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          I. — THE ETHER EDDY




          I JERKED down the result-lever of my Merton Calculator, and the rattle of its gears was loud in the deserted reaches of Flight Control Headquarters. The flight-graph imprinted itself on the space-chart, the thin red line that would guide the newly launched Phobos on her maiden voyage to Venus. I glanced through the transparent quartz wall at her tremendous bulk, vague on the vast tarmac of New York's Spaceship Terminus in the brooding dark of 3 a.m. The graph line I had just traced jogged erratically, a million and a half miles out, detouring the Phobos' course a hundred thousand miles. That hump was why I was here, alone in the crystal hive. At midnight the message had pulsed in on the infra-red ray from the domed air-cell on the Moon where gaunt men ceaselessly scan the skies that Trade may ply unhampered between Earth and her sister planets.




          In their electelscopes a far-flung shimmer had appeared across the blackness of space and they had leaped to send warning of the one unconquered menace that harried the spaceways. An ether eddy!




          Sometimes I thought the old memories drowned, the thirty-year lingering agony ended, that had wiped out for me forever the thrill of space flight, the transcendant joy of leaping from this wrinkled ball of ours and hurtling, godlike, among the stars. Then that word, that damned word that had stripped the winged rocket from my tunic and made of me a half alive juggler of charts and figures, would strike my ears. The years would fade and I would be in hell again.




          As now. I saw Jay again, my brother, too poignantly real across the span of three decades. I saw the wide-shouldered, thick-legged bulk of him, a strand of yellow hair straggling over his brow, his broad-planed face flushed with the excitement of his first command. I felt my hand crushed in his own as I wished him the immemorial "Happy landing."




          The Luna's hatch shut him from my sight. The great craft blasted-off from Earth. Tile scene shifted. In tortured imagining I bent over an electelscope view field, pride pulsing in my veins as I watched the long, clean arc of his flight. He had learned my teaching well, the bantling. He would, push me hard for my laurels as ace of Earth's space fleet.




          Then there was that black shimmer across the firmament's spangled black. The Luna plunged straight into it—and vanished!




          There—where a moment ago she had been, even in her tininess, majestic as a symbol of man's conquest of unimaginable distances, unrealizable cold—there the inscrutable panoply of the stars stared horror at me and only a faint trail of rocket gas, glowing and fading in the vacancy, showed that the Luna had ever been.




          In the madness that took me, I ripped the insignia of my craft from my blouse and swore that never again should I leave Earth's atmosphere. I kept that oath, but my great need drew me back to this place where the space ships, in ever increasing numbers, leaped for the stars.




          Here, while I moldered in the dull routine of my clerk's job, I could watch the swaggering youngsters who wore the winged rocket and pretend to myself that perhaps the next craft to land would bring Jay back to me. Here I had grown old...




          The little hairs prickled on the nape of my neck. The silence about me was eerie, the shadows played tricks on my overwrought nerves. Somehow I felt that I was not alone. And I was afraid.




          A furtive sound whispered behind me. My eyes flicked the desk for a weapon, found none. I forced my swivel chair around, every nerve protesting.




          A tall figure stood in the dimness near the door, black-cloaked, shapeless. Beneath its black hood was the pale oval of a face out of which eyes glittered, catlike, in some vagrant gleam. The figure was motionless, and all the more menacing because of its immobility. I thought of the lead-capsuled radium in the strongroom beyond my desk, the pellets that multiplied tenfold the power of the oxy-hydrogen mixture in the fuel tanks. Five million solar dollars would not replace them. Bait what thief would dare the photroncells' spray of death that guarded the treasure?




          The intruder moved.




          "Who are you?" I rasped. "What do you want?"




          A voice came from the shape, a strained, hoarse voice.




          "I'm looking for Captain Silton."




          Unaccountably blood thumped in my ears. My collar was suddenly tight.




          "I'm Silton," I grunted.




          "But I mean Gurd Silton, commander of the Terra."




          Long shivers ran through me, and a mad, impossible thought clamored. That voice!




          "I am Gurd Silton," I croaked. "And once I commanded the Terra." I was no longer afraid. The ague that shook me was not of fear.




          "You—you Gurd Silton!" The other's arm came up. Shrouded by the fabric of his cloak it pointed at me like a bat's wing. "You—impossible. You are an old man, and—"




          I heaved from my chair.




          "Who are you?" I said. "In God's name, who are you?"




          I hurled myself across the space between, ripped the cloak away before he could stop me, jerked the hood from his head. And then I saw him—tousled yellow hair, a long strand dipping across his clear brow; frank grey eyes, small now in puzzlement; broad-planed, youthful face. I saw wide shoulders and thick legs planted in an old, familiar stance. Sound ripped from my throat. "Jay!"




          He warded me off.




          "I'm Jay Silton, all right. But you're white-haired, wrinkled! You're an old man. You can't be Gurd!"




          A queer rage thickened my utterance.




          "What did you expect? Thirty years don't leave a man's hair black."




          And then it hit me! Jay wasn't changed at all. He was still, apparently, a youth of twenty!




          He was staring at me with wide, incredulous eyes.




          "Thirty years," he whispered. "Why, it's only a month since—"




          Chaos whirled within my skull. Was I still in the delirium that had followed his vanishment, my long Calvary only a nightmare? I saw the space-chart, saw the date imprinted at its upper edge. November 16, 2048! I pointed to it.




          "Look!" I said huskily.




          My brother stared at the paper. A vein pulsed in his neck. He drew the back of a closed fist across his forehead and words dripped from his working mouth.




          "But I swear it's not a month since we—lost our way. Why, there's still food left on the Luna and we had only a month's supply."




          His hand came out in a gesture of utter bewilderment.




          "Gurd! Where have all the years gone?" His voice was edged with hysteria, a long shudder ran through him: "Sanders is lost," he muttered, "and Hollivant. And there are thirty years gone from my life!"




          Madness flamed in his eyes. I must ease him somehow, say anything to divert his thoughts from the horror.




          "By the way, Jay, I didn't see the Luna land. Where is she?"




          "Hidden in the Adirondack Pleasure Park, in a glen where nobody goes. I didn't dare land her here."




          I was startled.




          "Why? Of what are you afraid?" I recalled his furtive entrance, his close-swathed hood cloak and low-drawn hood.




          "Afraid? I told you my mates are gone. Have you forgotten Rule Forty-nine?"




          A chill ran through me. Rule Forty-nine is the most rigorously enforced of all the Space Code. In case of disaster to a vessel; her commander must be the last to seek safety. If he return minus crew or passengers the penalty is—death in the lethal chamber!




          Severe this may be, but justified. Too often, in the early days, did space madness seize crew and master alike. Too often did craft land, with one, only, alive of those who had blasted-off.




          It was the one solution, to place all weapons in control of the master, and hold him straitly accountable for the safety of all aboard.




          "Jay!" my voice cracked. "You didn't—"




          "No." There was utter truth in the grey eyes. "Of course not."




          "But where are they? Are they alive?"




          "That's the hell of it, Gurd. I don't know whether they are dead or alive. I don't know where they are."




          If I was to help him I must get him talking sense.




          "Come now, Jay," I rapped out, sternly. "You must have some idea of where in the universe you have been."




          I could see that he was trying to pull himself together, trying to phrase something unphrasable. His hands fisted at his sides. Then, "Gurd! It sounds insane. But I don't think it was anywhere in the universe."




          "What! You—"




          Cold, rasping words, interrupted me. Toneless words from across nine hundred thousand miles of space. "Newyork, Newyork, Newyork," the speaker disc above my desk blared. "From Lunar Observatory. Ether eddy is fading. Ether eddy is fading. Corrections need not be made. From Lunar Observatory. Newyork, Newyork, Newyork..."




          Jay's arms flung above his head, and he shouted incredible things.




          "That's where they are! In that eddy or beyond it! That's where I came from; It's going, and my last chance is gone! My last chance to find them, to save them!"
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          In a flash I knew what must be done. I grabbed Jay's arm.




          "Come on, quick!" Without his mates or a witness to his non-culpability for their loss, death was certain for him. "We still have time!" What happened to me did not matter. "Hurry!"




          We were out of the room, were darting across the tarmac. The Phobos loomed its dark bulk over us, and, praise be, its entrance hatch was open. I plunged through, Jay after me.




          "Close down," I shouted. "Close down!" The first command of a space flight. How long since I had uttered it!
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