



[image: Cover Image]





Asteroid Forma


Denis Hughes


Writing as Rand Le Page


[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


Galactic Tramp


“How much longer, pilot?” asked Erok restlessly. “I shall be glad when this trip is over, I can tell you!”


Erok had been saying the same kind of things for the last three months. I was getting rather tired of him; I was tired of all Mendarians and promised myself never to ship another of the race as long as I operated. Now I turned in my seat and eyed him bleakly, summoning all the unfriendly expressions I could muster. For weeks past he had been poking his lizard-skinned face into the control room at too frequent intervals, always with the same question, the same complaining tone. If he hadn’t been paying me good money I’d have turned back and dumped him on Crantzor 3 after the first couple of light-days travel. As it was … well, I was running a three world circuit with passengers and freight and a man in my position couldn’t afford to be finicky as regards the social attributes of any human cargo that might be carried. It represented the currency Len and I needed to keep things going with a reasonable profit. The new 5C propulsion units we had recently fitted to the two ships had not been cheap; our fund against possible accidents was pretty small. So up till now I’d been gentle in my handling of Erok, and his unpleasant habits had been partly offset by the far more congenial company of Traa, a Binene business man returning to his own world. They weren’t a bad lot, the Binenes, being humanoid and very closely akin to Terramen both in appearance and temperament. I could almost feel friendly towards Traa. But Erok …! No, he was sticking in my throat.


“Look, Erok,” I said quite calmly, “this is the control room and therefore a place no passenger is permitted to enter without permission. You’ve been repeatedly breaking that rule for the past three months — ever since we blasted off from Crantzor 3. If you violate the rule again I shall lock you in your cabin and you’ll stay there till we land on Bine. Now get out!”


If I’d told him to take a holiday on one of Jupiter’s moons he could not have been more annoyed. The scaly ruff round his ugly neck fanned out and he hissed like a serpent. It wasn’t surprising really. Mendarians are not true humans. They retain too much of the reptile in their characters, and the ability to speak galactic esprazo doesn’t really make all that difference — they’re still reptiles at heart.


“I ask a question!” he whispered. He was dangerously quiet and I kept one eye on him just in case.


“You ask a question, do you?” I retorted. “Yes, Erok, I seem to remember you’ve been asking it ever since we started. And the answer is still the same. We’ll land on Bine when we get there! This is my ship and I’m running it, and I’ve told you before that exact schedules cannot be kept over the distances involved in galactic travel. If I said we’d be there in two light-days I might be right—or I might just as well be wrong. Now please have the goodness to respect the unwritten rules. I’m busy.”


And I was busy. I didn’t tell Erok so, but I was on the run in to Bine even then. As a matter of fact we were a couple of days ahead of my original estimate for the journey. The new 5C drive would pay off dividends this time. Some of my freight was in urgent demand. I’d made a separate contract with the shipper to pay me one thousand gries for every day short of four months delivery. I hadn’t told him about our new drive when I made the deal. I grinned when I thought of Len’s face as soon as I told him about it. I hoped Len was making out as well as I was, though I hadn’t heard from him for over six months. However, according to the very rough schedule we worked between us, he ought to turn up Bine during the time I myself was grounded there. As brothers, we got on well, perhaps because we didn’t see a great deal of each other.


While I was thinking up unpleasant fates for Erok I was working at me course and check computer. By the time I pulled the lever and the finalised figures shot out into my hand I’d reached the conclusion that the best thing to do was forget Erok completely once I was shot of him on Bine.


I put the freshly computed figures into the robot relay gear, pushed the necessary buttons and sat back to wait. Thank the stars that all that kind of thing is done automatically nowadays. There was a time when astrogation was a full-time job for an over-sized brain. Now even a man like myself can do it with a fair degree of accuracy.


A sheet of information slid quietly from the second robot calculator, telling me exactly when the old Calypso was due to enter the orbital path of Bine. Until then we could along in the fifth continuum, covering space as fast as any other ship and a good deal faster than most. There were still a lot of ships using obsolete drives that gave them no better than light-plus, and only a small plus at that! How they ever hoped to contend for the really long distance freight work was a mystery. The answer was that they didn’t and never would. Instead they were restricted to local service almost within the bounds of their own separate planetary systems. But with 5C drive it was a different matter entirely. Only when 5C was introduced were vessels able to journey right across the galaxy—300,000 light-years or more—within the span of a human life. It’s not surprising when you think about it that generations have passed in which progress has marked time in this respect. We had to wait for 5C drive to cut down travelling time. And when it did the field was wide open. What a story of exploration it makes! For the first time men were able to venture to the nearer star-clusters such as Centauri, 21,000 light-years from Terra. Here was a field indeed a cluster containing something like 50,000 stars some of them inhabited worlds in planetary systems not that of which Terra is a member. Those pioneers with the new drive found other animate life, other worlds, other people. And so it spread, commerce and communion and the slow building up of intelligent links between the worlds. Within the island universe of the Galaxy the bonds were severed and beings began to mingle more freely. When those first proving journeys were made it must have to the men who made them that a new era was established, an era with possibilities bounded only by the limits of space. When the Galaxy had been explored there would be infinitely more to do. Other island universes, galaxies in their own right such as Andromeda nebula, would remain to conquer. But first another form of drive must be discovered for the ships of future pioneers. The Andromeda nebula lies one million light-years away from our own galaxy, and that’s an awful lot of distance! But I suppose it’ll be visited one day, and in the meantime I for one am content with present limits. The Galaxy is quite big enough for me. I’m quite content with 5C drive, too, which is just as well because I don’t think for, a moment it will be improved on in any major respect for several centuries to come.


The thoughts ran through my mind in a confused jumble as I put the finishing touches to the plot and switched the calypso on to its own generative beam, locking it to run in on Bine.


I grinned to myself, thinking that it was all very well for me to meditate on what the future might hold. I wondered how the first men who ever broke, away from Terra’s gravitational field had felt. Had they pondered on the vast future of that then-new mode of travel they had at last developed? Of course they had! I For years and years centuries in fact, they were bound to the limits of their own planetary system, gradually building ships capable of higher and higher speeds. The first tremendous step must have been when they finally started work on the adaptation of electronic stream propulsion. But even that didn’t give them light velocity because electrons don’t move at faster speeds than point nine nine eight of light velocity. It must have caused a lot of headaches stepping up and boosting electronic streams from fissioned titanium to emission velocities of the order supra-light. But that was how 5C drive was born. Someone should write a history book about that development—in language people could understand.


Erok stuck his head through the control room door again.


“Is there any news yet?” he demanded curtly.


I stood up, really mad with him this time. Everything was going smoothly; there was no reason for him to be allowed to annoy me as he had done. After all, he’d already paid a substantial proportion of his fare, which was all I was interested in as far as Mendarians were concerned.


“The only news you’ll get that’s fresh is the news that your freedom in this ship is terminated!” I told him. I had a gun at my belt and was holding the butt. This was going to be a showdown.


He drew himself up, his ugly reptilian head thrust forward a little, his unblinking black beady eyes fixed on me balefully.


“And how do you propose to limit my movements, pilot?”


“Like this, Erok!” I grabbed him by the collar and hustled him fast down the port gallery to the door of his bunk. From the’ corner of my eye I caught sight of Traa the Binene watching the operation with amusement in his eyes. He had about as much love for Erok as I had.


Erok struggled a bit, but Mendarians are not physically strong. And the man was unarmed so I didn’t have a lot to worry about.


“You’ll stay in there and behave yourself,” I told him.


He cursed me in his own incomprehensible tongue. For answer I locked the door and left him to it. When I turned there was Traa standing grinning at me from a few yards away.


“A commendable decision on your part,” he said. “A pity perhaps that you did not do it earlier.”


I shrugged. “Someone has to feed the brute now,” I pointed out.


“How long for?”


I shot him a glance. Traa was just as keen to reach Bine as Erok, or I for that matter, but he hadn’t asked how long we should he, not directly.


“In about fifteen hours we shall be running into Bine,” I told him. “That’s what you wanted to know, isn’t it? We feed Erok only once during that period. These Mendarians have slow digestive functions, as you know. One meal in the twenty-four hours, which wouldn’t suit me!”


“Nor me!” He showed a tendency to linger and talk.


“Come in and park yourself for a while,” I suggested. I was back at the door of the control room by now, and not being unfriendly with the man I didn’t mind him coming in.


“You are kind. It is lonely this travelling in space. I have always found it so, though I am no stranger to it.” He followed me in and-sat down in one of the padded seats while I went to check the plot and note the readings of the reagent screen. Everything was in order.


“We’re ahead of schedule,” I said conversationally. “Don’t tell Erok so! He wouldn’t appreciate the news.”


“Time saved is money saved,” he answered. “You are a wise man not to waste time. I congratulate you on making such a speedy journey. It saves me money.”


“Hmmm … We haven’t landed yet.”


“We shall. I have every faith in you, my friend!”


I wasn’t sure that I liked listening to praise for too long at a stretch. There was always the danger of growing conceited about it, and if there was one thing a space operator could not afford to indulge in it was self-complacency.


“Everything’s okay here,” I said. “What about a bite to eat, Traa? Will you join me?”


He nodded his willingness. We left the control room and went to the lounge. Every article in it was familiar to us. We’d been using the place for over three months on this trip from Crantzor 3 to Bine. But I’d lived on the old Calypso for much longer than that, longer than I cared to think about. It almost felt as if I’d been born in space; and certainly I was more at home here than on any of the known worlds I’d visited during the previous twenty years.


“You are an experienced operator?” said Traa quietly.


I shrugged. “You could call me that,” I admitted. “Len—that’s my brother—and I have been tramping on a three world circuit for five years now. Terra to Crantzor 3 to Bine and round again back to Terra. Before that we were prospecting on and off with our own ship. A man never makes much money that way, but he has a lot of fun!”


Traa nodded thoughtfully. “You must lose track of people, never being grounded for long. Can you ever form attachments?”


I poured myself some coffee and sipped it. “Oh yes. One makes friends; one even sees them again—sometimes. I have a few friends on Bine.”


“How long do you propose to remain there?”


“A week, maybe a month, it all depends on what cargo plans I can make with the agency I deal with. And I’m meeting my brother there, too, which may spin out the stay a bit. We haven’t seen each other for quite a while.”


Again he nodded. “And how often do you visit these three worlds on your circuit run?”


“Roughly once a year. We could extend if we liked and cover another dozen ports of call, but we don’t think it’s worth the higher running costs. Even with 5C drive it takes a ship close to five years to cross half the Galaxy, you know. And then, you seen, there’s the difficulty of long range communication. That’s the bane of galactic travel. Even the latest ultra transmitters are so slow that a ship can miss a valuable cargo because the skipper doesn’t feel like hanging about on the ground for six or seven weeks while a message comes through fixing him a special freight. He’s more likely to take whatever the agency offers in the way of local stuff and so save himself non-operational time.”


“To say nothing of spaceport dues and other incidental expenses,” murmured Traa.


“Exactly! If a ship’s going to pay for its keep it can’t spend too much time on any world!”


“But if communication was swifter, verbal communication I refer to, it would be a different matter, wouldn’t it?”


I eyed him shrewdly. What did Traa know about it? I wondered. He was a business man so I supposed he knew quite a lot. “We could certainly arrange cargoes further ahead and at better prices,” I admitted cautiously. “Really fast communication would alter the entire basis of inter-world affairs for one thing. It would make for better policing, more friendly relations, better business and … lots of other things. For example, a man on Terra, a business man with interests on Crantzor 3, has a stock of some commodity that he wants to ship to Crantzor 3 from Bine. There’ a ship on Bine—this ship for example—waiting for a cargo. Now, during the time lapse taken by an ultra message my ship picks up something and blasts off from Bine. It may be a cargo I don’t particularly want, or it may be that I’ve taken it at cut rates just for the same of getting something.


“In the meantime the business man on Terra misses an opportunity to ship his stuff when I blast off and may have to wait a month or more before there’s another vessel available to ship his cargo. You see what innumerable delays this communication time-lag can lead to?”


Traa said: “As a business man. I fully agree, with you. I have suffered losses through that very cause, substantial ones, I might add. Yet no progress is made in stepping up the message speeds.” He tapped on the table with his fingers. “A fortune awaits the man who invents a method of instantaneous communication, my friend! I wish I had the ability!”


I grinned at him. “So do a lot of other people!” I said. “At one time or another every race of beings in the Galaxy has made intensive efforts to solve the communication problem.”


“And it remains unsolved, eh? Yes, a curious state of affairs when the speed of solid ships rises higher and higher. Before long, if progress continues at its present pace, we shall be faced with the incredible situation of finding it quicker to carry a message in person than to send it by ultra!”


“Odd but true enough,” I admitted. “But someone sooner or later will produce a boosting unit and speed up the ultra waves. Then we’ll have made some progress in the right direction.”


“There are no rumours of it having happened yet?”


I raised my eyebrows. “Not that I know of, Traa. Are you better informed than me? Perhaps it has been done.”


“I know nothing definite, but there are rumours about. It does not usually pay to listen to rumours, but there are times when to break the rule may be useful.”


“Perhaps you’re right, Traa. I haven’t heard the rumours myself. Where do they come from? Who is said to have done this?”


“I hear it as a whisper in the shadows of the business world, my friend. At first I pay no attention to it. Then I hear another whisper. The Mendarians are supposed to have discovered a means of instantaneous communication over long distances.”


I’m afraid I laughed rather rudely. “The Mendarians!” I said. “But that’s absurd! They’re dull-witted at the best of times. Look at Erok for instance. All bluster and very little brain inside that reptilian pan of his! No, Traa, your sources of information must be sadly at fault I’m afraid. I’d like to think it had been discovered—even by people of their calibre. But I can’t believe it.”


He spread his hands. “Frankly nor can I,” he said.


“But you have an old saying on Terra that where there is smoke there is possibly a fire, if only a little one. I hear this rumour more than once, and it makes me think that there must be something behind it.”


“Space is full of rumours, Traa, but you’ll never make me believe that a people as stupid and moronic as the Mendarians could ever produce an answer to the time-lag bug in galactic communications. If they have it must have been through the biggest fluke in history. And then they wouldn’t know what to do with it!”


“Nevertheless, discounting the rumours, I think it is bound to come, perhaps within our lifetime, but certainly in the next century. Mankind—the humanoid types anyway—have a knack of progressing step by step. The laws of evolution demand that one arm of progress shall keep pace with another, and this question of communication is at present one of the factors which are holding back the full development of our knowledge.”


I drained my cup and pushed it to one side. “You have a shrewd philosophy,” I told him. “I’m a plain man without frills, concerned only with driving a ship from world to world on its lawful affairs. But that doesn’t mean to say that I don’t admire a man who can see much further than I can.”


He chuckled. “Mutual respect, a fine thing to be fostered and preserved among the races!”


“Do you include the Mendarians in that statement?” I was unable to resist the urge to pull his leg.


He considered. Then: “If the Mendarians made a useful contribution to the progress of galactic races they would certainly warrant inclusion. As it is … they have their uses one must admit. And their world is a wealthy one supplying elements not found anywhere else in the Galaxy.


“And I still wouldn’t trust them. What they lack in physical strength they make up for in low cunning, and don’t forget that anything we want from their world has to be paid for at a pretty steep price. Oh, they’re not dumb in that respect by any means!”


“I’m inclined to agree with you and that brings me to the subject of Erok.”


I looked at him sharply. “Erok …? What about him? You think he’s dangerous, Traa?”


Traa shrugged lightly. “I wouldn’t say that exactly. I merely wonder if he will take any indirect action as a result of your incarceration of him. They’re vindictive, these Mendarians. Watch your step when we land on Bine.”


“Thanks for the advice. I can look after myself, and if Erok makes trouble then he’d better look out!”


But for all my apparent confidence I was not a little disturbed by what Traa had said. It was not so much that I feared Erok’s revenge — though there was certainly a possibility of his trying to get it—but I felt that dealing with a man of his type one would never quite know where to look for danger. Then I shrugged off my doubts and forgot them. I wasn’t the brooding kind, and before long we should be coming into the orbital path of Bine. From then on I should have my hands full, which would be a welcome relief after the long weeks of automatic travel under 5C drive. We cut it out within a world’s orbital path and closed down to a mere light crawl. It was just another, reflection on the snags of not having an instantaneous method of communication to fall back on. Once in the vicinity of a world we had to depend on a come-in beam from the spaceport. The beams were electronic, which meant that even When boosted they did not reach a faster velocity than stepped up ultra transmissions. A ship moving on 5C drive could never be contacted by ultra quickly enough to give the skipper come-in directions. By the time the messages arrived in the control room the ship’s relative position had altered materially, so putting the directions out of date by an appreciable amount. There was a system whereby a future plot could be made if the ship speed was known, but even the automatic computers were at a disadvantage when it came to that. So when we neared world we came down from the fifth continuum through the fourth and third and second till we cruised in light on electronic stream projection drive. At that velocity we were in constant touch with the spaceport authorities and everything was simple.


Time passed slowly. Traa left me to myself. I went ask to the control room, checked everything checkable, made a new plot and turned my mind to Bine and the Binenes. I made up my mind not to accept an immediate shipment of freight or people until I’d had a chat with Len. We owed it to each other to meet for more than an hour or two, and I didn’t anticipate difficulty in fitting myself up with a payload when. I was ready to leave again. Len and I might even lay plans for some different routing and a general reorganisation. If only we could catch each other more often or talk things over it would be far better.


I grinned ruefully when I realised I was getting back to the snag of time-lag in communication. One seemed to come up against it whichever way one turned. If Len and I could switch on and chat no matter where we were in space any plans we thought of could be discussed fully. But we couldn’t do that and we couldn’t afford the time to hang about waiting three or four weeks for a message to float to and fro from one world to another while we lost money on the ground. I gave it up with a sigh.


The time came when I had to think of feeding Erok. I was not looking forward to the interview with him, but had no intention of letting him get away with interference on board. It was my ship and I was the skipper.


We still had a few hours to go before cutting out 5C and coming down through the, range. I went to Erok’s cabin and took a tray of food with me.


“Don’t sulk,” I said curtly. He was lying on his bunk. He didn’t answer when I spoke. A few seconds later I discovered he was dead. I supposed it was due to thwarted rage. Whatever the cause it was likely to be a damned nuisance to all concerned.




CHAPTER TWO


Binene Spaceport


Traa and I looked at each other across the body of Erok.


“There will be an inquiry,” said Traa. “That is inevitable. I shall back you up to the best of my ability. “You have nothing to fear, I assure you.”


“Nothing to fear, no …” I grunted. “But you know what these inquest courts are. It’ll drag on for weeks and weeks if I know anything about it! Hell, this would happen! Why in space did he have to go and do a thing like that?”


“Calm yourself, Piet, calm yourself! It must not get you down.”


I grinned. That was the first time Traa had called me by name since we started the flight. Erok had always called me pilot, that and no more. Traa had called me friend, but now it was Piet. “It isn’t getting me down,” I protested. “Its just a cursed nuisance. I’m meeting my brother on Bine, and we shall have our time frittered away by a lot of petty investigators sticking their noses in where they’re not wanted.”


“It will pass. We will see it through together. And when the time comes for you to take your leave of my pleasant little world I think I shall be able to put you in the way of valuable business.”


I should have thanked him but I didn’t. I was still busy mentally cursing Erok.
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