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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.


      





Anti-matter…



THE SIGNS were as old as man. The meteor craters. The shooting stars which still streak the night sky of Earth. The novas, actual stars exploding. The cosmic rays, and the Moon’s pocked face, and the drift of broken debris called asteroids out where the planet Adonis used to be.


And even the mechanics of the atom itself were familiar. For the same men who split the terrene atom had also written the theory of contraterrene matter—of atoms inside out, with negative nuclei and orbital positrons. Duplicating every element and property of the matter all men know, that other stuff is entirely stable, the theory shows—until it touches something terrene.


But contact between these two types of matter ignites pure fury. Unlike charges are attracted. Unlike particles collide and cancel out. Einstein calculated the energy released-some twenty-five billion kilowatt hours—for every kilogram of matter consumed.


All those signs were old, but the first to read them fully were the spatial engineers. They built the space ships that reached the new, high frontier of interplanetary space. They died, some of them, turning that half-forgotten theory into fact—because contraterrene matter looks exactly like our own. The only test is contact, and contact, up until now, has always been disastrous.


Undismayed by that untouchable stuff, the spatial engineers have named it familiarly seetee, and they are reaching daringly to grasp it now. The mightiest force yet known, it can create a new kind of freedom-the freedom of power. Or, misused, it can crush every human freedom. That is the problem and the promise all our planets face today.


—POWER UNLIMITED,
by Martin Brand.


Solar City, Earth, 2171.




ONE


THE VOID LEERED. Implacable hostility flattened itself against the frosty dark, awaiting the time to strike. Shocking danger fled away from him into the sucking emptiness, and cunningly eluded him, and ruthlessly returned. Timeless peril watched forever, with the cruel, cold eyes of the stars.


Nicol Jenkins, spatial engineer, fought back silently.


The seetee bull was his weapon. Designed to collect and carry untouchable seetee meteors, the bull was a dangerous hybrid mechanical monster, half bulldozer and half space ship, half terrene and half seetee. The open seat where Jenkins perched, the small atomic reactor below and the paragravity drive behind him-they were terrene stuff that a man could safely touch. The forward part, beyond the thick lead radiation shield and the ingenious repulsion couplings that joined the unlike sections without actual contact—those gaping metal jaws and the ore bin beneath had been daringly forged of deadly contraterrene steel.


Jenkins rode astride the bull, sealed in chafing dirigible armor. He drove it, his lanky body crouched against insensate enmity, his gray eyes alert. He gripped the cold wheel, hands stiffly numb in his clumsy plastic gloves, and turned the heavy machine against the baleful disdain of unfeeling space.


“Back, little man!”


The only sound his ears could hear was the faint hiss of oxygen from the reduction valve under his jaw, but his private hopes and terrors tried to turn that thin whispering into a voice, which breathed unceasingly out of the airless, soundless spatial night.


“Better go back!”


He tried not to listen. For he had seen too many old men whose vacant eyes would never stop seeing the private ghosts of long loneliness, whose lips were always muttering at the creatures and the voices their own minds made in the dead, empty void. He was still too young for that. He wanted to live, and he had work to do.


“Back, human being!”


His lips drew firm against any answer, for too many rock rats got started talking to their jets. Men had never been evolved for this high frontier of emptiness and cold and flying shards of broken stone. Even Mars and Venus and Jupiter’s moons had been cruel enough to colonize, with their wrong temperatures and inadequate atmospheres and unfamiliar gravities, but they at least were worlds, changed now by the spatial engineers into habitable substitutes for Earth, where men now could survive without space armor, without their lives hanging always on the murmur of a jet.


“You don’t belong out here.”


No man did, for even the best ones broke. He thought of Jean Lazarene, whose mind had seemed quick and efficient as a seetee testing gun. Even Lazarene had cracked and gone to whispering back to his jets. And even after he came back from his months of rest at Pallasport, that cold-eyed engineer had been still too jittery to ride the bull or face the deadly emptiness of open space, for he had begged Drake to transfer him into the iron-walled tunnels of the special shop.


“You can’t take it,” jeered the jet.


But Jenkins didn’t intend to break. He didn’t want to listen to his doubts and fears, not even when weariness and strain and the hypnotic glow of his instruments allowed them to speak in that thin rustling. He didn’t mean to answer. For he had a job to finish.


“Your place is Earth,” breathed the jet. “You weren’t designed for space. You and your puny kind are too feeble to exist here, and far too foolish to use the deadly toys you’re grasping for. No man can tread the contraterrene drift!”


Clumsy in the bulky armor, Jenkins tried impatiently to shake himself awake. He didn’t want to listen, but he had been too long at space. It was too many weary months since he had seen the green land and glinting seas of Earth, or felt the wind of Earth on his face, or heard the voice of a woman.


Once there had been a girl. For a long time, fighting the spatial night, he had been able to banish its whispering menace by thinking of her. Once the memory of her had been a precious link to the human world for which he strived, but now it was hard to recall even the color of her eyes or the way her honey-colored hair was done.


He tried to see her now…


Jane Hardin had been her name. He met her on the long voyage out from Earth, nearly three years ago. They both were new to space. Together they had felt the first jarring shock of dark infinity; and its inhuman hostility had somehow joined them in a vital comradeship.


They had stood together on the observation deck, sharing the magnificence of man’s challenge to the encompassing sphere of bitter night and cruel, far splendor around the lonely atom of the liner. They had played shuffleboard and eaten their meals together, discovering with delight that they had both grown up in the same quiet tropical suburb of Solar City. But then something happened.


Jenkins had never understood what went wrong. The night before they reached Pallaspart, he had asked to see her again. She was radiantly pleased until he mentioned that he was going to work for Seetee, Inc. That spoiled everything—and still he didn’t know why.


As if hiding some inexplicable hurt, she became abruptly watchful and aloof. Hopefully, striving against that sudden, mistrustful reserve, he showed her his precious copy of his uncle’s book. He told her eagerly of Martin Brand’s splendid dream of unbounded power from seetee, and begged her desperately to tell him what was wrong. She listened silently, her face gone white and strange, but she told him nothing at all.


He had glimpsed her again when the vessel docked, and flinched painfully from her cool, scornful nod. He started once to follow, to beg again for an explanation or even for her new address, but hurt pride held him back until she was lost in the crowd. He hadn’t seen her since—or any other woman, in the two long years since he came out to lonely Freedonia.


Once he had meant to go back to Pallasport and look for her again, as soon as the plant on Freedonia was running—to prove that he was something better than a callow fool, and his uncle more than a mellow-tongued dreamer. But that tremendous dream of Martin Brand’s was still a long way from reality, and time had already dimmed her image in his thoughts. He no longer hoped to find her, and all his wistfulness for her lost loveliness could no longer stop the ceaseless hissing of the oxygen jet from speaking to him as if his uncertainties and fears were splitting off into another personality.


“You’ve been too long away from Earth,” that faint whisper mocked him now. “Your petty kind belongs to that little world, and you’ll find no rewards but ruin and death on this high frontier. You’re too frail and small for space, and the drift will only kill you if you grasp it.”


Jenkins set his jaw, resolving not to listen. For that imagined voice was actually a warning. Harmless yet, because he still knew it to be his own imagination, it was yet a symptom of loneliness endured too long, of death brushing too often against his bulky armor, of too many trips after seetee with the bull. He would sometime forget what that whispering really was, if he listened too long—and then he would be just another broken rock rat, useless on Freedonia.


He tried not to listen. Crouching on the bull, he bent his head in the bubble of his helmet, watching the blank face of the radar scope in the center of the control wheel. His lean brown jaw drew hard, his firm lips tightened. He couldn’t stop the jet, or the haunting dreads that found voice in it—but he wouldn’t talk back to it.


“You men weren’t shaped for space,” that thin hissing mocked him. “Your feeble senses and your fragile, watery bodies were designed for a kinder environment. Your invasion here is folly, and you’ll win no prize from the drift but death.”


He compressed his lips, and bent grimly to the job of collecting contraterrene metal for the shop on the airless asteroid called Freedonia. He had volunteered to drive the bull because Martin Brand was his uncle, because he might have asked for a softer assignment. And he had no intention of turning back.


A white pip glowed on the scope. He swung the bull to center it, leaning clumsily to uncover the testing gun. He waited, riding the machine toward the unseen meteor, until the secondary pip on the distance scale reached the ten-kilometer mark.


Now!


Tense in the confining armor, he jabbed a stiff-gloved finger at the firing key. The fragment of drift that showed in the scope was still too far for his eyes to see, but the search beam trained the gun upon it. Silently, in the soundless night, the slender paragravity solenoid fired the tiny testing pellet of terrene iron.


Waiting for the flash, Jenkins turned the bull aside. That was always hard to do. The collector bin in front of him was shielded with a solid foot of lead, and he wanted instinctively to place that metal between his body and the flash. But human instincts weren’t fitted to space.


His engineering brain was well aware of that. The terribly penetrating rays from the flash would go through his unprotected body as cleanly as a bullet through a pane of glass, with relatively little harm. But striking any common shielding, they would multiply into showers of softer, more lethal secondary rays.


He swung the machine, to expose his body. Waiting, counting seconds, he ducked his head and flung up his armored arm to shield his face. An utterly useless gesture—but he couldn’t help it. Two long years of driving the bull and working in the shops on Freedonia had taught him too well that men weren’t made to work the drift.


Fury!


The testing pellet from the little gun was only half a milligram of terrene iron. A tiny key to the blinding violence of the tee-seetee reaction. If it struck a contraterrene target, it would cease to exist as matter. Unlike charges would meet and cancel one another, merging into monstrous energy.


“The drift will get you, engineer,” the jet was snarling softly. “Perhaps you can shield your puny body against the emptiness and the cold. Perhaps you can manufacture oxygen and water and food. But all your feeble skill can’t protect you from those radiations—from seetee shock!”


That was the voice of his own deep dread. For human bodies weren’t designed to endure those deadly rays from the annihilation of clustered nuclei—and the deadlier secondaries they struck out of any common barrier. Men had known the effect of such radiations ever since Hiroshima.


And spacemen called it seetee shock.


Jenkins waited, crouching on the bull. He counted six seconds, and flinched from the flash of violet light that penetrated his closed eyelids. The analytic spectograph attached to the gun clucked silently, and a shaded green lamp glowed softly on the recorder tape.


Awkward in the stiff fabric, Jenkins leaned down to read the analysis. Silicon, 44 per cent. Oxygen, aluminum, magnesium, and a trace of iron. A silicic rock, from the contraterrene wanderer that struck Adonis before the first man dreamed of voyaging space. Priceless fuel, if the power plant ever ran, it was useless now. He was after contraterrene iron and tungsten, which Lazarene wanted for the machines in the special shop. He shook his head and steered the heavy bull away, watching the scope for another fragment.


“Better give it up,” the jet kept hissing. “You know you don’t really need to do this, because now your uncle’s rich. You ought to ask for leave, and let him give you that soft desk job in the Pallasport office, and have another look for Jane Hardin.


“Anyhow, you weren’t evolved for space.”


Perhaps he wasn’t, but Jenkins was a spatial engineer. Son of another engineer, lost in the drift when Jenkins was three. Graduate, with honors, from the great institute of spatial engineering at Solar City. He was prepared to challenge the merciless hostility of space, with the pride of a fine tradition three centuries old.


Ziolkovsky and Oberth were among the first spatial engineers, who never left the Earth. Goddard and Ley. Maxim—Gore was the one who looked into the vortices of the sun to discover paragravity—that selective, reversible, directable force, which replaced the rocket to lift men space-ward.


Later engineers, wresting the planets from the blind and mindless enmity of space, creating the wealth and might of Interplanet Corporation, also built a more enduring thing—a high code of selfless daring to serve the good of man. That tradition remained untarnished, because the hard abrasion of danger kept it bright. Its heirs were such men as old Jim Drake.


An old man now, great shoulders bent and red hair thinned and faded, Drake had set out almost fifty years ago to subdue the sleeping fury of the contraterrene drift. His first invention was the seetee marker.


Immense spidery wheels spinning in the unresisting vacuum, the Drake markers were placed in close orbits about the more dangerous fragments and swarms of the seetee drift. Broad mirrors caught the unsetting sun, and filtered lenses and prisms winked out the unceasing warnings that had saved many a spaceman from seetee shock.


Jenkins twisted now in his cold seat on the bull, searching the nebula-dusted night. He found the vanishing red spark of the blinker set to mark the meteor swarm whose fringes he was now exploring. Automatically, he counted seconds.


The orange point burned four seconds—warning that the mass of the marked swarm was of the order of ten to the fourth metric tons; ten thousand tons of slumbering violence, or priceless energy. The blue winked three seconds, saying that the mean diameter of the swarm, was above a thousand kilometers. The red flamed five seconds again, to tell him that the seetee cloud was estimated to contain a hundred thousand dangerous fragments.


“We’re going to get you, little biped,” the jet was taunting him. “Because you’re too soft and clumsy and slow to survive at space. You’ve ventured too far from the warm seas where your kind of life was born. You need too much protection, and you weren’t evolved to work the drift.”


Orienting himself by the blinker, he swung the bull back toward the outskirts of the swarm. He bent to search the scope for another hopeful fragment, trying not to listen to the restless chattering of his fears.


“We’ll kill you, Jenkins,” growled the jet. “We’ll freeze you hard as iron, sometime when a heating unit fails. Or burn you to vapor when the reactor you’re sitting on happens to blow out. Or suck your body to a brittle mummy, if a leak ever breaks in your armor. Or, more likely, we’ll get you with the drift.”


The jet made a hissing chuckle, as the valve closed and fluttered open.


“How do you want to die, little engineer?” it mocked him. “Do you want to light up the dark like a nova, when your terrene body reacts with a few kilograms of the Invader? Or do you prefer the slower death your father died, of seetee shock?”


Jenkins watched the blankness of the scope, and tried to close his ears. He tried to guard himself from such haunting terrors with the tradition and the code of the spatial engineers. It was close to him. For his own famous uncle, Martin Brand, was no doubt the foremost of them all.


“Wait, young fool!” the jet kept jeering. “Suppose you engineers do unlock contraterrene power—how can you control it? How are you going to hold it for the benefit of man, against the whispering politicians and the cold-eyed financiers and the men of guts and blood?”


Jenkins shook himself uneasily, and clung to the thought of Martin Brand.


“Remember Hiroshima!” mocked the jet. “Remember World War III and then the Spatial War. The engineers who first cracked the atom hoped to benefit mankind, just as you do. But the few who seized control of fission power managed at last to dominate the rest. How can you stop history from repeating the same ugly story with the greater power of seetee?”


Martin Brand could find a way, Jenkins thought. For Brand was something more than a distinguished engineer. He had learned how to defeat the politicians in their smoke-filled caucus rooms, and trim the financiers on their own stock exchanges. Brand could accomplish anything.


Jenkins searched the empty scope, probing back into the outskirts of the swarm. He tried to ignore the thin sighing of the jet, but he couldn’t stop the whispering of his own apprehensions. In his tired imaginings, that rustling became the murmuring voices of the unknown beings who must have died when that seetee body struck Adonis.


“Leave us alone,” those unseen ghosts seemed to say. “Let us rest. Unless you want to die the way we died—you and all your feeble breed.”


Shivering in the cramping stiffness of his armor, Jenkins sucked a gulp of bitter tea through the tube inside his helmet, and grimly tried to shake himself awake. Adonis must have had some sort of life, and he knew that even seetee life was possible—but he was a level-headed engineer, well aware that men had found nothing alive on all these bits of those dead worlds, not even stuff for superstition.


“What are you seeking, little stranger?” His own buried dreads still whispered in that thin stream of vital air. “The secret of our death—so that you can murder your own proud planets too, with the fury of seetee?”


Not that, Jenkins told himself resolutely. New life was what the gaudy print of his uncle’s prospectuses always promised the power-famished planets, not death.


“But look around you now,” warned those sad voices in his mind. “Look at these broken bits of two dead planets, killed by the very force you seek!”


Jenkins shrugged uncomfortably, and crouched to watch the scope. Of course there was danger in the drift, but such men as Martin Brand would be great enough to meet it.




TWO


CROUCHING ASTRIDE the seetee bull, Nick found the white, sudden glow of another pip on the scope. He drove into testing range, and trained the testing gun to fire a terrene pellet The flash showed iron and tungsten, metal for Lazarene’s special shop. Eagerly he moved in to pick it up.


Still the jet beneath his jaw was hissing, but it didn’t bother now. Absorbed, he had no time to listen to the whisper of his fears. Even with this machine designed for it, collecting seetee wasn’t quite simple or safe. Slowing the heavy bull, he kept the pip centered in the scope until his eyes could find the jagged lump of deadly stuff ahead. He nosed toward it cautiously, watching the little geiger on his armored wrist.


The hot spot from the testing flash was not too hot He didn’t misjudge distance or velocity too badly. He kept the spinning seetee mass from collision with his body or any terrene part of the bull, and maneuvered it into the seetee bin beyond the lead shielding and the bulky seetee-terrene couplings. Triumphantly, he looked at the scales. Nearly two tons of mass—and still eight more to go.


He glanced at the pale green glow of the instruments. Thirteen-two, Mandate time. He still had six hours before Lazarene’s next shift would need more metal. He got his bearings from the familiar stars, careful not to blind himself with the small hot disk of the sun, and swung the bull back toward the vanishing wink of the marker.


“Nick Jenkins!”


His lean frame stiffened in the bulky armor. The faint breathing of the air-jet hadn’t changed, but suddenly it seemed to speak to him with the gentle drawl of Captain Rob McGee.


“Get me, Nick?” he thought McGee was whispering. “Then don’t wait to load the bull. Come on back—ready for trouble?”


“Trouble?”


For one startled instant, Jenkins though McGee had really spoken. Still a loyal friend and an exceedingly useful assistant to old Jim Drake, that squat little asterite was always busy ferrying supplies to Freedonia from Pallasport and Obania. Jenkins first thought his rusty tug must be near, his voice coming on a photophone beam.


But the helmet amplifier, Jenkins recalled, was turned off—he had got tired of hearing the recorded drone of the Freedonia beacon. Grinning at himself, he leaned to watch the scope again. He started whistling in the helmet, tunelessly, to drown the hissing of the jet.


“Get me?” He thought he heard the urgent drawl of Rob McGee again, and his mind could see the square, plain-featured face of that odd little spaceman, the squinted eyes dark and frightened. “Come back, Nick!”


Jenkins blinked, and whistled louder. He had ridden the bull too far, perhaps, and worked too long beside the slumbering fury of the drift. Perhaps he ought to ask for leave. He didn’t like to take advantage of his kinship to Martin Brand, but seetee demanded sane men to work it.


“This is real, Nick!” the jet insisted. “Listen to me.”


Jenkins listened, thinking uncomfortably of Brand’s story that McGee was a mutant, evolved to fit this strange frontier. He still didn’t quite know what to think about that. The shy little spaceman had certainly never boasted of any variant gifts, and Nick’s engineering training had left him with a level-headed skepticism for the uncertain science of parapsychology. Yet the sure skill with which McGee slipped his rusty little tug through the drift, without charts or instruments, seemed proof enough of an uncanny grasp of time and distance and velocity.


“We need you, Nick.” The drawl of the jet seemed somehow heavy, choked, slow. “Something’s wrong. I tried to get away to space, to call a warning to Mr. Brand, but now I’m blacking out.”


“Huh?” Jenkins stiffened in the cramping armor. He knew sane men didn’t talk back to their jets, yet he couldn’t stop his gasping whisper. “What’s wrong?”


“I don’t quite know.” The faint voice seemed laborious, and very slow. “It’s true I can feel some things that other men can’t—a professor said once that I had a different sort of psi capacity. But there are limits—”


Jenkins was listening desperately now, but that vocal quality seemed to vanish from the hissing of the jet, as if the brain of Rob McGee were slipping into darkness. For a time there was only the fluttering sigh of the regular valve. Then, with no change in the sound, it seemed to speak again.


“—hard to see what hasn’t happened,” McGee seemed to gasp. “Can’t reach you long. But I get the feel of danger—the feel of a seetee blast, that none of us can stop. The feel of treason—in a man—we trusted—”


The ebbing voice was gone.


“No!” Jenkins whispered hoarsely. “Which one of us would betray Freedonia?”


But the jet was merely sighing now, a tiny thread of sound spun through the silent infinity of space. The troubled face of little Rob McGee had vanished from his mind, and he saw two faint pips flash across the scope as he turned the bull. More metal, perhaps, but the frantic urgency of that queer warning still gripped him.


Cold with alarm, his armored hands swung the bull toward where Freedonia should be. One dim atom, ten thousand kilometers away, the tiny asteroid was lost in the dust of stars. He snapped on the amplifier and swung the photophone mirror, searching for the beacon.


“Freedonia beam!” His searching reflector caught the modulated beam, and the recorded signal made a hollow roaring in his helmet. “HSM T-89AK-44.”


Startled by that sudden blast of sound, Jenkins moved his hand to turn off the amplifier. For that harsh boom had drowned the quiet whisper of the jet, and it shattered his conviction that McGee had really called him.


“Time to ask for leave,” he muttered wearily, before he remembered not to talk to himself. He had wanted very much to stay until the new reactor was running, but perhaps he could come back in time to help complete it. Seetee demanded steady nerves, and old Jim Drake would understand. Lazarene had got emergency leave, he reminded himself, and come back undisgraced.


“My turn next,” he whispered, “when I start getting scared by things I imagine in the jet.”


His hand was on the switch.


“HSM T-89AK-44!” the automatic signal was roaring reassuringly. “Freed—” The signal stopped.


“Huh!” He caught his breath—for he hadn’t quite turned the switch. Puzzled, he swung the mirror to search again. Nothing. He turned up the amplifier until the whisper of stray starlight became throbbing thunder in the helmet. Nothing, still.


“So the beacon’s off?” he muttered huskily. “There is trouble—and somebody has turned it off, to keep me from getting back to help!” He swallowed at the sudden dry feeling in his throat. “Who is the traitor, Captain McGee?”


But the amplifier merely rumbled with the voiceless crash of starlight. He snapped it off impatiently. At first the dead silence of space seemed absolute, and then his straining ears caught the faint sighing of the jet.


“Captain McGee!” he gasped frantically. “Can you talk—?”


But the hissing jet had no more words.


Cold panic clutched his throat, for he needed that beacon. He was no variant, evolved for space. He had to rely on his awkward instruments and his feeble physical senses; and the frown of implacable infinity frightened and confused him now.


The diamond stars withdrew from him, remotely cold. The friendly constellations shattered into alien strangeness. The cruel blue eye of the diminished Sun stared blindly from the wrong position. Dead ahead of the bull, where Freedonia should have been, another Drake blinker flashed—


No, the marker had to be the same. He counted seconds desperately, as the colored points burned, to reassure himself. Four, three, and five. He fought his panic, and found the guiding pattern of the constellations. He put the Sun back where it should be, and turned the bull away from the deadly heart of the seetee swarm.


Freedonia was somewhere beyond the range of the scope, too faint for his eyes to pick it up. He knew it must be north, and he drove the bull that way, thrusting on the wheel to turn all the silent power of the reactor into the paragravity drive units behind him. Searching the far frozen glitter of the far star clouds, he wished he had the rumored extrasensory perceptions of little Rob McGee. His own uncertain senses were designed for a kindlier world, but he was still a spatial engineer. He tried to keep his head. He used his clumsy instruments, and made his feeble senses serve.


He drove the bull toward Polaris, searching the dark, hopefully watching the scope. Ghostly pips shone and vanished—for Freedonia was circled with a million deadly moonlets; Drake and McGee had manipulated its paragravity field to capture clouds of seetee meteors for a reserve of metal and fuel and a barrier to intruders. When his rough dead reckoning told him Freedonia should be within a few thousand kilometers, he deliberately slowed the bull No, panic screamed. Try that faint spark—or that!


But those were stars, sanity whispered, beckoning him to death. He swung the bull in a wide slow circle, searching. He had to find Freedonia, because he had no supplies or charts or instruments or even power enough for a long spatial voyage. He had to find it soon, because McGee’s appeal had left him little time for error. At last he saw one pale point that crept across that rest, but that brought him small elation.


That moving speck might be Freedonia, a thousand kilometers away. More likely it was a lethal fragment of the drift, perilously near. His dull senses couldn’t tell him, but he presently found it in the scope, with a secondary pip on the distance scale at eight hundred kilometers.


It had to be Freedonia; he could have hailed it, then, with his own photophone beam—if he had dared show a light. But he had no weapon. Not even a magazine of see-tee pellets for the testing gun. Surprise would be his only advantage.


He pushed the bull to full acceleration for three hundred kilometers, then to full deceleration. At two hundred kilometers he occulted Polaris with the rock, to start picking his way through the triple shell of satellite mines that Drake had placed for an inner defense.


Freedonia was swelling at last, when he came inside the mines, to a jagged black cube of fractured iron, rolling slowly against the blacker void. The twin beacon lights on their spidery towers at the two poles were still extinct, and he saw no movement anywhere.


He found McGee’s ancient tug, the Good-by Jane, standing like an upended ingot of rusty steel on the narrow spaceport. It showed no signal lights. Nothing moved about the white-painted warehouses beyond it. He looked anxiously for the green light that always burned above the living—tunnel cut in a black iron cliff, but even that was dark. Panic took hold of him.


He didn’t try to land on the field, for the bull was not designed for that. He lifted it to another dark face of the angular planetoid, and dropped it beside a slender steel tower that crowned a high iron point. Carefully, he nosed it down into an iron-lipped fissure. The slightest error here could graze terrene iron with the seetee ore bin, disastrously. The dread of that stopped his breath, but he kept his lean hands steady on the wheel.


He slipped the bull at last into its fitted berth above the seetee ore chutes, and secured it with the paragravity anchor. He quenched the reactor, and fumbled with numb fingers to unlock the clamps that held his armor to the seat. Stiffly, he clambered off the machine.


He tried to flex his weary body; and he seized a heavy wrench from the toolbox on the machine, the handiest weapon he could find. Clutching that in one clumsy glove, he reached with the other for the controls at his waist He drove the dirigible armor down a dim corridor into the contraterrene machine shop, in search of the unknown enemy.




THREE


THE SHOP was a cavernous gallery, cut into the iron mass of Freedonia. A glare of cold light from high fixtures fell upon an endless row of massive dark machines. Before the machines was a tall barrier of steel mesh, hung with red-lettered luminous warning signs:


KEEP OFF!
 SEETEE!


Jenkins dropped his paragravity-driven armor to the walk outside the railing. He clutched his clumsy club, peering into the shadowy vastness beyond. He paused to listen, with the habit of a man who had lived where there was air to carry sound, and the eerie silence almost frightened him.


For the shop was running.


Beyond that dark barrier, an endless floor of untouchable contraterrene iron rested on a dim forest of wide-flanged bedplates. At the end of the shop, below the ore bins under the chute where he had berthed the seetee bull, untouchable ingots of seetee iron came glowing from a huge automatic induction furnace which was also untouchable.


Untouchable hammers shaped those ingots—striking in a dead silence that gave them a curious illusion of unreality. Untouchable lathes sliced off harmless-seeming turnings. Untouchable machines finished untouchable machinings, and placed them upon a crawling assembly line.


The assembled devices, however, which an, automatic crane lifted from the end of the assembly line, were not wholly untouchable. They were new bedplates, shaped like immense inverted mushrooms. Cased with terrene iron, the circular crowns could be anchored to terrene foundations. Interlocked within them were terrene plates and seetee counterparts, unlike surfaces with invisible clearances held apart by surface fields of permanent negative paragravity. The upright seetee stalks, untouchable, could support more contraterrene machines.


Jenkins gasped with relief, to discover the shop still running normally. Nobody was in sight from where he stood, but these machines were designed to operate automatically, by remote control, without attention. He tried to grin at his haunting unease.


“Just rock-happy, like Lazarene,” he muttered wearily. “Probably nothing really wrong. Maybe that beacon just burned out, and everybody’s too busy setting up the new machines in Lazarene’s special shop to notice any trouble. Must have just imagined McGee’s voice in the jet. S’pose I had better ask for a few months off—”


His breath caught. He was watching the automatic crane, carrying the newest bedplate from the assembly line to its cradle on a waiting rail-car. The car, he saw, was already loaded with twelve new bedplates—with no room for another.


Breathless, he waited for somebody to start the tiny electric locomotive and spot another car. But nobody did. He waited, shivering, for the crane and the whole assembly line to halt—for the relays in the automatic control board were set to stop everything when a car was loaded, until the crew had placed another car and pressed a signal button.


But some relay must have stuck.


Nightmarish horror fell upon Jenkins, when he saw what was happening. The crane was lowering that last bedplate toward the loaded car. The terrene crown of it would touch the seetee stalk of the one beneath—and the first slight reaction, warping unlike plates into contact, would be a fuse to detonate all Freedonia.


For a long heartbeat he stood rooted, numbed with terror. Why didn’t somebody see that cataclysm in the making, and pull the safety switch? Where was everybody, anyhow? Why didn’t—He swallowed hard, and moved.


He snapped on his helmet photophone, tilting his head to turn the dim red monochromatic beam toward the control station high at the end of that long iron gallery, almost above that automatic crane and its lethal burden. Young Rick Drake, he knew, should be on duty there.


“Rick!” he shouted hoarsely. “Stop that crane!”


He could see the pink flicker of the modulated beam on the dark iron wall behind the high platform, but no light answered him. The crane didn’t stop.


“Wake up, Rick!” he gasped. “What’s wrong?”


But he wasn’t waiting for Rick Drake’s answer. His taut fingers gripped the studs to drive his dirigible suit down the long gallery and lift him to the railed platform. Drake’s huge body was slumped against the long control board, held half upright by the stiffness of his armor—but Jenkins had no time for Drake.


For the crane was dropping.


Jenkins snatched the red-lit emergency switch, yanked hard. And he was still alive. For a breathless, a shuddering second, that was all he knew. Then he saw that the shop was stopping. The silent hammers ceased their eerie rise and fall. The untouchable tools were still, and the assembly line ceased moving. The automatic crane halted with its lethal burden, suspending cataclysm.


Trembling with his own reaction, Jenkins turned anxiously to Rick Drake. That tall young engineer sagged lifelessly, supported only by the unyielding fabric. His red-haired head lolled inside the bubble of the helmet, skin pale, mouth yawning, sightless eyes opened and dilated.


Jenkins touched him, and that toppled his heavy body off the little stool. Nick caught him, and laid him on the railed platform. He lifted Drake’s helmet, shouting hoarsely:
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