



[image: Cover Image]





THE ALIEN ONES


Lionel Fanthorpe and Patricia Fanthorpe
writing as
Leo Brett


[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.


      




CHAPTER ONE


There was a strange protesting noise from the engine room of the Hypertron. Safron Wilde leapt up from the antigrav bunk and flung open the engine room door with unnecessary violence. Celeste glanced at him as she plotted a course on the battered old key board of the rumbling computer. Safron stood looking at the engine like a man turned to stone. Celeste looked up with a weary sigh.


“Is it bad?” she called.


“Is it bad!” His voice held a certain amount of anger, resignation and mockery. These were not normal emotions as far as Safron Wilde was concerned. At least they were not normally the emotions which he expressed toward Celeste. But neither Safron nor his wife had managed to snatch more than two hours of consecutive sleep since the Hypertron had come out of the warp and they had prepared for the landing on Orkol.


Back on earth—what seemed like a thousand years ago—the whole prospect had seemed so different. Orkol was a pioneer planet. There were land grants, machinery grants, and there was wild wonderful talk from those who had been there and made furtunes and come back. Nobody knew such people personally, but many claimed to know of them.


Safron Wilde had been a junior research chemist with one of the intergalactic cartels. It had been a frustrating and not particularly rewarding sort of job, in any sense. He had talked it over with Celeste for weeks and months. They had begun to dream; then they had begun to plan. The plan, he thought bitterly, as he looked at the smoking crackling engine that had once powered the Hypertron, had materialized in the form of this ship. She had cost them every penny that they had scraped together, and even then, she had been far cheaper than a ticket, let alone two tickets, on one of the great hyperdrive ships that carried colonists and passengers with speed, facility and safety.


They had not realized just how bad the Hypertron was until they put the ancient craft to the test. Now they knew. Celeste had taken a computer-girl course. Safron Wilde had studied space engineering and astrogation until he had obtained a grade 3 pilot certificate, the lowest qualification which a man needed before being allowed to blast off. Safron’s limited knowledge would have been perfectly adequate if their ship had been new and spaceworthy. Celeste’s computer work would have been satisfactory, if she had been using a computer which had all its valves and relays. But since they lacked experience as they did, the defaulting equipment of the Hypertron had been a challenge which had almost overcome them. This latest engine failure was the last word.


Celeste locked the computer in the intermediate phase position and walked through into the engine room. At sight of the smoking, crackling, main-drive unit, she could feel tears trying to spring to her eyes. Safron had his temper under control again. He put his arm around her waist and squeezed gently.


“Sorry I snarled, honey,” he said.


She squeezed his hand. “It’s all right, darling. I understand.”


“This has been one heck of a trip,” said Safron. He kicked the engine housing savagely with a steel-toed space boot. The clang echoed and reverberated right around the ship. “I really wish you could feel it, you old warhorse,” he snarled at the engine, and brought his fist crashing down onto another part of the housing. “All right; let’s get the thing disconnected and start stripping it down.”


“If, and I only said if,” said Celeste with a brave little smile, “at the seventeenth attempt I have now managed to get the course correct, I think we are in a stable orbit.”


“How far up?” asked Safron.


“Between four and five thousand miles; it’s elliptic,” answered Celeste.


“We must thank the gods of the galaxy for that,” said Wilde.


“We’ve got a little time if we haven’t got much else,” agreed Celeste.


“You had better go and do something about a landing course,” said Safron, “and I’ll see what, if anything, can be done with this glorious mess under here.”


The Hypertron’s toolkit was on a par with the rest of the ship. There were spanners which did not fit, not because they were the wrong size but because they had been bent, forced and strained by a succession of desperate owners who had heaved the engine housing off times without number. There were nuts and bolts holding the housing cover down which were gnarled and blemished until their once octagonal shapes were treacherously slippery crude circles. Within a minute Safron Wilde’s knuckles were bleeding profusely and his temper climbed three octaves. His eyes blazed fire as he sniffed the ozons that still crackled and spat from the defaulting engine.


Two knuckles and half an hour later he had half the housing clear; the rest of it he decided to leave. It was possible to get the unit out through the aperture he had made. He had rigged up a chain and pulley device; it was not of the best and it was by no means safe, but in orbit as they were, he reckoned he could do the job by turning off the Hypertron’s pseudograv to allow the weightlessness of their present orbital course to take the danger out of moving the engine.


Safron also knew that there were dangers in switching off the pseudograv, but he reckoned they were slighter than the perils which would be involved in leaving it on. He got the engine out at last, and saw that a long rewind job was going to be necessary. There was no mechanical rewinder on board the Hypertron. It was one of those semiessential pieces of equipment, which their very limited budget had not permitted them to buy.


Celeste, looking pale and tired, had just finished the computer course. Safron called her through. Resignation had taken the place of the violent outburst of temper which he had displayed earlier. He had put a bandage on his knuckles, and now that the engine was out there was a certain feeling of relief to know that it was only a rewind job.


“Celeste, darling,” he called.


She came and stood beside him. He pointed; she took a deep breath.


“Rewind?” she asked.


“Yes, rewind,” answered Safron.


“Oh dear!”


Two simple little monosyllables, he thought, but how much expression lay behind them, how much tragedy, how much labor and how much misery! He only hoped that Orkol would live up to its name, that it would be a land flowing with milk and honey after this wilderness of space.


It took them nineteen hours to complete the hand rewinding. By the time they had finished, they were ready to drop where they stood. Their hands were raw from the constant passage of the wire; to touch anything was flaming agony. Safron Wilde gritted his teeth and slowly and deliberately got hold of the engine. Inch by inch he lowered it back into its case. He put the housing back and secured it with two of the eighteen bolts. He chose two that were least fouled up: then, with crossed fingers, he put the Hypertron into landing orbit.


They started out of the landing orbit in a long, slow, gentle, gliding descent. At last they could see Orkol below them. The planetary landscape, which swept past through the visiports as they looked, was predominantly blue. There were wide, round, fawn and brown-colored areas that looked as if they might have been some kind of deserts, or perhaps they were expanses of nonchlorophyll vegetation. There were strange black lines, from which round black patches, smaller than the brown patches, budded off at intervals. These black patches with their thin connecting threads looked like small lakes of some dark substance at whose composition Safron and Celeste could only guess.


In the middle of the brown deserts, if they were deserts, there were small bright red areas. Whether these were outcroppings of rock or patches of some peculiar vegetation, the space emigrants had no means of knowing. In the far distance there were pale green and white amorphous fields, without any clear-cut borders or definitive qualities at all. What they were neither Safron nor Celeste was able to decide.


The ship’s radio suddenly crackled into life.


“We have made contact!” shouted Safron.


“This is Orkol Pioneer Landing Authority,” said a voice. It was a rather metalic, voice; it didn’t contain the welcoming note which Safron had hoped it might contain. He and Celeste glanced at one another.


“Do you require landing permission? Identify yourselves,” said the mechanical voice.


Safron Wilde picked up the microphone. He lifted it from its magnetic seating and said: “Request permission to land. We are Safron and Celeste Wilde from earth; we have emigrants’ permit 2961/3 checked and in order, one male, one female colonist.”


“How romantic!” whispered Celeste.


“Landing instructions follow,” announced the mechanical voice.


They had a job to keep up with the landing instructions on the ancient, battered computer, but necessity had been a better teacher than the computer college, which Celeste had attended before they blasted off.


Now they were actually coming down. Safron, working with unreliable and intermittent retrorockets and steerage rockets, got the Hypertron turned and into a descending phase. Down she came, like an elevator in need of repair, like a parachute with holes in its canopy, like a balloon in the hands of an inexperienced operator who does not know how hard to pull the valve control. Only a few hundred feet now separated the jerking Hypertron from the surface of Orkol. Celeste and Safron clung to each other and the padding of the cabin’s landing control area. The Hypertron began to jerk more wildly, and Safron increased the breaking rocket a little, which didn’t seem to help much.


“Bunk!” he shouted. “Quick!” He half-flung, half-carried Celeste onto the nearest of the antigrav bunks and hurled himself on to the other, a matter of seconds before the impact which told them they were down. Automatically the rockets cut out. Safron and Celeste leapt from their bunks, a little bruised and a little breathless, but deliriously happy.


They had landed on Orkol. For a few seconds they hugged each other in a wild abandoned dance of triumph, weariness and pain forgotten, and then they scampered down the steps, as excited as two children. They left the lock open behind them. The runway was deserted.


“No red carpet!” exclaimed Celeste.


“No brass band!” grinned Safron.


“You would have thought at least there would have been a spaceport official,” muttered Celeste, just slightly disappointed.


From a small, rather ramshackle-looking building a robot clanked toward them.




CHAPTER TWO


Celeste and Safron stood looking uncertainly at the robot which approached. It was by no means a new pattern, and as she looked at it Celeste couldn’t help thinking that it might have been made by the same company whose inimitable standards of production had fashioned the Hypertron. There was about the robot the same kind of worn-out, inefficient look that the old space ship had. Celeste and Safron continued to stare at the clanking, whirring, anthropoid thing that was clattering toward them across the runway. There was no sight, sound or smell of anyone else; just a great expanse of lonely runway on a huge, wild, bare, untamed planet, and a robot that was so run down that it looked like something from the comedy sequence of a silent film of a thousand years ago. It reached them and turned its metallic head stiffly and awkwardly.


Safron did not like tin men at all. Perhaps an associationist psychologist or a psychoanalyst would have been able to tell him that far back in his childhood he had been frightened by one, or had done something unpleasant to a robot, and thus given himself a guilt complex. Whatever the true explanation was psychologically, the fact remained that Safron Wilde found robots rather repulsive and frightening. He felt the same antipathy toward them as he would have felt toward Frankenstein’s monster, and yet he had to admit to himself that robots were an essential part of everyday life. They were efficient, economical and useful to an almost unlimited degree. They were company for lonely prospectors on distant worlds around the galactic rim; they were developing year by year and decade by decade, and each new modification increased the aesthetic appeal of their appearance and the usefulness of their function. The robot which limped toward them now on one stiff metal leg—whose knee would apparently never bend again—was not the kind of robot that one saw on the video screen advertisements. It looked to Safron as though it might well have belonged in one of the three classical categories, the halt, the lame, and the blind. Perhaps, thought the young pioneer, it might well have belonged in all three. Now that the robot was close enough for them to study its features in some detail, Safron noticed that the right eye of the creature was milked over completely. Something had soured and blemished the chemicals of the photo-electric cell. The left eye had a pronounced crack down the middle of its scanning lens. What kind of effect that crack had upon the data which the lens absorbed and which various electronic systems relayed to the artificial brain Safron and Celeste could only guess.


The robot suddenly spoke.


“Greetings,” it said. Safron had no doubt that this was the same voice he had heard inside the ship.


“I return your greetings,” he replied, scarcely knowing what else to say. Celeste looked from the robot to the huge expanse of open runway and even more open, wild planet beyond it.


“Is this all the reception we get?” she asked suddenly.


“Reception?” asked the robot. “What reception did you expect?”


If a human being had said it, it would have been offensive and sarcastic, but from that tin mouth it was neither. Safron raised an eyebrow and looked at the robot’s battered alloy face.


The ear pieces were two domes of dented wire mesh. The robot looked as though it were the whipping boy, or apprentice, of some fearsome taskmaster who buffeted it around the head whenever the mood took him.


“Will you come with me to the administration buildings?” it said.


“Tell me,” returned Safron, as he and Celeste fell in step beside the jerking anthropoid machine, limping and whirring as it walked, “why aren’t any of the human inhabitants of Orkol here to meet us?”


“This is a new, raw young planet,” answered the robot. “It is not possible for colonists to leave their work and stand about the spaceport on the chance of somebody arriving. If a very big load is expected, two other robots come to help me with administration, or perhaps one or two of the older colonists who do not work much on the land.”


“Nobody can be that busy! Isn’t it an exciting event when new colonists come?” asked Safron.


“Not really,” responded the robot. “Many come, many go.”


“I did not wish to seem curious,” said Safron. For in his office, back on earth, he had worked with robots and felt that, although he disliked them, he knew their ways quite well.


“You seem to have had an accident,” he went on.


“It was a nasty accident,” replied the robot. “I was almost too far gone to repair. Luckily, my brain was undamaged, and at the same time, it is fortunate that a vacancy arose here.”


“Did something happen to the previous spaceport controller?” asked Celeste with interest.


“Unfortunately for him—yes. But as I said, it was lucky for me. I could not have done heavy work any more,” explained the robot.


They noticed that one of its arms hung limp as it walked. The stiff arm seemed to match the stiff leg. It turned its head equally stiffly and regarded them with the cracked lens of its one good eye.


“I was working in one of the mines; there was a rock fall, forty or fifty tons of it. Three robots were destroyed completely. We have not found even one of them.”


“How sad,” said Celeste.


“Not sad. Robots do not worry about ‘death’ as you understand it. They do not have the same kind of feelings as humans. But it is a pity. It is good to be, and when one can no longer be, it is regrettable—but it is not sad.”


“How did the vacancy arise at the spaceport?” asked Safron.


“An old ship, an old ship like yours, not well piloted and in poor repair,” began the robot.


Safron grinned to himself. Whatever else the robot had it was not a particularly tactful creature …


“What happened to the previous controller, then?” pursued Celeste.


“He was not far enough away from the runway when the ship landed. We only found one of his legs …” said the robot.


Safron gulped.


“They landed the ship on top of the controller?” he gasped.


“It was not their fault; the retrorockets were cross-wired.”


“Help,” exclaimed Safron. He imagined what kind of a muddle he would have been in, if he had pressed what he fondly believed to be the number 3 firing key and had found that the number 6 rocket fired!


“Apparently the ship was repaired by a drunken mechanic somewhere,” said the robot.


“Well, there’s one thing,” said Safron as he smiled rather whimsically. “Robots don’t drink, do they?”


The robot made a significant noise.


“You mean you have some kind of equivalent for our alcohol? But what? How?” asked Safron. He was grinning. He had never found a robot quite as appealing as he found this one. His dislike was beginning to vanish like morning mist. He found this clanking, whirring, half-crippled, half-blind, tin thing somehow an object of pity and interest. Perhaps it was because the robot was crippled and maimed that Safron felt for it the sympathy he did. Sympathy, like love, had the power to cast out fear.


They reached the administration building.


“I believe your number is 2961/3. Is that correct?” asked the tin-voiced robot.


“That is correct,” agreed Safron. Celeste nodded her agreement.


“Good,” said the robot. “Now we will proceed.” It took out a file, a file of punched computer cards, and Celeste found herself looking at the spaceport computer with a kind of professional interest.


But the computer in the Orkol spaceport, although bigger than the little portable model, the battered portable model in their ship, was by no means in better condition. The keys of a computer are meant to be handled delicately, which is why women so often make far better computer operators than men. Certainly the keys of a computer perform best under the gentle tapping of human fingers—even masculine fingers. When a keyboard has been for some time in the ‘hands’ of a partly sighted, one-armed robot, its keys tend to deteriorate, to put it mildly. Colored lights flashed and scintillated as the robot fed in the punch card data. He began walloping keys like some strange cosmic dance-band drummer, determined to find a new sound or to destroy his kit in the attempt.


The computer wheezed and groaned, crackled and sparked in sympathy. The robot turned around and ushered them to two chairs beyond its scarred-topped plastic desk.
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