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“HELL

a grrand thing to stand in his own door
and smell, and listen, hefore beginning
the ritualistic descent through the heart
of his kingdom.

side McNab's quarters the
huge magneso-beryl girders were a trac-
ery of complex web-work, distributing
the thrust of the monster main shail.
That web-work falled to Josh McNab
in confidential whispers as it strained to
its work—telling him how things were
going, and whether he was correctly
doing his job. The whispers were so
real to Josh that somctimes he caught
himsell saying: “So, is that richt the
noo?”

He got his bearings now from the
crew’s quarters, in the topmosl rounds
of the hull, where the rooms were many
shaped, and intersected by (he same
thrust-spreading girders. Those girders,
whispering, Iulled his own tired men to
sleep.  The whole crew seemed, to Josh,
like spiders in the girder web.

THE TUNNEL ran the length, aloft
and helow, of the Arachne—almost the
full two hundred and seventy-five fcet
of her. Just to inspect it made Josh
feel that he was the heart of the sturdy
old spaceship. Scldom indeed did hLe
use the swift elevators that paralleled
the shaft, for what could you see from
elevators? Nothing at all! But the cir-
cular staircase leading down—that was
something different. It circled the Tun-
nel, and kept you so close to the smell
and the sound of the main-line helix that
you felt—if you were Josh McNah—
like you were a surgeon examining a
patient with painstaking care. There
was always the bite of oil in the nostrils,
perfume to the soul of a Scotch engi-
neer.  And then there were the clank-
ings of the perfectly fitting parts of the
helix and its operating sister—of course
the ship was a “she"—the motor’s rotor,
wound on the same shaft because of
centrifugal slresses.

McNal started below.  The sound of
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his footfalls on the steps would let his
crew know he was enroute—not thae it
mattered especially, as he wasn't the
kind to sneak up on honest, hard-work-
ing men—for it went winging down the
Tunnel as though he had shouted he
were coming. He took a white glove
from his pocket, thrust his hand into it.
It was spotl Grinning, as though
sure of the result, he closed the gloved
hand on the rail of the staircase, pol-
ished like a mirror, and clung as he
walked down. After ten steps or so he
stopped, looked at the glove, and his
chest swelled a little.  The glove was
still spotiess. His lads kept things ship-
shape, sure enough.  But, just to make
sure they hadn't cleaned the rail for his
benefit for the first ten feet or so, he slid
Lis hand along the rail for ten feet more.
Then he took off the glove, still stain-
less, put it into his pocket.

A complete picture of the ship was
in his head, but even so, every trip
was a voyage of discovery, every step
thraugh her a delight. A great sphere,
she was, two hundred and fifty feet in
diameter amidships, at the belt. He
lilkked Lest to think of her when the heli-
copter tugs were warping her in to a
landing—swallows about a mighty hawlk.
Ten thousand tons of dependable space-
ship.  Though he couldn't see through
the walls of the Tunnel as he descended,
he knew where he was every second of
the descent.

Level under level, below the crew's
quarters, the passengers’ quarters, by
classes—bhased, as always, on price paid
for tickets and service furnished—to the
first-class quarters, which gave directly
onto the mid-section, by gentle stairs,
which housed the belt promenade—with
ils transparent plastic windows—the
main lounge, bar, dining saloon and so-
cial quarters.

McNab liked to visit the mid-section
to watch passengers come aboard.

Remembering that now, as he passed
the midships level, he hurried a bit, to
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his usual exactness. The rest was up
to Skipper Lee Parsons and Martin
Caperton—the latter a pot-bellicd old
owl in shell-rim spectacles.  If no stop-
order came through, the Arachne would
get under weigh on schedule.

“Ye're the purrtiest thing,” said Josh,
looking the Arachne over from the rim
of the slip, his gray eyes glistening with
pride. “Purtier than the bonniest las-
sie that ever coom oot o’ Scutland, save
one! If only I had the money to own
ye!”

He sighed, for he knew that a Chief
Engineer’s pay, even when he saved it
all, would never get him to first base in
such a purchase. He ran a gnarled, oil-
grimed finger across a section of one of
the magnesium-beryl hull plates of the
Arachne. To Josh it was like touching
the skin of one’s best beloved—though
Josh had almost forgotten just what that
was like. There had been a wife once
—Mary—but that had been long and
long ago. After she died—Josh had
been twenty-five then—he’d never looked
at another woman as a man might,
though any woman named Mary had a
kind of claim on his heartstrings. Mc-
Nab was now fifty. e got his enjoy-
ment from watching the stars in the
cyes of sweethearts and newlyweds who
took trips, honeymoon and vacation, on
the Arachne. It was almost like being
young and having your own wife again.

HE WENT INTO the hull through
a door that opened at his touch and fell
behind him without sound. Lord, but
she worked pretty. Never a thing to
rasp on the nerves of a touchy old buz-
zard like Josh McNab—who couldn’t
stand the screech of unoiled hinges, nor
the sound of metal against metal.

The Arachne was perfect—except for
the infinitesimal crack in the rotor shalt.
Might take a little time for its effect to
be noticed, for it was of thirty-inch
chrome-maly steel, and might even stand
up until the Arachne eased back into her

slip on the return voyage. But sooner
or later it would go. Caperton knew it,
and had, doubtless, already figured out
just how to save that time and a half
for overtime. Well, that's how a man
like Caperton got rich, he supposed.

A leatherneck sentry saluted respect-
fully. Josh paused and asked him how
his kids were, and the young chap’s face
lighted like a harvest moon.

“Fine, sir, just fine. And by the time
we get back, if we keep to schedule,
there’ll be another one. We're expect-
ing and praying for a girl, this time.”

That gave Josh a sort of pang, for the
one thing he regretted out of a long,
active life was that he had no children.
The one that had taken his wife had
gone away with her, and it was a sad
thing to remember. But the Arachne
somchow took the place of both—the
Arachne and her passengers.

The crew was already at stations.
The marines were at their sentry posts
for the outward voyage. Josh wasn't
sure he liked marines. They were a
little on the bossy side, and they un-
buttoned the collars of their tunics when
their officers weren't around. Still, when
you had to have order, and maybe had
to keep it by force, they did all right.
But the sailors, now, they were the lads.
You always knew right where you stood
with them,

McNab, informed that Skipper Par-
sons hadn’'t come aboard yet, made a
round of inspection.  Not that he needed
to—not even in the Tunnel, which was
his own special stamping ground, where
his black gang enjoyed a tradition of
precision in their work. But there was
satisfaction beyond words to express in
going over the whole ship anyhow—
seeing, feeling, almost tasting, the de-
lights of the Arachne. Tt was almost a
ritual with him, to start from his own
quarters, in the top section of the Tun-
nel, just under the top main thrust bear-
ing, heyond which was the wart on the
hull that was the control bridge. It was
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Wherein Josh

McHNab, good Scots Engineer of the

Spaceship Arachne, finds himself up against a cracked
drive-rotor and a bull-headed Skipper.

HIEF LEngincer Josh McNab
C made the change from stralo-

sphere  planes to the S S,
Arachme without turning a hair. e
was a man for progress, was McNab.
Other old-timers had shrugged their
shoulders and turned up their noses back
when the Arachne was first lowered into
her slip preparatory to her maiden voy-
age. Josh had consoled himself with
the thought that it had always heen thus.
Grizzled oldsters had always said that
old and tried things were the hest—that
nothing new would last. Their attitude
suited McNab, who followed his own
star, never overlooking a chance to in-
crease his pay and position.

So, five years hefore, he'd signed on
as Chief Engincer of the Arachne. And
he had never had a doubt until this mo-
ment—though even in his doubt he knew
the answer. He'd told the skipper that
the rotor shaft was beginning to crack,
Aud the skipper, to be sure, had passed
the report along to grasping old fuss-
budget Martin Caperton, who owned
the Arachne, first of a fleet that had
grown to two hundred in five years—all
moncy-makers.

There was a slightly ironical twist in
the fact, now, that the Arachne, first of
the spider fleet, was the oldest of that
fleet, and that some of the oldsters who'd
laughed at McNab were now members
of crews of the modern streamline jobs,
and inclined to look down their nos
at McNab because he preferred to stick
to the safe, sane, though rather lumber-
ing Arachne. She was due now to speed
along her regular force-lane to Mars in
a matter of minutes, yet Josh had heard

rothing of a lay-over for repairs. But
that was quite in line with Caperton poli-
cies, too.

“An’ there he scuts that say the Scotch
are teet!" he muttered. His Scotch dia-
lect was hroad enough to cut with a
knife when he was aroused, or talking
to himself.

[ repairs were to be made in the slip,
Caperton had to pay union wages plus
time and a half for overtime. If they
were made enroute—sailors had to do
it, and they received no extra pay.
Then, it was “for the safety of the ship”,
and plain duty. Moreover they liad to
do it if they got home again. “An’ weel
yon Caperton kens it!"” muttered Josh
McNah.

Personally, McNab didn't care much
one way or the other. The Arachne was
as much his home as his tiny apartment
room, where he lived frugally and alone
and saved his money against a rainy day.
But he knew what “gravity fever” did
to human heings who might, just possi-
bly, have to spend more time together,
cooped up on the Arachne, than they
had bargained for—and without weight,
if the main-shaft went. But they, like
the sailors and marines—the Caperton
flcct was government subsidized, in
part, and semi-military in character—
had to stand by because they wouldn't
be able to do anything else. Tt was like
being at sea. DPassengers didn't jump
overboard and start swimming for shore
just because their ship had to heave-to
for a few hours in mid-ocean and make
repairs.

But on the Arachne it could be nasty.
Josh, however, had done his duty with
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Chief Engineer McNab looked down the Tunnel, the enginerocm of
the ship, and was content. It was spotiess.
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