messages sent out by IB.


“Meteor shower, eh?” mused Ivan. “Nothing shown in the vicinity he mentioned. I wonder …? Oh hell, we shall soon find out!” He faced us again. “I guess we’re all getting the jitters,” he said ruefully. “Imagining things!”


Peter grinned. I went on keeping contact with Hermes but it was a very long time before she showed up on the screen, and even then she was nothing but a slow-moving speck of white. As I watched I did a lot of thinking on various matters, my mind oddly uneasy. I began to try to find solutions to impossible questions regarding the Hermes and her plight, which was of course fantastic in view of the information we’d been given by her skipper. She’d hit some trouble and was calling in for aid, that was all. It was stupid of me to make anything else out of it. But I still wasn’t happy and kept a very close eye on the indicator spot that marked the vessel’s course on the screen as she neared us.


The others, too, seemed a little uneasy, though nothing was said. They were constantly watching the screen, their eyes and minds checking up subconsciously as if expecting to find something wrong. I believe they were disappointed when nothing seemed to indicate that the Hermes was doing anything that could not be expected of a crippled vessel.
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