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    Hulbert Burroughs and John Coleman Burroughs, the sons of Edgar Rice Burroughs, graduated from Pomona College a scant four and five years ago respectively. Since then their various interests have led them into work and travel together, as well as separately. 
  


  
    

  


  
    Hulbert has been an archeologist in New Mexico and Arizona; photographer on the Carnegie Institute - Pomona College Expedition to the Giant Ground Sloth caves in the Lower Grand Canyon; explorer and photographer in Lower California.

  


  
    John Coleman Burroughs, wielder of a Phi Beta Kappa Scholarship key, is not only a writer and photographer but a commercial artist as well. His paintings of Mexican Indians have been exhibited extensively in the West.


    Together the brothers traveled into out-of-the-way places of Mexico gathering story material, photographing and painting modern descendants of the ancient Aztec and Mayan races. Writing and adventure are iIn their blood. They enjoy science-fiction writing. They collaborate for speed, and because they like working together.
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  CHAPTER I - Rodent Peril


  It might have been a reading room in a public library except that the walls were of satiny metal and there were no windows. Indirect, cold light illumined the entire chamber in such a manner that no obscuring shadows were cast. Silent ventilator registers purified the air with a draft that contained precisely the correct amount of warmth and humidity for the comfortable sustenance of human life.


  As a matter of fact, it was a little-used section of the central library of Arkadia, the great Ark of Space which had been hurtling through the Universe for approximately one hundred and ninety-five years. The oncoming generations had lost all interest in the dry history of nations and of individual men prior to the Great Exodus. There was so much else to do—performing the innumerable tasks assigned to each person and keeping up with the science of today as propounded and furthered by the savants in the educational chambers.


  A single person sat here diligently poring over an ancient volume with its chemically treated pages and flexible metal binding which resisted the ravages of time. Malcomb Mandark, dark-haired and broad-shouldered son of the commander-in-chief of the Arkadia, was the only one of his generation who found vivid interest in the perusal of lives and exploits of great men in the dim past on an Earth he had never known. A sheer waste of time and intelligence quotient, his colleagues jokingly termed his obsession. What could dry and musty history of a dead past teach these argonauts of space who faced an unbelievably and startlingly strange future!


  The visi-screen on the table before young Mandark came to life with a musical chime and a soft glow. Instantly he looked up and flipped a toggle switch. At once the lovely face of Valia Burtis flashed into view and smiled at him.


  “Mai,” said her sweet voice, “what on Arkadia are you reading this period?”


  The young man smiled a bit sheepishly. He valued Valia’s opinion over that of all others aboard the space ship. Almost hesitantly he held up the volume in his hands so she could read the title.


  “The Biography of Benjamin Franklin,” she read, wrinkling her nose prettily. “Who in the Universe was he?”


  “A great American of his day,” Mai answered enthusiastically. “America! That’s where your ancestors and mine came from, Valia, to join this spatial voyage.”


  “Yes, I know," she agreed. “I didn’t have to delve in that musty old corner of the history library to learn that. But never mind. I called you to tell you that Commander Mandark has just descended alone to the lower levels on a special tour of inspection. I thought you ought to know, Mai.”


  The young man became instantly apprehensive.


  “Yes, I should,” he cried. “Thank you, Valia. I’ll join him at once. See you during the next relaxation period.”


  He flipped off the visi-screen, put away the volume in its receptacle, and hurried out into the corridor which ran past the library suite. Making his way hastily toward the central portion of the great ship, he descended by escalator from level to level of the vast craft, inquiring of workers and officers about his father. Ten minutes later he was down in the lowest level of the Arkadia, down where the hull of the ship was packed with various soils from Earth, where the roots of plants and trees and growing things had worked out intricate designs in nearly two hundred years.


  His pulse quickened, and a queer little thrill shot through him. Not for more than fifty years had any man descended to keel level of the Ark of Space alone. It was too dangerous. His own father had put seals on all the storerooms and holds of this level himself. And now Mandark, senior, was violating his own orders.


  Mai had reached the metal door which gave upon the underworld of the botanical gardens when he heard a strangled cry. Instantly he flung the door open, noting as he did so that the seal had been removed. He leaped inside, flipping his ray gun up from its holster at his belt.


  There in the soft light, sprawled on the damp and moldy pathway between the wire-netted walls of root-entangled earth, lay the figure of his father. Crouched above his bloodied form was a huge and furry monstrosity with great reddish eyes and long coarse whiskers. It was a giant weasark, nearly as large as a horse such as was kept with other animals on the third level.


  Mai leveled his gun and fired one withering blast. The creature emitted a horrible squeak, reared up on its powerful hind legs and tail like a kangaroo, pawed furiously at its snout, and then toppled backward — dead. The young man, overcoming his loathing of the ugly creature, sprang to the side of the injured man.


  “Father!” he cried in anguish.


  The old scientist-commander lay in a widening pool of crimson and did not answer. From the small pouch at the belt of his gold-studded tunic Mai drew a metal box. Deftly he sprinkled a fine powder into the open wound left by the rodent’s fangs. The older space man relaxed as the pain subsided. He opened his eyes and nodded weakly toward the still quivering body of the weasark.


  “Tem Zuick was badly shaken by a dream he had,” he gasped out. “I have worried, too, for years. So I foolishly came down alone to investigate. You — you must kill all these creatures, Mai, before the Arkadia and all its precious cargo are destroyed. These last survivors of the human race must not die now — wiped out by a scourge we accidentally brought from Earth.”


  Mai clutched his father’s hand. His young face looked leaner, colder than his twenty years warranted. Well he knew the danger and well he realized the gravity of his commander’s charge.


  From the maze of pathways and roots and conditioning pipes another pair of red eyes gleamed at them.


  “I am an old man anyway, Mai,” went on the father gently. “My death does not greatly matter; my period of usefulness is over. But you have a long lifetime to serve. Rador will assume command of the Arkadia now, but you are a born leader. Who knows, you may some day command the Ark of Space yourself. Meanwhile — meanwhile, my son, I leave the preservation and guardianship of this great ship to you. Find a method to exterminate these terrible weasarks, or we are lost. To you, Malcomb, I leave — the future of all mankind!” With this solemn charge the old man gasped once, shuddered, and lay still.


  MAL MANDARK’S mighty hand was again gripping the butt of his ray gun. His eyes were no longer on his father’s lifeless body. Back through time and space his mind raced to an Earth he had never known — an Earth which had given him his entire rich heritage, yet which he had never even seen save through the electro-telescope mounted in the upper turret of the great Ark of Space. For Mai was a true son of the interstellar void. Born twenty years ago to his mother in the hospital vault of the Arkadia, he had come into existence in a great ship which had already been cleaving its meteoric and majestic way through the cosmos for a hundred and seventy-five years.


  But of all the thousands of souls aboard the Arkadia, only to Malcomb Mandark was the lost Earth very real. From the Ark’s great library he had learned more of the dead planet than any living man. He knew the violent scenes of the dying planet as vividly as though he had lived through those last days. He knew the panic of humanity when the sun began inexplicably to cool; when, by some inner chemical change, it started radiating cold light instead of life-giving and sustaining heat. Since that distant day Arkadian scientists had reproduced cold light and explained the catastrophic phenomenon, but that didn’t change the cataclysm of the past any.


  The oceans froze solid. Battles raged between doomed nations for possession of volcanic craters and surviving warm spots. Mass hysteria, looting, crime, everything ran riot while people and flora and fauna died on every hand. Finally one hundred great scientists banded together to forestall the complete annihilation of mankind. For five frantic years they worked, building and equipping a gigantic, super-space ship. Stock and plants and passengers were selected with great care to people this complete microcosm of a world which carried its precious freight of the sum of human knowledge.


  Astronomers feverishly searched the heavens, seeking a new world in another solar system where man might survive. And at last the huge sun, Sirius, was finally chosen as their goal. Sirius—fifty-two trillion miles away—man’s greatest hegira! Rendered as self-supporting as was scientifically possible, the Arkadia parted from its mother planet and set upon its epic starry course to find a world in the family of Sirius where man could live and continue to evolve.


  All of this flashed through the young man’s mind as he stood there above his father. At the present computation, within twenty-five years — if no calamity overtook the Ark — it would reach the planetesimal orbits of Sirius. Alas that Commander Man-dark had not lived to set foot on solid terra firma. Like several thousand others he had been born, had lived and had died within the metal confines of a space ship — an orphan of the Universe.


  The watching giant weasark grew bolder and crept out of its labyrinth. Comet-like, Mai’s hand zoomed down to the ray gun at his belt and brought up the weapon. Red eyes studied the man-creature. The long, spiny whiskers wriggled with the sniffing motion of the quivering nose, and the hairless tail whipped to and fro like an undulating serpent.


  Mai sighted his weapon carefully. The development of engines of destruction and implements of war had not kept pace with the other scientific advances in the comparative safety of the Ark of Space. He doubted if he could repeat his former shot—puncturing the supra-orbital sinus to strike the brain above the eye. Furthermore, the ray chamber elements were still hot, and the intensity of the electrocuting ray would be diminished in inverse ratio.


  Nevertheless, his trigger finger coolly tightened. A weakened stream of electronic vibrations flashed a path of sparks to the tip of the oncoming monster’s nose. The creature stopped short, stunned but uninjured, and shook its head. Then, emitting a shrill squeak of rage, it prepared to charge.


  Quickly Mai scooped up the body of his father and leaped backward through the vault door, slamming the heavy metal barrier just in time. Shakily he was replacing the seal on the automatically locked barrier as two young men came racing along the corridor from the gravity lift.


  Tem Zuick, a slender young man of Mai’s age, with sensitive face and great dark eyes beneath a lofty brow, hesitated and shuddered. Then he bounded forward to assist in the carrying of the Ark’s commander.


  “Great Void, Mai!” he cried. “What happened?”


  “Father was making a special tour of this level. Valia warned me he had come alone, and I followed him — too late.” Mai’s voice was calm and clear, betraying no evidence of the terrible grief he felt.


  “These dirty weasarks — these — these galactic ghouls must be destroyed, Mai,” exclaimed Tem Zuick. “Just wait until I perfect that disintegrator ray I am working on. I’ll make ray guns that won’t be impotent!” A wild look came into the eyes of the youth who had the face of a dreamer.


  “What brought the two of you down here, Roto?” Mai asked the second man, a moon-faced, stalwart little man in the uniform of a corporal of the Arkadia’s police, who looked like a dwarf star beside an island universe in contrast to Mai’s tall figure.


  “Rador is sending out an urgent call for your father to come to the observatory. We piped him in on the visi-screen in Tern’s workshop. Blast my rocket tubes, but he looked excited! So Tem and I started hunting. We traced both of you down here.”


  “Rador seldom gets excited,” commented Mai thoughtfully. “I will report to him.”


  It was high time to do something about the weasarks; sealing them off in the lowest level was not enough. Strange, thought Mai, how the Ark had been prepared for every emergency save that of warfare—a hopeful sign for the future of the race, but very inconvenient now. There was no practical method for disposing of the weasarks without endangering the lives of the people aboard, or even endangering the craft itself.


  Descendants of a weazel-like rodent and small wharf rats of Earth days, the weasarks — so named because they were a peculiar evolutionary development of the Ark—had already made an alarming dent in precious stores and had done untold damage to root life and soil. For the first fifty years they were unnoticed. In the next fifty they evolved to their present form and doubled in size and number, possibly due to the action of the cosmic rays. There was no magnetic shield against these rays in the lowest level of the Ark.


  During the third fifty years the weasarks became so bad that the chambers of lower levels had to be sealed off to confine them while punitive attempts were made to exterminate them. Nothing satisfactory was accomplished. Then nature took a hand. Whatever the cause of the prodigious increase in size of the rodents in each succeeding generation, it was physically impossible for numbers and size both to increase. Thus, the rate of production became more or less static, but the size continued to expand until now the weasarks were the equivalent of horses. Mai had been appalled by the pair he had fought. No wonder Tem Zuick had bad dreams, and Commander Mandark had begun to fear for the ultimate safety of the voyage through space.


  Words from Tem Zuick recalled Mai.


  “I tell you, Mai, I can’t sleep for thinking of those hideous monsters," said the fanatical-eyed young man. “I had a dream so vivid about them gnawing out of the lower levels and overrunning the entire Ark, devouring all our livestock, stored foods, invading our granaries, ruining the gardens, and actually killing people—I had to tell your father about it. They were everywhere — in our living quarters, laboratories and control rooms. I woke up with a mental picture of the Ark hurtling through space—a meteoric tomb for us all!”


  Tem Zuick covered his face with his hands and sobbed like a child.


  “Never mind, Tem,” Mai soothed. “We will see that the two lowest levels are permanently sealed, and you can go ahead with your plans for your disintegrator gun without fear.”


  Reaching the gravity lift, Mai laid his father’s body down gently upon empty air about couch height to the level upon which they stood. There was no floor, no cage in the shaft; the men were simply suspended in space. Roto pressed a stubby fingertip on a button. The quartz doors slid to, and they sped upward as though in a well behaved elevator toward the upper levels of the Arkadia.


  CHAPTER II - Nova Terra


  Before a sorrowful gathering of Arkians the general’s body was filled with a liqiud disintegrator. It was then set aside in the spatial tomb to be ejected with other caskets when the Ark next passed through the gravitational field of some celestial sphere. Otherwise, the caskets would remain within the gravitational field of the Arkadia and hurtle through space beside the Ark like a miniature solar system.


  At the close of the ceremonies, Mai felt a hand placed gently on his shoulder. It was Rador, the Ark’s elderly engineer-astronomer. Tall, handsome, he was garbed in a long tunic of white Ark cloth. With his snow-white beard, Rador appeared the perfect synthesis of wisdom and age. That hand on Mai’s shoulder conveyed both sympathy and excitement.


  “You sent for my father before — the accident?” asked Mai.


  “Yes,” said Rador. “But now it is doubly urgent that you come with me immediately to the observatory!” Together the two men hurried from the large assembly room to the gravity lift.


  “On the official examination graphs,” said Rador, “I have been watching your intelligence, knowledge, and leadership quotient curves rise. Soon they will pass mine and then you will be chosen the Ark’s new leader—”


  The quartz doors slid closed, and they began rising upward in the gravity lift.


  “— and as the Ark’s future leader,” continued Rador, “you must be the first to confirm the new course I’ve just set. During the last three periods my eyes have barely left the magni-telescreen. I have made a startling discovery, Mai!”


  Mai’s heart leaped to his throat. He had not been unaware that some day he might be the Ark’s commander, but now the sudden realization of that great responsibility bore heavily upon him. Highest officer of this man-made meteor! The only thing akin to a world he had ever known was this mile-long, thoroughly insulated bullet that hurtled through space—a meteor and a machine as scientifically compact as any piece of machinery ever made.


  From the delicate mechanism of the anti-gravity electrical propulsion apparatus and the artificial atmosphere oxygenator plant to the retractable magni-electro telescope, every section of the giant streamlined ship was thoroughly complete, systematized. And since the temperature of the outer regions of space approximated the absolute zero of —273° C., the ship was thoroughly insulated and air-conditioned.


  As the two men stepped into the upper control room Rador greeted the navigator in charge with a salute. On the forward panel he quickly checked the various control instruments coordinating the Ark’s intricate propulsion mechanism.


  The electro-propulsion apparatus nullified and controlled gravitational attraction by making use of the fact that like electrical charges repel and unlike charges attract. Tremendous electrical potential, both positive and negative, was induced within the Ark’s great fore and aft storage batteries as the ship passed within the magnetic fields of various heavenly bodies on its journey. These stored-up charges were used as repellent and attractive forces to guide the Ark and keep it from being sucked into some holocaustic sun or dead planet, and to steer it clear of the ruinous pelting of any chance gigantic meteoric stream.


  Mai studied a great celestial map in the control room which accurately marked the position of the Ark in space. Six inches away on the map was the great star of Sirius, actually still millions of miles distant but approaching rapidly. Mai glanced at a large dial in the control panel, his brow knitted.


  Ador guessed his thoughts. “As you see,” he explained, “Sirius is beginning to exert a tremendous pull. Already I have ordered a 20 percent increase in our forward repellent charge. In twenty-five years we shall be passing so close to Sirius itself that we’ll be using our maximum potential.”


  “But with a forty percent increase now,” pointed out Mai, “we could skirt Sirius with no difficulty and within an Earth year be well out of her pull.” Mai studied Rador’s line-etched face for a moment. “You must have some reason that makes it necessary to skirt Sirius so closely.”


  “I have,” said Rador. “For a year now your father and I have observed Sirius and checked her planets. Every one we tested—there are eighteen— we determined spectrographically to be uninhabitable for one reason or another. We kept this out of the newspaper, hoping against hope for some error in our calculations, but we checked and double-checked. Our figures always tallied. Three periods ago we had given up hope. That was why Commander Mandark was so worried over the possible inroads of the weasarks.”


  “And now?” Mai’s skin tingled. Rador sighted through the eyepiece of the telescope, moved the great control wheels.


  “But our figures,” he continued without looking up, “always showed an inexplicable orbital eccentricity of several planets in Sirius’ realm. We hoped it meant one more planet somewhere that we had not observed.” The old man looked up at Mai with shining eyes. “Last night I saw it — moving out from eclipse behind Sirius. I called it Nova Terra — New Earth,” and the old scientist wiped his eyes. “Nova Terra has an atmosphere favorable for our life, and of course, water. Its mass gives indications of gravity approximating that we once had on Earth.”


  There suddenly flashed on the wet photographic emulsion screen the image of a gorgeous blue planet, now only the size of a baseball — but weird and beautiful and majestic.


  “Our course,” said Rador, “forces us to pass close to Sirius so there’ll be no danger of missing Nova Terra as she hurtles by us — for its tremendous orbit would take it a century to be around here again.”


  Upon the living photographic image Rador turned the powerful corpuscular enlarger which sent the atoms that composed the image speeding into greater orbits thereby tremendously enlarging the original image, and bringing Nova Terra so close that the planet filled the huge emulsion screen before them.


  “I have seen many heavenly wonders on that screen, my boy, but Nova Terra surpasses them all in beauty!” Rador said reverently.


  A great blue atmospheric haze, probably clouds, obscured the surface of the planet. Occasionally, yellow flashes seemed to lighten the clouds from beneath. It was a gorgeous, thrilling spectacle to these worldless spacemen in the control room of the Ark.


  “There, please God,” said Mai softly, “man will build anew.”


  “But for some unforeseen circumstance,” said Rador, “we shall land upon Nova Terra within twenty-five years.”


  “Will I live to stand on Nova Terra? Will we land there during my life’s span?” Through Mai’s brain raced again the thought that had tormented him all his life. He had been born in space; was he doomed to die in space? A man without a world!


  One question in Mai’s mind he kept to himself: “What caused the yellow flashes that even now were visible beneath the clouds that hovered over Nova Terra?”


  Life flowed on in a more or less even tenor while men and women rejoiced that the epic voyage was nearing its close. Work and education of the young was shaped anew to prepare for the great day of landing. But Mai alone was the only person who troubled to bury himself in the lore of the past.


  Once in his workshop Tem Zuick looked at Mai through the sights of his new, untried space gun and said to him:


  “Don’t be a fool, Mai! Why waste your time dabbling in the outworn science and history of a dead and forgotten world? Reaching Nova Terra and living there will be a problem to be met by new thoughts, new weapons!” And Tem Zuick patted his space gun affectionately. Again, Mai saw a strange, wild light in the eyes of his friend. “Why don’t you devote more time to the wooing of Valia?”


  
    -----
  


  In the two hundred and fifteenth year of the voyage, by Earth time computation, a great banquet was held in celebration of the coming landing. Mai Mandark, now in his fortieth year, was commander of the Arkadia. With his beautiful wife, Valia, he celebrated also the fifth anniversary of their son’s birthday.


  In all its years in space, the Ark had never known such reveling and merriment. The great dining hall was resplendent with decorations. Miniature blue planets, like Nova Terra, hovered over the banquet table as tiny toy Arks sailed about them. And as a joke, Engineer Rador, dressed as Father Time, presented the new commander with a big golden pumpkin, with green letters reading, “The New Earth, from Father Time.”


  And little moon-faced Roto, about as round as a planet now himself, danced out dressed as a baby, with a pennant flowing behind him that read, “Baby Earth, coming up!”


  It was all silly, but everybody laughed — everybody save Tem Zuick. He sat with burning eyes flashing from Mai to Valia where they sat at the far end of the huge banquet table.


  Presently Zuick rose, a shaking wine glass in his hand, and called for a toast. Mai caught again the wild light in his friend’s eyes, and he wondered. But Tem Zuick had been but little in his company of late years.


  Zuick made a good speech, and a sincere one, complimenting Mai and expressing the genuine admiration of all Arkadia for their new commander. Then he raised his glass high.


  “To Mai Mandark,” shouted Zuick, "who knows more about the lost Earth than the Earthmen did themselves — and to Valia, his gorgeous mate! May the misbegotten spawn of a dead world never gnaw into their happiness!”


  And Zuick hurled his glass against the pumpkin in the center of the table and ran from the hall.


  There was a strained silence. Then Mai rose and lifted his glass.


  “To the memory of our ancestors,” he said gravely.


  It was an hour later while Mai was dancing with his wife that Major Roto tapped his commander’s arm.


  “Attendant on the official visi-screen, Mai. Something’s gone wrong below!”


  On the televisiphone screen in a booth at one end of the banquet hall, Mai looked into the fear-stricken face of the corridor captain speaking from level four.


  “The weasarks!” the man cried. “They’ve broken out of the second level. They’re coming this way up the main ramp! I just slammed the gate in time.”


  MAL flicked off the image, tried to contact the gate attendant at level three. There was no reply. The delicate coils in the oxygenator rooms! The sensitive dials and plates in the battery vaults — all were on the third level, and the gateman was off duty or dead!


  Again Mai flicked for an answer, this time from the atmosphere chambers on level three. For ten long seconds he waited. Then:


  “Lieutenant Didras reporting from the atmosphere chambers,” came the voice; and now the image of the young officer came into focus. He was holding his space gun — pitifully inadequate weapon against weasarks.


  “The weasarks have not yet reached this room. Forward batteries three, five, six and eight have been partially destroyed. Send help immediately! Wait!” Didras turned toward the rear. On the screen Mai caught a brief out-of-focus glimpse of a dark, giant form over Didras’ shoulder — a glimpse of grinning rodent teeth! Then Didras’ voice came again.


  “They’re coming into the atmosphere plant! Hordes of them! For God’s sake, hurry!”


  Mai leaped from the booth. Too late to warn the battery - vault men! Didras’ last words beat in his ears:


  “The oxygen is escaping. I am trying to turn off the valve—”


  To a captain at his side Mai shouted as he ran.


  “Seal every opening leading down from this level. Be prepared to open the auxiliary oxygen valves when I give you the signal!”


  With Roto and ten other armed officers Mai shot downward in the gravity lift toward the lower levels of the Ark. Moments seemed like years to him. Incredible that the giant weasarks were loose! Twenty years ago he himself had placed the seals on the portals of the storage vault on level two—seals that could be broken only from the outside! But how? Who? Then suddenly Mai knew.


  CHAPTER III - Tem Zuick’s Gun


  At the ramp leading down to level two Tem Zuick was sprawled, crushed upon the floor.


  The vault door was open, the great seals ripped away by a crowbar which Tem still grasped. Clutched tightly in the other hand was the gun Mai recognized as the one his friend had been working on for many years. Tem had never had a chance to fire it! He had labored in vain.


  Taking the queer looking weapon from the dead man’s hand, Mai raced down the ramp toward the lowest levels of the Ark; toward the oxygenator chambers and the storage batteries. Maddening thoughts gripped his brain. If the atmosphere plant were destroyed — suffocation in space! If the batteries were ruined — no repellent charge to fight off Sirius’ pull!


  At the next turn he slid to a grinding stop; the Zuick disintegrator gun clenched in a grip of steel. Death was gliding toward him in the form of grinning teeth of a monstrous creature nearly twice the size of that which had killed his father long years before. It jammed the passageway, slithering along on its belly toward Mai. This fact may have saved Mai’s life, for it gave him time to whip into action Tem Zuick’s gun. Familiar with its operation, Mai coolly trusted his life to its efficiency. He had faith in the burning-eyed Tem Zuick.


  The weasark was not more than fifteen feet away when Mai’s forefinger pressed the trigger. A blast of bluish, ultra-violet flame belched from the muzzle. There was no sound. Only the sizzling of burning flesh as the monster’s head disappeared. The weasark slumped, lifeless, to the floor.


  Mai smiled grimly as he bounded forward, raying the dead rodent neatly out of existence. God bless Tem Zuick! His men at his heels, Mai plunged to the entrance of the battery vault. Another weasark thrust its head from the doorway. Mai swung to one side. A blast of light flashed from the Zuick gun, and the rodent was no more. Mai slammed the battery vault door shut. But in that brief moment he caught a glimpse of other giant rodents milling and squealing about the sensitive coils and delicate plates of the storage batteries.


  “Quick!” shouted Roto. “The atmosphere plant!”


  With a bound Mai leaped across a pool of blood. The door leading to the atmosphere vault was closed. As Mai swung it in upon its massive hinges, a hissing and screeching of escaping oxygen blasted his ears.


  Didras was there, dead. But even in death his hand clutched the control valve. In an instant Mai had closed it to stop the flow of precious oxygen.


  At the far end of the room three gargantuan weasarks squatted. Their hulking bodies, even as they breathed, were shattering and crushing delicate glass tubes, sensitive mixing chambers ! Again a blast shot from the gun in Mai’s right hand. The charge seared completely through the nearest beast, blotting it and the one directly behind it out.


  “Look out!” shrieked Roto.


  With a frenzied squeal the third rodent sprang forward. In its path lay a maze of delicate oxygenator equipment. And in that same instant a vivid violet flame flashed from Mai’s gun hand. The animal passed out of existence just before it would have shattered the equipment.


  “Take this gun,” Mai commanded one of the officers behind him, “and kill the rest of these damned beasts in the battery vault. Do it from the doorway. Don’t take any chances, and don’t lose this gun!” As he handed the Zuick gun to one of the men, he gave it a fond pat.


  “Poor Tem. Too bad he didn’t live to see that gun work. Come with me, Roto.”


  “Great cosmic cucumbers!” expostulated Roto, sweating. “Lucky if any of us lives much longer than Tem!”


  Ten minutes later Mai and Roto were in the control room. Engineer Rador and seven other stern-visaged officers faced him anxiously. Mai loomed in height above them all, held their attention compellingly.


  “The weasarks are under temporary control,” he reported, “but they’ve severely crippled the oxygenator plant. The forward storage batteries are badly damaged. Their remaining charge is almost completely ineffectual. Thanks to Rador’s alertness, our maximum repellent charge was thrown on just before the rodents broke into the battery vault, and we barely managed to cross the balance point between Sirius’ pull and Nova Terra’s. Gentlemen, we are slowly descending toward Nova Terra. In a few hours we shall have reached our goal!”


  There was a spontaneous murmur of relief from the little group of Arkian officers huddled in the lonely control room.


  “Thank God,” barked Slooken, commander of the guards, “that we have no farther to go!”


  Rador stepped forward. His face was like a specter of death.


  “We will never reach Nova Terra,” he said sadly, “or any other world — alive!”


  Mai heard the old man’s words long before their true meaning seared into his brain. Then the coldness of space shot into his stomach as Rador turned to him.


  “Do you remember those peculiar flashes of light we observed that day we first saw Nova Terra —those flashes visible through the clouds of the dense upper atmosphere? Look at them now with this new telescope adapter!”


  Mai focused the giant telescope. Nova Terra’s primary image completely filled the luminous screen. Rador flicked into position the new model magni-corpuscular enlarger. Instantly the planet swelled, seemed to zoom in upon them. The officers instinctively jumped back.


  “Great Void!” gasped Mai.


  The brilliant rays from the giant sun, Sirius, shone gorgeously upon the upper atmosphere of Nova Terra, making it glisten like a blue sapphire. An atmosphere that had before appeared far away and lifeless now became a seething, boiling mass of gigantic clouds. Those dim puzzling flashes of yellow light were now great blinding arms of livid flame that shot downward through momentary breaks in the clouds which revealed glimpses of a huge forest, a sea, mountains, great open plains.


  But always those tremendous flashes shot downward. They illuminated the clouds from beneath like night artillery bombardments of their ancient world. They were occurring with astounding frequency. And with each bolt the clouds momentarily separated to disclose what appeared to be seared and smoking vegetation.


  Mai bounded from the screen to the flight control panel. As he spun the great wheel, the dial beneath it flashed from “FULL SPEED” to “HALF SPEED” and finally to “STOP.” His face was tense as he turned to Rador.


  “We can’t land there! We’d all be dead in five minutes!” he said grimly. “Those flashes are gigantic bolts of lightning!”


  “Right,” said Rador resignedly. “The entire atmosphere is supercharged with electricity. Those storms dwarf into nothingness the electrical storms that were said to have occurred upon Earth.” The old man sank slowly into a chair. “It is the end! The Ark could never survive those bolts of lightning. Fifty-two trillion miles of space have we crossed to arrive at a conclusion we should have reached twenty years ago.” “This should have been known before,” blustered Colonel Slooken, “so that our course could be changed to another planet! If our learned commander had spent more time studying immediate Arkian problems and less time dabbling in decadent and musty Earth volumes, this unhappy situation would never have arisen!”


  “Don’t be absurd, man!” exploded Rador. “There’s no other Sirian satellite we could live on! And if there were, how do you expect us to get there with crippled batteries and an oxygenator that’ll have us suffocating before long? Besides that, our food supply would never last us long enough to find another solar system — thanks to the depredations of the weasarks.”


  Roto chuckled, satisfied. Mai stood before the control panels. He had heard none of those bitter words. Ringing in his ears was his father’s voice speaking out of eternity:


  “To you, Mai, I leave the future of all mankind!”


  “My God!” gasped Rador. The engineer’s eyes were glued upon the control panel. “The altimeter! We’re falling!”


  Mai sprang to the panel. The gravity repulsion dial read “STOP,” yet the altimeter graph indicated a slow but steady fall. There could be no doubt of it. The planet’s gravitational pull was too much for the Ark’s weakened batteries.


  “Galactic goosefeathers!” breathed Roto, following Mai from the control room.


  All color had fled from Colonel Slooken’s face; and with it shrank his pompousness.


  “What can we do?” he whimpered. “We’ll all be killed!” His terror stricken eyes searched wildly about the room. “Where’s Mandark?” he suddenly shrieked.


  In the excitement of the impending catastrophe no one had seen Mai and Roto step quickly from the chamber. Three minutes later the two men sprang from the gravity lift at the lowest level of the Ark. Quickly Mai unbolted the door leading to his workshop in the seldom-visited starboard storage vault.


  Upon the floor of the vast chamber lay thousands upon thousands of feet of carefully coiled ark-metal chain. In the center of the huge coil was the Ark’s metal-capped keel hatchway. Directly above the hatch swung a heavy pulley through which the end of the chain was reeved. Fastened near the end of the chain was an oddly constructed chair. To its side was secured a heavy gun.


  From a near corner Mai dragged a heavy space-suit. No words passed between the two men as Roto helped him into the cumbersome outfit. From a small step-ladder Mai climbed into the chair suspended from the chain over the hatchway.


  “Quick, Roto,” said Mai, “take a look through the periscope. How close are we now?”


  “Blast my dials, Chief!” exclaimed the little fellow as he peered through the instrument in the hatch-cover. “We’re gettin’ awful close! Those clouds are sure dark!”


  “What does the altimeter read?” Mai barked out.


  “Hundred thousand feet,” Roto gulped, setting in motion the machinery which opened the hatch.


  “Hand up my oxygen helmet, then,” said Mai. “Remember your instructions !”


  As Roto lowered him away through the hatch, Mai felt an exhilarating thrill tingle his spine. It was the first time a living Arkian had left the ship since she was sealed tight those two hundred and fifteen long years ago!


  CHAPTER IV - Ben Franklin’s Kite


  Far below Mai, to the right, the faint glow of the first Nova Terrian dawn was breaking. As he swung clear of the Ark’s great hull he flicked on the radio transmitter encased in his helmet.


  Rador, Slooken and the other officers in the control room started to attention as a voice boomed from the loud speaker.


  “Rador! Calling Engineer Rador. Mandark calling Rador! Come in at seventeen hundred kilocycles!”


  In an instant the old engineer switched on the transmitter.


  “Mai! Where are you? What happened?”


  “Listen carefully to what I’m going to say, Rador. And follow my instructions to the letter. What happens in the next few hours — maybe minutes — will decide the Ark’s fate.”


  “Right, Mai. We’ll do anything you say. But what level of the Ark are you speaking from?”


  “I’m not in the Ark,” replied Mai. “Right now I’m about two thousand feet below the Ark.”


  Mai heard Rador’s gasp of surprise, but he gave the old man no chance for a reply.


  “Here’s the plan.” Mai’s voice came in very clearly. “I’m going to establish a lightning conductor on the surface of Nova Terra.” He paused. “Ever hear of one, Rador?”



  “I think so, but—”


  “I’m working on that age-old principle discovered by Benjamin Franklin. You know, the kite in a storm — static electricity coming down the string? Well, my kite happens to be one of those small editions of the gravity repulsors — the ones our ancestors stored away for us to use in lighter-than-air craft if and when we reached our goal. Roto and I made a swell ‘string’ for the kite several years ago by welding all our ark-metal chain together — nearly nine miles of the stuff. I had an idea years ago that those flashes were lightning and that we’d get in trouble trying to land. It was by reading up on all Earthly science and history that I found an analogy to compare with this. That’s how I got the idea. We’ve been working on it for years.”


  “But I still don’t quite see what you are going to do!” Rador said, bewildered.


  “This nine miles of Ark-metal chain will be held suspended in mid-air by the gravity-repulsing machine. I’ve a control lever right beside me here with wires running up to the repulsor. As soon as Roto finishes playing out all the chain. I’ll descend to the surface of the planet and anchor the chain. As soon as the chain is grounded, the air for a good distance around the chain will be partially insulated, and the Ark will then be able to descend within the insulated column of air to a safe landing. Later on we can build solid metal lightning rods — not little ones which even Earthmen admitted were unreliable, but big ones extending high into the air.”


  “But my God, Mai!” exclaimed Rador, comprehending. “You’ll be electrocuted long before you reach the ground! Come back before it’s too late — we’ll find some other way!”


  Mai laughed a bit shakily.


  “I forgot to tell you I’m wearing one of the insulated space-suits from the lower storage level. Not much danger of my being juiced. Anyway, it’s a risk I gladly take.” Then his tone changed. “Your job, Rador, is to guide the Ark down alongside the chain as soon as I ground it. How fast are you falling?”


  “I switched on our maximum potential,” replied Rador, “just after you left the control room and it seems to have slowed us up considerably. We’re sinking about a hundred feet a minute.”


  “Good!” exclaimed Mai. “If you can stay above the upper storm clouds until I get down there I think we have a chance.”


  “It’ll never work!” shrieked Slooken. “The idea is preposterous — the man’s mad! Cut him loose and we’ll turn back before it’s too late!”


  “Shut up, you fool!” shouted Mai. “It’s our only chance. We can’t turn back now. If anything should go wrong for me, Rador, take care of Valia for me.”


  “You’re right, Mai,” broke in Rador. “It’s our only hope. We’ll stand back of you. We’ll do anything you order! Of course, I’ll take care of Valia.”


  It took two hours for Roto to play out the nine miles of chain. Finally the small gondola containing the precious gravity repulsion machine was lowered away. By the time it had - cleared the hatch and swept free of the Ark’s hull, Mai had disappeared far below into the great cloud bank. Rador estimated the clouds to be 50,000 feet above the surface of the planet. The Ark was still 10,000 feet above the clouds.


  The temperature of the thin upper reaches of the atmosphere was very low, and Mai felt thankful for the heavy space-suit he wore. At his right hand was the lever by which he controlled the small anti-gravity apparatus at the upper end of the chain. Strapped to the side of the chair was the gun loaded with a spearlike anchor to which the lower loop of the strong ark-metal chain was attached.


  “Mai!” It was Rador calling. “You’ll have to speed up your descent. The Ark is dropping faster than I figured. It’s going to be a fight to keep her above the storm!”


  At that same instant a bolt of lightning struck the chain somewhere far above Mai. There was a sudden upward jerk on the chain. Almost immediately a blinding flash shot out from the anchor ten feet below him. With a hissing and sputtering it clung momentarily to the chain before it shot downward to the ground. A cyclonic rush of air whirled him about. Then a deafening peal of thunder. Mai thought his head was splitting wide open, and he was conscious of a tingling sensation.


  “Mai? Mai?" came Rador’s voice. “That nearly knocked my teeth out!” Mai finally exclaimed. “But the lightning rod is working!”


  “Are you all right?” shouted Rador. “Everything’s okay. What were you saying a second ago?”


  “I said you’ll have to hurry it up. The Ark’s sinking faster every minute.”


  “Right!” shouted Mai as he pulled the gravity control lever.


  Plummet-like he shot downward through dense clouds. A biting cold wind whistled past his helmet. In that next instant he felt another upward jerk. A second bolt passed from the end of the chain, and he closed his eyes against the blinding flash. Again the violent tornado of wind. Again the deafening burst of thunder. Again the tingling sensation, stronger this time.


  When he opened his eyes he gasped at the sight below him. He was beneath the clouds. Two thousand feet below lay the surface of Nova Terra. He was falling at an appalling speed. With an effort he thrust the control lever back.



  The landscape below him beggared description. It rivaled the most fantastic flights of his wildest dreams. Nova Terra had vegetation surely enough — but, God, what vegetation it was! Trees of weird shapes and colors reared their “branches” fully seven hundred feet into the air. Directly beneath him was a treeless purple area extending to the edge of a mighty sea. Gigantic waves of apparently great viscosity were breaking upon a rocky and jagged coast whose foothills rose to sharp pinnacles.


  Again an upward jerk. A tremendous arm of lightning shot to the ground. A typhoonic rush of wind. A crack of thunder. And a distinct shock that partially paralyzed him. The bolt struck just within the forest below him. Every tree was seared and smoking for a hundred yards around. A steady, violent wind was blowing. But strangely no rain was falling. Suddenly Rador called.


  “For God’s sake, hurry, Mai! We’re only two hundred feet above the storm!”


  Beneath him rose sturdy, jagged rocks at the edge of the sea. It was the only likely place to ground the anchor chain. Rapidly he dropped to within a hundred feet above the rocks. It was a great effort for him to move his arms. The thick space-suit seemed to be bearing down heavily upon him. He could scarcely move his arm now on the control lever. The wind was taking him rapidly over the rocks toward the violently churning sea. Like some fiendish devil, it redoubled its efforts to thwart his purpose. Then came Rador’s tense words.


  “We’re just entering the upper level of the storm. Will it take much longer?”


  Mai had no time to answer. In his powerful hands he grasped the anchor gun with its heavy charge. With all his strength he raised the huge gun and thrust the gravity control lever forward with his knees. In that instant the fate of mankind hung in the balance.


  The resultant drop was all that he needed. Mai jerked the trigger. A terrific explosion shot the anchor out of the gun, lodged it far into a sturdy pinnacle of rock.


  “Rador!” Mai shouted into the microphone. He could not hear his own words above the whistling fury of the wind. The chair he sat in was swinging precariously.


  “Hello, Mai. Is everything all right?”


  “The chain is anchored,” yelled Mai. “The storm down here is terrific. When you break through the clouds you’d better head for an open area here. It’s bright purple. Can’t miss it. You’ll have plenty of room. There’s mud and rocks right below me—real ground! I’m going to be the first man to touch the new world!”


  A SUDDEN jerk tugged at the anchored chain, and a burst of static nearly deafened Rador at his receiver in the Arkadia’s control room.


  “Mai?” he shouted. “Mai? Are you all right?”


  But there was no answer. Mai Mandark, incased in his heavy space-suit of insulated metal, had not figured on the storing up of static electricity. He had had no chance to leave his descent chair. He swayed there, a lifeless, grotesque figure, just ten feet above the soil of the new Earth. Like his father before him, he had lived and died — a man without a world!


  A short time later the Ark of Space sank slowly from the lowering blue clouds, coming gently to rest upon the great purple veldt near the mighty sea with its roar of surf no human ears had ever heard before. Magically the area for a radius of several miles around the chain conductor was entirely free of lightning blasts. While outside that insulated field huge forks of flame shot downward from every side.


  It was Roto who reached Mai’s body first. Oblivious to the danger of electrocution, he climbed up and released his commander’s form. Sobbing, the stalwart little major knelt on the ground beside his dead leader as the quietly weeping Valia was conducted forward by the aged Rador.


  Columbus! Balboa! Hudson! Puny men who had only discovered continents, seas, rivers. Mai Mandark had safely led the surviving remnant of humanity to a new planet and, like Moses, had not lived to enter the promised land.


  “Science, new and old,” whispered Roto. “First Tem Zuick; now you, Mai. And most of them thought you were foolish to study Earth history!”


  The End
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