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    History of the Golden Amazon 
 
    by 
 
    Philip Harbottle 
 
      
 
    JOHN RUSSELL FEARN was born in Worsley, near Manchester, England, on June 8th 1908. This was the very same year in which a giant meteorite crashed to earth in Siberia, causing a tremendous explosion and flattening several hundred miles of forest. It was therefore fitting that Fearn was to grow up to become a prolific writer of science fiction stories, specialising in tales of the Earth in danger of destruction—both from giant meteorites like the real-life one which fell in Russia, and from other more fanciful causes dreamed up by his fertile imagination. 
 
    As a young boy, Fearn became fascinated by science fiction, first by devouring the works of H. G. Wells and Jules Verne, and then by reading the many tales of fantastic adventure appearing in the numerous Boy’s Magazines and books which flourished in Britain between the wars, such as Nelson Lee and The Boys’ Friend Library. 
 
    Fearn began his career as a published science fiction writer in America, when Amazing Stories serialized his first novel The Intelligence Gigantic in 1933. Over the next decade, Fearn sold more than 100 stories of all lengths, under his own name and numerous pseudonyms, to the leading SF magazines in both America and England. As versatile as he was prolific, he used a variety of styles that ranged from universe-destroying ‘thought-variants’ to intensely human stories. 
 
    In 1939 Fearn created science fiction’s very first super-heroine (nearly two years, be it noted, before ‘Wonder Woman’.) Fearn’s heroine was called Violet Ray—alias ‘The Golden Amazon’—and her exploits appeared in the American magazine Fantastic Adventures. After just four stories, Fearn completely revised his concept, jettisoning the Amazon’s pulp origins. He upgraded his writing for the English hardcover market, producing what was in effect an entirely new character for his novel The Golden Amazon. This was printed as an original hardcover in 1944 by the World’s Work press in England. 
 
    The following year, The Golden Amazon was reprinted as a ‘Novel of the Week’ in the Canadian magazine the Toronto Star Weekly. It proved so popular with its 900,000 readers that Fearn was commissioned to write an entire series of open-ended sequels, ending only with his death from a heart attack in 1960. 
 
    Although the Golden Amazon was Fearn’s most famous and successful creation, the series of novels featuring her exploits has had a long and difficult history, and is only now achieving anything like the attention and respect it deserves. 
 
    During Fearn’s lifetime, when he was able to promote the novels, the first six Amazon novels were re-issued in hardcover editions in England, published by the World’s Work Ltd, between 1944 and 1954. Unfortunately World’s Work then decided to switch from fiction to non-fiction, and so their hardcover science fiction series came to a premature end. 
 
    Fearn thought he had found another book publisher to continue the series in Harlequin Books, the leading Canadian paperback publisher. The first three titles appeared between 1953 and 1958, but thereafter Harlequin also decided on a sea change in their publishing programme—they switched entirely to romances! The three attractive Canadian paperback editions—particularly the first one, with an attractive cover by artist Bill Book (who had illustrated most of the Star Weekly editions)—are now amongst the most sought-after items by collectors, and are extremely valuable.  
 
    The Amazon series ended with Fearn’s premature death in 1960, but for several years the Star Weekly commissioned leading American SF writers (working through the Scott Meredith Agency) to try and continue the Amazon series. All of their attempts were rejected; no one could duplicate Fearn’s unique “popular” style. Until his death, Fearn was in fact the only writer of science fiction to be regularly published by the Star Weekly, and all his novels to 1955 (including detective and western, as well as science fiction) were reprinted in syndication by several American newspapers, in the Maine and New York areas. They were featured in the Newark Sunday Star Ledger, the Long Island Sunday Press, the Bangor News, and the Bangor Sunday Commercial. These editions are now even scarcer than the Canadian prints. 
 
    The Amazon series quickly passed into legend, sustained only in the memories of elderly Canadian and American magazine and newspaper readers. 
 
    It was not until the publication of my bio-bibliography of Fearn, The Multi-Man (1968), that the first complete listing of all Fearn’s science fiction (including his 24 published “Amazon” novels) became known. There was an immediate flurry of interest in Fearn’s work, and I was approached by Ron Graham, an Australian SF fan and business man, and asked to set up a new publishing company in England. Graham’s idea was to publish a line of SF paperbacks, reprinting the best novels of Fearn, and to create a new science fiction magazine Vision of Tomorrow, The magazine was to be published as a paperback book. I accepted the position of Managing Editor of the new company, and approached the author’s widow, Mrs. Carrie Fearn, from whom I was able to purchase an option on all 24 Amazon novels.  
 
    I succeeded in finding an interested established paperback publisher, Icon Books, who offered to co-publish all 24 Amazon novels, issuing them simultaneously, to create immediate impact. However, Ron Graham felt that this would be too expensive to risk, and declined their offer. Ron himself had already decided to make the trip to England, and unknown to me he had set up a meeting with Transworld Publishers shortly after his arrival in London. He was persuaded by them to delay our paperback line, in order to first establish Vision of Tomorrow as a fully-illustrated large-size monthly science fiction magazine,  
 
    Within weeks of successfully distributing the first issue in July 1969, Transworld suddenly and inexplicably reneged on their agreement, withdrawing completely. They handed the distribution over to New English Library Ltd, an established book publisher who had only just set up a magazine division. The new arrangement proved disastrous, and the magazine eventually failed after 12 issues because of totally inadequate distribution. A key factor was that the main UK magazine distributors, W.H. Smith refused to stock the magazine, because New English Library had no previous track record with them as magazine distributors.  
 
    In the interim, whilst Vision was still being published, my publisher had agreed with me to bring out a companion magazine, Image of Tomorrow, which would feature a complete “Golden Amazon” novel in each issue, and also carry both new and reprint short stories. The first issue was typeset, featuring Fearn’s seventh Amazon novel, Conquest of the Amazon, with a cover and interior illustrations by Vision artist Eddie Jones. 
 
    It had been decided to start with this novel (# 7 in the chronological sequence) as the story was self-contained, and marked a new phase in the Amazon’s career. Unlike the earlier stories it was not “dated”—it seemed a good place for new readers of the Amazon to start. The idea was to continue with the rest of the novels in sequence, and then commission another writer to continue the character. However, when—on my recommendation—the decision was taken to close Vision and withdraw entirely from New English Library, the magazine had to be aborted. 
 
    I agreed with Ron Graham that we would forget magazines, and revert to the original scheme and publish only paperback books. I threw myself into the task, travelling to all parts of the country, seeking advice from people already in the trade, and taking advantage of all the contacts and friendships I had built up during my Vision editorship. I secured an option on a series of paperback originals by John Wyndham, comprising two collections of short stories, Wanderers of Time and Sleepers of Mars, which had never appeared in book form in either England or America, and two 1930s novels, Stowaway To Mars and The Secret People, which were long out of print, and had previously only appeared under the pen name of ‘John Beynon’. Wyndham had died at the height of his fame the previous year, and so publication under the “John Wyndham” byline for the first time meant that these four titles would be received by the trade as brand new John Wyndham books, thus assuring them of massive sales. I showed my proposed programme to one of Britain’s most successful publishers, Gordon Landsborough (creator of the phenomenally successful Panther Books and Four Square Books amongst other companies), whom I had earlier met at the 1970 British Science Fiction Convention in London. 
 
    Landsborough was so impressed with my proposed opening publishing programme of “Graham SF Classics”—Wyndham, E.C. Tubb, William F. Temple, Jack Williamson, A.E. Van Vogt, to eventually be followed by Fearn’s “Golden Amazon” series—that he offered his services as an unpaid adviser to the line. Using his own contacts in the publishing world, he secured for me a deal with the largest paperback printer in the U.K. (on the same advantageous discounted terms he was receiving for his own company, Dragon Books). He also introduced me to his friend Ralph Stokes, who had successfully launched the publishing firm of Tandem Books. Tandem agreed to act as UK distributor for the new line of paperbacks.  
 
    The deal was essentially similar to one that Don Wollheim would create many years later with the New American Library (for “DAW Books” substitute “Graham Books”). Contracts and options were prepared and everything was set to go. The plan was to open with the four “block-buster” John Wyndham titles, which were assured of national distribution by W. H. Smith and other big book chains (thus overcoming the problems which had killed Vision of Tomorrow).  
 
    All it needed was the money to print the four Wyndham titles, after which Tandem’s advance would be sufficient to pay the agreed advance on royalties to the Wyndham estate. Thereafter, the line should be self-financing.  
 
    Ron replied angrily to the effect that “It’s my money, and I’m entitled to publish anything I like. If I can’t publish whatever titles I want, and have to publish only stuff acceptable to W. H. Smith, why should I publish anything?” 
 
    It was a perfectly good question, to which I could only think of one answer. I sent him my resignation. The line was aborted, and my hoped-for career in science fiction book publishing was over before it had started. I resumed the Local Government career I had been obliged to leave to form the new company.  
 
    I saw Mrs. Fearn at her Blackpool home personally in order to explain how things had gone wrong. She graciously thanked me for my efforts in trying to restore the Amazon series to print, and asked me to become her literary agent. She also gave me the mss of two unpublished Amazon novels, and a brief outline of an unwritten 27th book (which I would later write myself as a posthumous collaboration.) 
 
    Ron Graham’s time-limited option on the Amazon novels (which he never exercised) eventually ran out, and all rights in them reverted to Mrs. Fearn. The first thing I did was to issue Conquest of the Amazon in a limited edition myself, as an A4 chapbook. I used this for promotional purposes to send to prospective publishers. 
 
    When I had taken over Fearn’s representation for his widow, the publishing climate (pre-POD, and pre-Ebook) was totally different to what it is today. There were hardly any small independent publishers, and the whole science fiction publishing climate was hostile to publishing older science fiction that was “out of date” or scientifically disproven, i.e. breathable air on Venus, and Martians, etc. There were, of course, a handful of exceptions, such as Verne, Wells and E.R. Burroughs, who had been accorded special “classic” status. But the rank and file older SF author was barred from mainstream republication where their stories had become astronomically outdated.  
 
    However, the Golden Amazon series fell into two different phases, Books 1 to 6 (all written in the 1940s) were astronomically outdated and “impossible”. But books 7 onwards were set further into the future, in interstellar space and other solar systems and so were possible or at least could not be disproved. Those were publishable. And, equally importantly, numbers 7 onwards had never been published in book form—only as Canadian and American newspaper supplements. Thus I was soon able to place book # 7 with Futura, then one of the leading SF publishers in the UK.  Conquest of the Amazon went on to be twice reprinted in UK paperback, first by Futura in 1975, and later by Trojan Books in 1986. However Futura did not continue with the rest of the Amazon series as originally agreed. They had appointed a new editor, who decided to publish the German space opera series Perry Rhodan instead. 
 
    There were also two authorised comic strip versions of the Amazon. The first, adapted and drawn by artist David Lloyd, was a short ‘pilot’ version of the opening chapters of The Golden Amazon, which appeared in Warrior in 1982. It was excellently done, but Lloyd achieved a greater success with a second strip in the same magazine, “V for Vendetta” and perforce had to drop the Amazon in order to concentrate on this other strip thereafter. It was an international success and was later filmed.  
 
    The second version was by artist Ron Turner, who drew a full-length graphic novel adaptation of Conquest of the Amazon in 1984, from a script written by myself.  But the prospective publisher failed, and the graphic novel was fated to only appear from a small press in a chap-book edition. Currently, however, it is now being serialised in a colourized version in the Dan Dare tribute magazine Spaceship Away. 
 
    In 1991, at my instigation the eighth ‘Amazon’ novel, Lord of Atlantis, was issued as a limited edition chapbook by Zeon Books, a UK Small Press. It was my hope that these small press editions would eventually attract a larger publisher to reissue the entire Golden Amazon series. 
 
    In due time, the SF publishing climate became more enlightened, its readership base wider and less critical, and willing to suspend disbelief in order to be entertained by sheer good story telling, rather than scientific accuracy. Small publishers sprang up, catering for niche and collector markets. I  went to New York touting my clients E.C. Tubb and Fearn (and all their unpublished in book form work) and sold their works to Gary Lovisi’s Gryphon Books, a New York Small Press who aimed at the Collector’s market —including  the entire 27 book Amazon series.  
 
    I deliberately ceded only non-exclusive single edition paperback rights, limited to 500 copies. After the books had been published, I knew they would eventually attract interest from larger publishers, and I wanted to be able to offer them elsewhere.  Such was the case when I was approached by the late Michael Burgess, heading Borgo Books, an imprint of Wildside.  
 
    Notwithstanding the more liberal publishing climate, I still considered that in order to re-boot the Amazon series to a wider market, the Amazon stood a better chance if I started it with book 7 (retitled as “World Beneath Ice”) and the “non-impossible, far-future interstellar” phase. There were two distinct phases in the Amazon books. Books 1 to 6 were set in the (then) near future and the action limited to the solar system. With book 7 Fearn had introduced a new character, Abna of Atlantis. The Amazon married him, and left Earth with him and their daughter Viona, calling themselves ‘the Cosmic Crusaders’. Not only was the locale changed from the solar system to the stars, but the entire tenor of the books too. An introductory article in the Borgo editions explained that their series was being renumbered to start with No 1 (but was actually No.7; 2 was 8, 3 was 9, and so on,) 
 
    At the time, Gryphon still had some copies of their 500 copy editions of the Amazon unsold (chiefly the earlier books that had previously appeared from other publishers). I was grateful to Lovisi (by then a personal friend) and so took the decision to withhold books 1 to 6 from Borgo, to help Lovisi to sell out his print run.  
 
    Then fate intervened. Hurricane Katrina struck New York, and flooded Lovisi’s Brooklyn home destroying his entire stock of Gryphon Books. This destruction included all his unsold Amazon books! This has served to make the first six Golden Amazon novels extremely rare collectors’ items, putting them out of print. 
 
    So when I was introduced to Endeavour’s Venture Books, with their enlightened editorial policy of publishing both contemporary and classic science fiction it was the perfect home to restore the original Golden Amazon to print! 
 
    Readers can now look out for the original Golden Amazon, available only in the following Venture book editions: 
 
    Adventure # 1 The Golden Amazon 
 
    Adventure # 2 The Golden Amazon Returns 
 
    Adventure # 3 The Golden Amazon’s Triumph 
 
    Adventure # 4 The Amazon’s Diamond Quest 
 
    Adventure # 5 The Amazon Strikes Again 
 
    Adventure # 6 Twin of the Amazon  
 
      
 
    Each of the books will contain my introductory essays offering insights and sidelights on each of these six Amazon novels, in chronological order. As a life-long collector, and researcher into Fearn’s life and work, I hope they may add to the reader’s enjoyment and appreciation of the stories. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Introducing Twin of the Amazon 
 
      
 
    Devotees of television’s Star Trek have long admired the series’ inspired device of beginning a story by having Kirk & Co. using a matter transmitter to beam down to the surface of an alien planet. Materialising out of thin air, they pause only to use their special detectors to check for the presence of any life forms, before plunging into some new adventure. However, as someone once remarked, there is nothing new under the sun! 
 
      
 
    Fully two decades earlier, readers of the Toronto Star Weekly were introduced to exactly the same concepts in the opening chapter of John Russell Fearn’s sixth “Golden Amazon” adventure, Twin of the Amazon.  The Amazon is making her first visit to the planet Mars via her “instantaneous transportation system”: 
 
    “.. her atomic make-up could be broken down within the area of the apparatus and reassembled—without the need of a receiver—at any distance, be it a couple of yards or, as in the case of Mars, forty-three million miles. 
 
    Then the actuation of a time-switch would reverse the process, and the Amazon would be back where she had commenced her journey, her atoms driven along an electro-magnetic beam pointed directly at Mars and following it on its course under the actuation of electric motors.                               
 
    …abruptly the Golden Amazon was no longer present… To the Amazon herself, at the moment of dissolution there had been a brief overwhelming anguish—for which she had been fully prepared—and then a period of total blankness. Her senses drifted back to her to bring the realisation that she was staring at a pale blue sky.  Around her stirred, a thin, cold wind, carrying with it a fine dusting of grains… Mars! There was no doubt of it—and if her calculations were correct she was standing in the midst of what Earth astronomers call the Mare Australe, the desert which once had been the bottom of an ocean. 
 
    She stood for a moment breathing the thin air, finding it produced an effect as though a band were tight across her chest. Then from her belt she took a detector instrument, one capable of registering the life aura of a living body over a thousand miles of distance…” 
 
      
 
    Eat your heart out, Mr. Spock, and put away that second-hand tri-corder! The above instance is hardly an isolated one. As Forrest J Ackerman pointed out in the November 1958 issue of Nebula Science Fiction, “…my very real regret in these crud new days of earth-in-peril pix is that the authors who pioneered—Hamilton, Cummings, Williamson, Starzl, even John Russell Fearn—are not reaping the yellow harvests of Hollywood gold rather than the Odd-Johnnies Come Lately who do the “original” stories.” Reviewing a Hollywood film (THE BRAIN FROM PLANET AROUS) in the same magazine the previous year, Ackerman had recognised clear plagiarisms from the pre-war magazine stories of Hamilton, Cummings and Fearn, remarking that “It’s only a shame that one of the oldtimers didn’t collect a little pelf when Hollywood lifted another of their ideas off the shelf and filmed it.” 
 
    Ironically, Fearn himself was completely aware of the cinematic potential of the Golden Amazon.  On 5th November 1949, the year following the publication of Twin of the Amazon, he wrote to his friend Walter Gillings, who was acting as UK agent for the Dirk Wylie Literary Agency in the U.S.A.: 
 
    “The surprising success of Superman in film serial form has got my mouth watering. Columbia produced it, of course, but I notice in the latest film information that other companies are casting around for something just as good. What a chance for the Golden Amazon! But there is nothing I personally can do about it because the American film companies will not heed anything from an author himself; only from his agent.  Do you think there is anything that can be done in this direction? You have contacts in Hollywood, I think, which might help. It does seem to me we could all do ourselves a bit of good if we could swing something, and you—or Wylie—have the complete set of Amazon yarns from the beginning to date. Even from the “glamour” angle one would think it worth a producer’s attention.”                 
 
    As far back as 1935, Fearn had submitted his Astounding Stories novelette “Before Earth Came” to the Universal film studio—but without result.  At that time, Fearn was actively corresponding with Hollywood-based sf and film fan Forry Ackerman, exchanging information on sf films and related topics. In one of his letters, dated August 11th 1935, Fearn wrote wistfully: “I’d like to see Liners of Time filmed with Claude Rains as Jelfel, Bruce Cabot as Sandford Lee, Grace Bradley as Elna Folson, and Arthur Byron as Templeton. Boy, would that be a film!” It would indeed—but alas, like the hero of his novel Sandford Lee, Fearn was way ahead of his time.  But were Liners of Time to be filmed today, it would be a sensational block-buster that would make Star Trek look like a 1930s Flash Gordon serial. We can but dream…. 
 
    Sadly, Fearn never lived to see any of the Hollywood gold. But the amazing body of science fiction ideas and plots he left behind still resonates today in countless derivative films and tv stories (along with the fine work of many of his contemporaries, as Ackerman has pointed out). 
 
    But modern readers sagacious enough to have invested in this volume need not make do with the ersatz sf of Hollywood. Right here, in Twin of the Amazon, you will find the real thing!  
 
    By 1948, the Amazon had become a proven hit with the Star Weekly’s 900,000 readership, and the editorial welcome mat was definitely out for any Amazon novels Fearn chose to write.  The imaginative breaks were off.  Although taking as his starting point the hoary old premise of a Martian invasion, Fearn invested it with his own unique imaginative touches that moved it right out of the ordinary.   
 
    Item: a giant “meteorite” falls to Earth, bringing with it a weird form of microscopic Martian life that ingests all metals. Its effect on cities is devastating:  
 
    “The first incident to catch her eye was the dissolution of the Westminster Bridge. Of late years the stone structure had been placed by a wider span of durrilium-x metal, nearly as tough as tungsten… Yet, almost at the moment of her crossing it, at an elevation of five hundred feet, she saw it suddenly begin to crack, bend, and flow like lead before a fire. The lights on it smashed into a broken string of jewels and extinguished themselves. The traffic crossing at the time rolled sideways and vanished in the Thames. In less than ten minutes Westminster Bridge completely dissolved.” 
 
      
 
    Item: we meet the Metrix, female ruler of the Martian race, who has an amazing plan: 
 
      
 
    “I have been waiting for this one chance, Miss Brant—to use your body, and put within it my brain! Think of the situation on Earth! I shall be thought to be you, and the destruction of your race will be a thing so simple that none will realise until it is too late that I am not the Golden Amazon!”   
 
      
 
    So we have the Amazon pitted against her “twin”, with the fate of the entire human race riding on the outcome. And any reader who thinks that the result is a forgone conclusion is in for a big surprise, as Fearn pulls off a truly ingenious plot twist that merits comparison with the ending of William F. Temple’s classic novel Four Sided Triangle! 
 
    Twin of the Amazon offers sheer entertainment, chronicling the most extraordinary series of interplanetary adventures that build up to a tremendous climax.  With this book, Fearn instituted the device of having the ending of the story link directly to the start of the action of the next novel, although each story is complete in itself. I am confident that when readers reach the end of Twin of the Amazon, they will be eager to continue the unfolding saga—which reaches to the very ends of the universe!   
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter I 
 
      
 
    There were four people seated at the huge polished table in the Directors’ Room of the Dodd Space Line Building. Before them were papers, statistical files, records of the spaceship company’s activities—and future plans. 
 
    Chris Wilson, grey-haired and heavy-shouldered, mused through the records before him whilst his wife Ethel looked on. Now and again she gave a faintly puzzled smile and shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t understand one-half of all this, Chris,” she protested. “You know I’ve no commercial instincts.” 
 
    “Shame on you, as a Director of the Line!” Chris Wilson reproved, grinning. “Anyway, it’s all quite straightforward. We have here simply a statement of past successes—and failures—together with a blueprint of our future intentions. To remain successful we have to extend our activities, of course: that’s normal to any company, even one running space-ships from here to Venus and back. This morning, as soon as Vi arrives, we’re going to see what we can do to include Mars in our route.” 
 
    Across the table the gigantic Commander Howard Kerrigan, President of the Venusian end of the Space Line, had relapsed into meditation. Ruth, his wife, a slender, grey-eyed woman with hair whitening at the temples, glanced at her watch. 
 
    “It’s past ten,” she announced. “Vi’s late.” 
 
    “She’ll be here,” Kerrigan told her, stirring himself. “She’s never missed an appointment in her life—and she certainly won’t miss a meeting as important as this——” 
 
    He turned in expectancy as the door opened. A young woman with black hair, very blue eyes, and dressed in the sauciest two-piece and hat which 1990 could produce, came in. 
 
    “Any room for a little one?” she asked solemnly. “I’m going on a shopping tour, and I want some money. They said I’d find you in here.” 
 
    “Enter the erring daughter,” Chris sighed, but he kissed the girl affectionately as she stooped first to him and then to her mother. “And so because you want money you have the temerity to burst into the Directors’ Room, have you? You’re not a Director, you know—yet.” 
 
    “No; but I shall be some day,” the girl answered brightly. “And anyway I’m always interested in whatever Aunt Vi does—which is one excuse, apart from money, for my being here. You haven’t kept things to yourselves so much as you imagine, remember! Little Ethel keeps her ears open…. After all, Aunt Vi and I are just like sisters. Look at the things we’ve done together! Conquered Venus between us; then there was that spot of bother at the South Pole——” 
 
    “Yes, but that was four years ago, dear!” her mother laughed. “And those sort of adventures are out henceforth, I hope. I don’t like my little girl getting mixed up in such things.” 
 
    “Not even with Aunt Vi?” The younger Ethel gave a reproving look. “Mum, you know I couldn’t be safer than when I’m with her.” 
 
    She turned to the vast window and gazed out upon the squat roofs and radio-beacon towers of 1990 London. Absently her gaze looked westwards, from which direction an air-taxi bearing Violet Ray Brant, the extraordinary “Golden Amazon”, was due at any moment. Right now the air-lanes were mainly clear, except for clumsy freighters and, in the far distance, an Earth–Venus space liner was streaking like quicksilver into the soft glow of the summer morning. 
 
    “Sisters …” Commander Kerrigan mused. “That has a bit of a queer ring, somehow.” 
 
    The girl turned from the window to glance at him. 
 
    “What’s queer about it, Uncle Howard?” 
 
    “Chiefly the fact that you are twenty-six and that your Aunt Vi must be about forty years older. Oh, I know you wouldn’t think it to look at her—but to consider you as sisters! Think of the age difference!” 
 
    “Oh, Howard, stop classing Vi as an ordinary woman!” his wife protested. “When you’re in the grave—and I too—she’ll still look as though she is in the twenties….” Ruth Kerrigan sighed wistfully. “That Dr. Axton way back in 1940 certainly must have been a wonderful surgeon, considering what he did to Vi’s glandular structure. Gave her five hundred years of life, superhuman strength, and the brain of a genius. Yet sometimes I wonder about her…. Do you think she’s really happy?” 
 
    “With more intelligence than any other scientist on this Earth or Venus?” Kerrigan exclaimed. “What more can she want? I’d be well pleased with half what she’s got.” 
 
    “Maybe you would—but there are times when I think she’d prefer to be a real woman instead of the pitiless, sexless, clever creature she is, with a beauty which becomes more phenomenal with every year. I sometimes think I——” 
 
    “Here she is!” the younger Ethel exclaimed in sudden eagerness. “Her air-taxi’s just heading down to the roof park.” 
 
    The four at the table became a little more alert, waiting; and presently the board-room door opened and the woman they were expecting came in. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late,” she apologized, smiling and closing the door. “There was a bit of congestion in the air-lanes over Hampshire, otherwise I’d have been on time. I’ve been up in the Midlands on business.” She glanced at the quartet then at the girl beside the window. “I thought you’d be here, Rosy Cheeks,” she added dryly, using the younger Ethel’s childhood nickname. “I never made a plan yet but what you managed to be in on it somehow.” 
 
    “The strategy this time is that she needs money with which to shop,” her father grinned. 
 
    The younger Ethel gave a rather embarrassed smile and did not speak. Ruth Kerrigan looked at the slender young woman advancing towards the table—for she certainly did not appear to be beyond the early twenties—in her grey costume and white blouse; then she cocked an eye on her husband. 
 
    “See what I mean, Howard?” she asked. “Impossible to assess by ordinary standards.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. You’re right, dear.” 
 
    “Ordinary standards?” the Golden Amazon asked in surprise, her deep-violet eyes suddenly questioning. “Are you discussing me?” 
 
    “Of course,” Kerrigan told her, grinning. “But we’re not alone in that. The whole world does it … and no wonder!” 
 
    Violet Ray Brant seated herself at the table and smiled in the queer inward way she had, as though a private joke were amusing her. Chris Wilson sat considering her idly, his mind flying back down the years, and he could not recall a time when she had not looked just as she did now—flawlessly beautiful, amber-skinned, with a flowing mass of hair the shade of molten gold. 
 
    “As you know,” the Amazon said, glancing up as she unzipped the brief-case, “I’ve been busy for the past two years on my instantaneous transportation system, or in other words the scientific way of transferring matter piecemeal from place to place. In an emergency—such as happened during the South Pole affair when I had to pursue Irma Mueller to Venus—I accomplished the transference from Earth to Venus, but something went wrong at the reassembly end. I finished up with amnesia. Remember? I’ve corrected such troubles now, with the result that anything organic or inorganic can be moved from here to anywhere at literally the speed of light.” 
 
    “Be grand for freight,” Chris Wilson agreed. “But if we extend the idea to human beings, don’t we rather cut our own throats? We have poured billions into the Space Line, both here and on Venus, to get it to perfection. If we have this radio-instrument method it will mean that at least half of our fleet of space-ships may become white elephants. Then what?” 
 
    The Amazon smiled. “Because I’m a scientist, Chris, I’m not necessarily a bad business woman,” she remarked. “I don’t intend that instantaneous transportations shall be used for human beings in a general way. In fact, I doubt if above ten per cent of people would take kindly to the idea. I have devised it chiefly for the fast moving of freight, so that when competitive Space Lines rise up—as assuredly they will when other scientists get space-flying to perfection—we can still be one jump ahead of them. Until that time comes I intend to use this system entirely for my own use. First, as a quick way to get to Mars and back.” 
 
    “Now we’re getting at it,” Kerrigan said, in sudden interest. “You’ve been working for four years on this Martian colonization project. What’s the angle, Vi?” 
 
    “The angle’s simple enough. We have got to annex Mars and add it to the Federation of Inner Planets.” 
 
    The quartet looked at one another, and then Chris spread his hands. 
 
    “Just like that, eh? Astronomers tell us that Mars is a dead world—or as good as. Utterly unlike Venus, where we have everything reasonably peaceful at last. There we have extremes of temperature, but at least it’s a place that can be colonized—and indeed it has been. But Mars! You might as well suggest that we try and colonize the Sahara!” 
 
    The Amazon was quite undisturbed. Her brief smile revealed the perfection of her teeth. 
 
    “So far,” she answered, “our space fliers have never landed on Mars. Their orders have been to by-pass it. I’ve had good reason for issuing such orders. You see, there may be things on Mars—traces of ancient civilizations, for instance—of incomparable scientific value, which blundering, untrained space navigators might ruin. When Mars is examined as a possible future colony I’ll do it myself—as I intend to, tonight.” 
 
    “By instantaneous transportation?” Chris Wilson asked, and the girl nodded. 
 
    “Should I find it is a planet capable of colonization I’ll put my plans in operation,” she continued. “Everything is worked out to the last detail. Special power-houses will be built, whose purpose will be solely to disperse gases into the Martian atmosphere and bring it up to a density comparable with Earth’s. That in turn will form clouds; they in turn will—again by scientific methods—be made to disgorge incessant rain until finally the arid deserts are restored to the ocean floors they once were. They in turn will irrigate the rest of the planet, and so Mars will blossom as a small-scale Earth, and a very useful colony and new stopping-place for the Dodd Line. The only thing I won’t be able to alter will be the gravitation, which is two-fifths of ours.” 
 
    “It’s a wonderful scheme,” Ruth Kerrigan said, her face bright as she grasped the possibilities. “Just the kind of plan one comes to expect from you, Vi—limitless in its scientific implications. But this colonization will take a long time, won’t it?” 
 
    “Perhaps five to seven years before perfection is achieved and all settlers are duly domiciled,” the Amazon responded. “Little enough time, though, when you consider that a dead world will be restored to life. By then”—her deep violet eyes wandered to where the younger Ethel was standing, listening in wrapt attention—“Rosy Cheeks will be turned thirty, and perhaps have enough maturity in her adventurous soul to take over control of the Martian end. That is what I am hoping for.” 
 
    “Why, Aunt Vi, that’s wonderful!” Ethel exclaimed, her blue eyes sparkling. “And you really think I’d be capable of——” 
 
    “You might then; certainly not now,” the Amazon told her. “In time, though, you’ll grow like your father—heavy and disinclined to exercise. Yes, by thirty you ought to be just right. If you are married by then and have a man to aid you, all the better…. However,” the Amazon continued, “I’m getting too far ahead. The thing right now is for me to go to Mars. I shall leave my home laboratory this evening at ten o’clock. I shall reach Mars and reassemble by time switch one minute later. I intend to stay for half an hour exploring—in the Martian noonday according to my calculations—and at ten-thirty-one I shall be back on Earth with my views as to whether colonization is practicable.” 
 
    “And—and can we watch you make this—disappearing act?” the younger Ethel asked eagerly. 
 
    “The difficulty,” the Amazon answered, closing the briefcase with slender, amber-tinted fingers, “will be to stop you! Come by all means—all of you.” 
 
    ••••• 
 
    At quarter to ten that evening Chris, his wife and daughter, and Commander Kerrigan and Ruth, were in the immense private laboratory annexed to the Golden Amazon’s out-London home. It was a laboratory in which scientific miracles had either been performed—or would be. There were instruments alien to all normal design, devised by the scientific genius of the Amazon herself, with which she continued her everlasting search for the ultimate secrets of time and space. To the Amazon nothing mattered except science and the bending of its vagaries to her will. 
 
    She stood now beside an electro-magnetic equipment which seemed to be mainly comprised of tall, slender tubes, insulators, and drums of highly polished copper wire. The actual controls were on a complicated switch-panel near by. 
 
    In silence the quintet listened to her running through details already familiar to them, which when summed up meant that her atomic make-up could be broken down within the area of the apparatus and reassembled—without the need of a receiver—at any distance, be it a couple of yards or, as in the case of Mars, forty-three million miles. Then the actuation of a time-switch would reverse the process, and the Amazon would be back where she had commenced her journey, her atoms driven along an electromagnetic beam pointed directly at Mars and following it in its course under the actuation of electric motors. 
 
    “I’m afraid,” Ruth Kerrigan said, sighing, “that most of the science is right over our heads, Vi. We’ll just have to take your word for it, as usual. You did it once, to Venus, so presumably you can do it again to Mars.” 
 
    “Yes, but on that occasion there was a receiver fixed on Venus,” the Amazon pointed out. “In these past years I’ve worked out a system whereby a receiver isn’t necessary—and that’s a tremendous advantage. Anyway”—she glanced up at the clock—“time is getting on. Excuse me, will you, whilst I prepare?” 
 
    She turned to the control panel and studied its gauges and meters. In silence the quintet watched her. She had forsaken the conventional two-piece of the morning, and was now attired in a head-to-toe one-piece garment of black. It outlined her perfect figure and made the flowing golden hair, caught into place by a gleaming band across her head, seem all the more yellow by comparison. Buckled about her shapely waist was a belt of solid gold, in the pouches of which were picked instruments, the only equipment she ever carried when on a lone exploration trip. For the rest she usually relied on her keen intelligence or the tremendous strength of her physique. 
 
    “You don’t think you are taking on too much, do you?” Chris asked her doubtfully. “I mean, you’ll be single-handed with a belt of instruments against a planet about which you know nothing! Just suppose there are hidden, sinister forces which you haven’t even thought of?” 
 
    “If there are,” the Amazon replied, without turning from computations, “I’ll deal with them.” 
 
    “Mars, what little we know of it, is a mighty strange world,” Kerrigan commented. “Even your own X-ray telescope hasn’t been able to discover much about it. You’d perhaps be safer if you went in the Ultra, where you can have all the guns and protection you need.” 
 
    “It would take too long,” the girl said. “I’ll be all right; don’t worry.” She finished her study of the meters, set a number of switches, and then snapped on the power. A thin, droning hum rose in the quiet of the laboratory. “That’s the power-beam on its way,” she explained. “In about four minutes, moving at the speed of light, it will have reached Mars. Then I’ll follow it!” 
 
    She spoke without emotion, as she invariably did when about to commence a new adventure. Quietly she shook hands with each member of the quintet, glanced at the clock again, and then stepped into the area of the magnetic apparatus. The chronometer on top of the switch-panel sliced off the seconds deliberately. 
 
    “Wait for me for thirty minutes,” she said, “and as you value your lives, and mine, don’t touch anything. When that second hand reaches sixty my trip will commence.” 
 
    There was silence again, save for the drone of the electrical equipment. The tubes were glowing brightly in a variety of hues. The second finger snicked onwards—45—50—55—— 
 
    60! And abruptly the Golden Amazon was no longer present. 
 
    There was a smell of ozone, a feeling of intense static resistance, and the five in the laboratory looked wonderingly at one another…. To the Amazon herself, at the moment of dissolution there had come a brief overwhelming anguish—for which she had been fully prepared—and then a period of total blankness. Her senses drifted back to her to bring the realization that she was staring at a pale-blue sky. Around her stirred a thin, cold wind, carrying with it a fine dusting of grains. 
 
    Comprehending that she was lying on her back, she made to get to her feet, forgot the two-fifths less gravity, and landed flat on her face after turning a somersault. Slowly she tried again, and got on her feet. 
 
    Mars! There was no doubt of it—and if her calculations were correct she was standing in the midst of what Earth astronomers call the Mare Australe, the desert which once had been the bottom of an ocean. 
 
    There were no clouds in the pale-blue heaven. It was pallid, cruel, chilly, with a ridiculously small sun—by Earth standards—glowing coppery red at the zenith. The Martian noon. This, too, she had correctly calculated. 
 
    Slowly she turned and contemplated the view. It was appalling in its monotony. A waste of rust-red sand in every direction, unbroken by a single hill or rise of ground. Nowhere a trace of perhaps a ruined city, or vision of a living being. 
 
    “Dead,” she whispered. “Utterly and completely dead.” 
 
    She stood for a moment breathing the thin air, finding it produced an effect as though a band were tight across her chest. Then from her belt she took a detector instrument, one capable of registering the life-aura of a living body over a thousand miles of distance. Nothing, she knew, if it lived, could escape it—but the needle, insulated against registering her own life-aura, lay immovably at zero. Wherever she trained it—above, below, and to the four points of the compass, there was no reaction. Not a spark of life moved in this arid, desolate planet, so long a riddle to the astronomers of Earth. 
 
    She put the instrument away again, went carefully on her knees in the awkward gravity, and examined the sand. With more of her instruments she tested it, arriving finally at a discovery which made her frown. 
 
    “Almost pure ferric oxide,” she murmured. “In fact, there is more of it than there is of sand…. Most interesting. In that case these Martian deserts are not so much made up of sand as rust!” 
 
    She glanced up sharply. She could have been sure, for just the briefest moment, that somebody was watching her. It was a curious sensation, similar to the illusion of something seen out of the corner of the eye, which vanishes upon being looked at. 
 
    There was nothing. The desert was empty—utterly empty. And yet there was this growing conviction of being watched. Gradually she got on her feet again and once more tried the life-aura detector. No life, not even if invisible to the eye, could hide from the instrument; but it still remained at zero. 
 
    This conviction of hidden surveillance disturbed her, baffled her. She was still thinking about it when the reverse mechanism on the Earth equipment operated and that blank, anguishing darkness again descended on her. 
 
    The fogs of total unconsciousness cleared finally to reveal her own laboratory and the watching faces of the quintet. With something of an effort she moved forward and switched off the apparatus. 
 
    “That,” Chris Wilson said, “is what I call travelling! Eighty million miles in half an hour.” 
 
    “Less,” the Amazon told him. “I spent nearly half an hour on Mars and …” She paused, musing. “There’s something about that planet which I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Can there ever be something which you don’t understand?” Ruth Kerrigan asked, in genuine surprise. 
 
    “I think I was watched,” the Amazon said pensively. “Though I found no trace of life. Either it was an illusion of the mind produced by the utterly unearthly environment—or else there is a type of life on Mars which is beyond anything we’ve yet experienced…. However …” 
 
    She put the issue on one side for the moment and turned to more immediate matters. 
 
    “As far as Mars itself is concerned, I see no reason why we should not go right ahead with our plans for colonizing it. The conditions are exactly as we had expected—thin air pressure, low temperature, slight gravity, and almost complete absence of water vapour. With deficiences in the climate made good by scientific instruments Mars might well become a very pleasant colonized planet to be included in the Federation.” 
 
    She stopped, again frowning over a thought. 
 
    “What is it, Vi?” Commander Kerrigan asked quietly. “Still worried about that alien life you couldn’t see?” 
 
    “No, Howard—not that. I’m really baffled by the Martian deserts. You see, they are not really sand at all, as we have always assumed. They’re made up of vast wildernesses of powdered ferric oxide, which undoubtedly accounts for Mars’ red colour.” 
 
    “You mean rust deposit?” Chris exclaimed in astonishment. 
 
    “Yes. It has to be seen to be credited. Of course,” the Amazon continued, thinking, “the planets of our system are basically iron ore, and the effect of erosion and oxygen upon the surface of any planet would doubtless create deserts of rust in the long run. We can even see the first signs of it in our own Painted Desert. But that an entire planet should be powdered in rust deserts is most unusual. Not a city, not a tree, not a shrub, not a hill, but what has been levelled to all-pervading red dust.” 
 
    There was a long silence—almost an uncomfortable one. The Amazon seemed to have brought something of the chill of dead Mars back to Earth with her. 
 
    “What do you think it means, then?” Ethel Wilson asked; but the Amazon shook her blonde head. 
 
    “I just don’t know. Certainly when we colonize that world we will have to volatilize the deserts and get down to firm foundations on which to build Martian cities…. Since this isn’t the time to conjecture as to whether there is life on Mars or not, you, Chris, had better call a meeting of the Interplanetary Engineers for tomorrow morning, and then I’ll outline the details for the first colonization moves.” 
 
    Chris Wilson nodded. “Okay, Vi, I’ll do that. And congratulations on sucessfully crossing space there and back.” 
 
    The Amazon only smiled—a smile of complete self-sufficiency. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter II 
 
      
 
    A week later, with her plans for the colonization of Mars taking shape in workshops and engineering foundries throughout Britain, the Amazon had practically forgotten the strange fact that there might be life on Mars, so buried was she in new scientific plans for the conquest of the red planet. 
 
    For this reason she was not conscious of a momentary ripple across the easy-going, prosperous life of 1990 British life. It was a giant meteorite which provided the diversion. 
 
    Seamen saw it, so did one or two space-ship commanders far out in the void. In remotely flung hamlets there was a perfect view of it in the summer night sky. Lovers in quiet lanes were startled; animals howled or took to their heels. Wherever the meteorite’s path lay there was a brief pale-blue effulgence which paled the brightest noonday sun, and with it came the deep satanic roaring usually associated with an earthquake—until at last the meteorite dived beyond horizon limit and vanished in an abyss of quiet. 
 
    As chance had it, not only the Amazon, but none of those connected with the Dodd Space Line, saw the phenomenon, though they gained all the details about it from the newscasts and telescreens the following morning. From all accounts, no meteorite of such size had fallen since the famous Siberian meteorite of June 30, 1908, which had landed five hundred miles north of Irkutsk. This one had fallen, mercifully, in the wastes of Salisbury Plain in Wiltshire and buried itself a quarter of a mile deep in the earth. Even so, the heat and gases emanating from it prevented sightseers and scientists from getting any nearer to it than two miles. What investigation was possible had to be made from hover-planes. 
 
    The Amazon had only just gathered these facts from the teleview screen, accompanied by the announcer’s explanation, when the visiphone buzzed. She got up and switched on the instrument, to behold Chris Wilson’s face in the scanner. 
 
    “Hello, Chris,” the Amazon greeted. “Early caller. I was just having breakfast——” 
 
    “Heard about the meteorite?” Chris interrupted. 
 
    “Yes; I was viewing it a moment ago on the televisor—or rather the best view hover-planes can get. What about it?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m asking you. Do you think it’s just coincidence that that meteorite happened to fall now, when we’re planning to colonize Mars, or is there more behind it?” 
 
    The Amazon laughed. “More behind it? I can’t think why in the world there should be. And supposing there is? What do you think we should do about it?” 
 
    “Examine the meteorite. It might even be some kind of space-ship. Frankly, I just can’t get it out of mind that you were convinced when on Mars that somebody was watching you. This meteorite seems to me to be a natural consequence of that.” 
 
    “We’ll know better when it cools, Chris,” the Amazon responded. “Nothing can emerge from that meteorite, or enter it, as long as it remains superheated. In the meantime, forget about it. Certainly I have far too much on hand to be bothering over it.” 
 
    “Okay,” Chris agreed, though he still sounded uneasy. “Just thought I’d mention it.” 
 
    He switched off, and the Amazon did likewise. She stood musing for a moment or two, pondering the implication of Chris’s words and wondering if perhaps her own absorption with scientific matters had perhaps rendered her insensible to other possibilities. But that the meteorite should have any connection with Mars …! 
 
    “Most unlikely,” she decided, shaking her head. “And it cannot be a space-ship, because I give the Martians—if any—credit for being better scientists than to let their spaceships get red-hot in their fall through the atmosphere.” 
 
    She turned away from the visiphone, pressed the button for her maid, Tana, to clear away the breakfast things, and then went into her laboratory to commence the day’s routine work—chiefly on problems which would be encountered when, in six months, the first engineers landed on Mars to commence climatic alterations…. 
 
    ••••• 
 
    It was another week before the great Salisbury Plain meteorite cooled sufficiently to permit of it being examined, and it was a task which proved about as interesting—and as fruitful—as studying a gigantic cannon-ball. 
 
    The huge, irregular globe was pitted and pock-marked after its wild flight through the atmosphere, and carefully though the many scientists went over it, they could nowhere find any trace of an air-lock or possible door which might announce that the object had a hollow interior. All normal means of lifting it from its hole failed, so finally three freighter space-machines with magnetic grapple anchors were put into service. These, not without difficulty, dragged the clumsy, vastly heavy globe from its crater so that the section which had been buried could be studied. But here again there was a similar answer. Nowhere was there a sign of a door. 
 
    Finally, interest cooled off. The vast globe was left where it was in the midst of Salisbury Plain, a monument to a trip through space. The novelty over, men and women ceased their sight-seeing and returned to normal pursuits. The scientists wrote off the object as just another meteorite … and that was that. 
 
    It seemed indeed as though the even-flowing current of life was destined for a long spell of tranquillity again—until the annexation of Mars should give rise for rejoicing—but the peace was shaken again, this time by the extraordinary affair at the Central Power-house in London. 
 
    Here there functioned the gigantic atomic-generators which powered London, subsidiary power-houses in different zones of the British Isles taking their loads directly from it. And on the night of June 12, three weeks after the fall of the Salisbury meteorite, trouble hit the Central Power-house good and hard. 
 
    Chief-Engineer Setton was prowling on his inspection tour around ten o’clock, a journey which took him along gridded aisles between banks of switch-panels, across gangways lined with gigantic, softly-humming engines. His task was to be certain that every unit, inconceivably complicated and yet completely foolproof, was operating to maximum efficiency, and if not, to report the fact immediately to the Atomic Power Board. 
 
    Setton, a first-class engineer, was perfectly satisfied that everything was in order. He stopped before each checking-dial, read off the numbers and position of the gauge-needles, checking them against the log card he carried. Then as he entered the last gangway the thing happened. 
 
    The two mighty flywheels on the central generator, heart of the whole massive power-plant, literally burst asunder. Engineer Setton had not the least warning or chance to save himself. At one moment the wheels were spinning normally, so flawlessly precision-balanced that they appeared motionless; and the next great chunks of rended metal were hurtling through the air, smashing their way with the force of projectiles into the surrounding apparatus, flinging themselves through switch-panels, and upwards towards the roof. 
 
    Setton himself, open-mouthed in wonder, had only five seconds to watch what was happening, then an irregular chunk struck his chest, went clean through it, and landed on the gangway behind him. Stone dead, Setton crashed on his back. 
 
    The power-house, deprived of its central control, whined and shrieked weirdly. Several smaller units raced themselves to pieces and then became silent, burned out and smoking sulphurously. Up and down the country fled an automatic ripple of alarms, advising distant engineers that the Central Power-house was out of action. 
 
    In various zones lights in buildings and streets winked, blazed with tremendous brilliance, and then expired. Darkness and power-loss spread a paralyzing hand over both London and the provinces until harrassed engineers could switch in the subsidiary old-fashioned electric light and power system. 
 
    In her own home, the Amazon, deep in an armchair reading a formulated plan she had worked out for colonization, glanced up sharply as the tall reading-lamp above her head glowed blue, pink, and then went out. She sat in the dark, waiting. The glow of the atom-bar fire in the wall paled and expired too. 
 
    The door clicked softly, and the maid came in with a torch. 
 
    “It’s all right, Tana,” the Amazon said. “Power-house failure, I think. Nothing we can do at the moment. Keep the torch: I don’t need it.” 
 
    “Yes, Miss Brant.” The maid went out again silently, and the Amazon got to her feet. 
 
    With perfect assurance, since she could when she chose see quite clearly in the dark, she went to the visiphone. Her intention to ’phone the Chief Engineer was frustrated, as she found that the instrument was out of action. 
 
    “Then it must be a general power failure,” she muttered. “Very strange. It has never happened since atom-power was installed.” 
 
    Turning, she left the room by a private door and went into the hangar annexed to the laboratory. A touch on a switch, connected with batteries, moved aside the hangar’s roof; then she went across to her helicoplane and climbed into it. 
 
    The small but powerful atomic motor lifted the little machine into the dark. Moving the controls, the Amazon turned northwards towards the great looming abyss which normally was a blaze of light marking the city of London. 
 
    Frowning, she looked about her into the night. As far as she could see there were no lights anywhere. The darkness was absolute. There had never been such a universal power failure before. Then suddenly, almost magically, lights appeared again, and she recognized them immediately as the pale illuminants of electricity, having none of the curious bluish tinge common to atomic power. 
 
    When she reached the site in central London where the main power-house should have been standing she stared incredulously into the reflecting infra-red screens over the switch-panel. Every detail was as bright as by day, revealing to her a scene of indescribable chaos. The entire Central Power-house was in a state of collapse, its metal walls dissolving and crumbling even as she watched; its roof long since had fallen inwards. It was as though that mighty edifice, composed of the toughest resistant insulating metal known to science, were made of tallow, wilting now before a heat-wave. 
 
    Her face troubled, the Amazon darted her helicoflyer to another quarter of the city, intent on viewing the secondary power-house group, but before she got there other and more impressive scenes caught her attention. Fascinated, the helicoplane hovering, she watched. 
 
    The first incident to catch her eye was the dissolution of the Westminster Bridge. Of late years the stone structure had been replaced by a wider span of durrilium-x metal, nearly as tough as tungsten and, technically, in the same class of resistance as that of which the Central Power-house had been made. Yet, almost at the moment of her crossing it, at an elevation of five hundred feet, she saw it suddenly begin to crack, bend, and flow like lead before a fire. The lights on it smashed into a broken string of jewels and extinguished themselves. The traffic crossing at the time rolled sideways and vanished in the Thames. In less than ten minutes Westminster Bridge completely dissolved. 
 
    Fascination, horror, and then scientific curiosity, took possession of the Amazon by turns. Throughout the night, drawn by the uncanny mystery of what was happening, she flitted about the country from far north to far south, beholding in that time innumerable disasters wherein supposedly invincible structures melted into nothing. Until by dawn, when at last she returned to her home, she had in memory a list of some thirty disasters, so far without explanation. 
 
    She was somewhat surprised to find on entering her home that Chris Wilson, Kerrigan, and Slater Pratt, the head of the Atomic Power Board, were waiting for her in the lounge. 
 
    “Vi!” Chris exclaimed, jumping up as she came in. “We’ve been waiting for you since dawn. Where on earth have you been?” 
 
    “Cruising,” she answered quietly, and after pressing the button for Tana she settled in a chair. “Cruising and giving myself a series of shocks as well!” 
 
    “None of us here had a wink of sleep last night,” Chris hurried on. “Ever since that first power failure at ten last night. Do you realize what’s happening? Power-houses are simply falling to bits; metal buildings are coming down—locomotives, ships, airplanes, and even space-ships are corroding away with some kind of devilish metallic rot.” 
 
    “Yes,” the Amazon agreed, frowning thoughtfully, “I’m perfectly aware of it. I’ve been watching what’s going on——” 
 
    “And it’s going on every minute; every hour!” Kerrigan cried. “News keeps coming to headquarters of this or that building collapsing, of this or that power-unit blowing apart——” 
 
    “The very stability of our basic metal, durrilium, is threatened,” added the chief of the Atomic Power Board. 
 
    The Amazon glanced up as the maid entered. 
 
    “Did you ring, Miss Brant?” 
 
    “Yes, Tana. Have breakfast prepared for us four here, please. As quickly as possible. We’ve urgent business ahead.” 
 
    “Yes, Miss Brant.” 
 
    As the maid went out Slater Pratt gestured urgently. 
 
    “Look here, Miss Brant, what do we do?” 
 
    The Amazon gave a rather cynical smile. “As usual you come running to me in a crisis! After all, Mr. Pratt, you are the head of the Atomic Power Board. The problem falls within your sphere.” 
 
    “But,” Pratt protested, “I don’t even know what has happened—or what is happening! Our basic metal has been tried and tested by every known scientific means to withstand corrosion, wear and tear, electrical influence——” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” the Amazon interrupted, with an impatient wave of her hand, “but let us strip durrilium of its fancy name and get down to facts. Basically, like any other average metal, it is iron. Iron scientifically treated and case-hardened to the limit of resistence, but it is still iron. Therein, I believe, lies the answer to our troubles.” 
 
    Chris Wilson looked puzzled. “But, Vi, even iron shouldn’t start to behave like this—as though it’s candle-wax, or something.” 
 
    The Amazon’s violet eyes fixed on him with something of that calm contempt which always made him writhe inwardly. 
 
    “I wonder,” she said slowly, “why it is that you men often give the right answer to a problem ahead of time—and then when the problem arises you forget what you said? You yourself guessed the truth at the outset, Chris—the meteorite.” 
 
    “But that’s impossible!” Kerrigan exclaimed. “That ball of iron couldn’t have anything to do with this metal collapse.” 
 
    “Your choice of expression is rather loose, Howard,” the Amazon told him. “That ball, in all probability, is not iron. In fact, judging from its colossal weight it is something very, very different.” The Amazon got to her feet and looked pensively down on the three men. “Gentlemen,” she continued quietly, “I blame myself for this! Absorbed as I have been with the Martian colonization scheme, I had no time for apparent trifles, otherwise I would have isolated that mysterious meteorite when it plunged to earth. In it there must have been something—I don’t know what—which escaped and later attacked our metals. How it escaped from a closed sphere is also a mystery. The fact remains that what we see about us now is a replica of what must once have happened on Mars. The reduction of metals to ferric oxide…. Rust!” 
 
    The men glanced at each other anxiously, then back to the Amazon. 
 
    “But, Vi, you can’t mean that something or other”—Chris moved a hand vaguely—“is eating up or somehow destroying everything metallic? Why, that would bring down all civilization around our ears!” 
 
    “How can we be sure but what that isn’t the intention behind it?” the Amazon demanded. “Though I saw no life on Mars, nor got any registration of it, I am convinced that something, somewhere, watched me. There is no longer any room to doubt it. From Mars came that meteorite, loaded with something unknown which is now eating the heart out of our basic iron, as presumably it once ate the heart out of Mars and reduced the planet to a barren wilderness made up entirely of deserts of rust…. It is not a far cry to our world sinking into a similar terrifying abyss unless we fight this thing with everything we’ve got!” 
 
    “But how?” Chris demanded. “I can’t even imagine where we should start. I’ve examined some pieces of the ‘corroded’ metal, as I’ll call it; in fact, they were rushed to me during the night when the Central Power-house collapsed. Since I couldn’t find you, I took the pieces to the Laboratory of Science.” He paused and gave a grim smile. “By the time I had reached there the metal was no more! It looked like a mass of frozen quicksilver. How on earth can one analyse stuff like that?” 
 
    “Analysing what causes the trouble is not the immediate necessity,” the Amazon responded. “What we have to do is protect what there is left from the ravages of this unknown something—and there is one way to do it. Find out what the meteorite is made of and, if possible, duplicate its metal. It stands to reason that it must be proof against this ‘something’, else it could never have survived crossing space without being reduced to a fluid state…. That’s the answer, gentlemen,” she added. “After breakfast we’ll fly to Salisbury Plain and see what that hunk of stuff can reveal to us.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter III 
 
      
 
    It was towards ten o’clock when the fast ’plane landed within a dozen feet of the deserted meteorite in the barrenness of Salisbury Plain. The Amazon, small scientific instruments packed into a bag, led the way to the gigantic pitted ball rearing up in the morning sunlight, and began a study of it from various angles. 
 
    Chris, Kerrigan, and Slater Pratt watched her in silence. They had already seen this enigmatic object—and derived nothing from it. Now they were interested to see if the Golden Amazon could do any better. 
 
    Without speaking she prowled about it, occasionally stopping and fingering the metal, inspecting the pits and scars in the surface; then presently she moved away about twelve feet and fitted up a portable instrument on a tripod, controlled by atomic force batteries no larger than a wrist-watch. When the instrument was assembled she switched it on and an invisible beam on the radar principle projected itself at the meteorite. The Amazon stood looking into the instrument’s screen, a hood over the top masking the direct light of the sun. 
 
    “Take a look,” she invited, after a while, and the men moved to her side. 
 
    To their surprise the screen carried an image of an object exactly like a honeycomb—one mass of cells and connecting granular galleries. 
 
    “What is it?” Kerrigan asked, puzzled. 
 
    “I’m training a radar-beam on the back-reflecting principle on this ball of metal,” the Amazon explained. “It relays whatever it detects back to the screen and gives an exact picture of conditions reigning in the metal. I would add that the image is enormously magnified. So then we see now that this so-called solid ball is anything but it. It is more of a metallic sponge with a myriad pin-prick holes in its make-up, invisible to the naked eye. And that,” she finished, switching off, “is why no door is needed in this ball. It is obviously hollow—but whatever was inside it simply escaped through the interstices in the metal. Which indicates something infinitesimally small.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Kerrigan mused, “something on the lines of bacteria?” 
 
    “Maybe,” the Amazon admitted. “I can’t form a guess until I can isolate whatever it is that causes our metals to fall apart. This metal does not, therefore I want to know what it is.” 
 
    She changed the barrel-like radar instrument on top of the tripod for another piece of equipment, which, when switched on, operated a scale-reading needle running like a mercury thread up and down a ladder of numbers—only in this case it was the Periodic Table of Elements from 1 to 92, hydrogen at the lowest end, and uranium at the highest, with numbers 43, 61, 75, 85, and 87 left blank, still unknown elements in the table, even in this advanced period. 
 
    The needle finally came to rest four degrees above the topmost element. 
 
    “So!” the Amazon breathed, a gleam in her violet eyes. “In our scale reading it is Element 96! No wonder the stuff is so heavy, with ninety-six electrons in its makeup. Somehow I’ve got to have a piece for analysis.” 
 
    This presented something of a problem. The Amazon tried three disintegrator rays, each one of greater strength than its predecessor, on the metal, without any effect—but at the fourth attempt, incorporating a power six-fold that already used, an uneven lump six inches long by one wide was chipped away. Immediately she dived for it and lifted its heavy mass in her hand. 
 
    “All I need,” she said, in satisfaction. “In my laboratory I’ll soon make this give up whatever secrets it possesses—and if possible I’ll duplicate it.” 
 
    She led the way back to the ’plane, and wasted no time in flying it back to her out-city home. On the way she and her companions gazed down on further enactments of tragedy, but the problem was so huge—and so unexpected—that none of them spoke. At the girl’s home the men took their leave to hurry back to duty and keep a check on events. They all knew that the moment the Amazon had anything important to announce she would advise them quickly enough. 
 
    For all that, she had plunged into a problem which taxed even her scientific skill to the uttermost. Day succeeded day as she worked tirelessly in the laboratory, never once pausing to sleep, only nourishing herself with restorative pills, calling on her superhuman reserves of strength to keep her going as she battled with the riddle of a metal which was unknown in Earth’s list of elements. 
 
    And whilst she struggled, other things were happening in the world outside. The collapse of metal buildings, bridges, railroads, towers, vehicles, fliers, and so forth, comprised one steady and terrifying stream of reports. It was a trouble so immense that no one organization, or group of organizations, could possibly do anything about it. The cumulative effect was to demoralize the peace-loving citizens of Britain. They were panicked as they had never been in their lives before, and paralysis of industry and enterprise crept over the face of a slowly scarring, eroding country. 
 
    Then, mysteriously, the menace leapt two ways simultaneously—to Federated Europe and the United States, destroying in the same silent, ruthlessly efficient manner. One moment there would be solid metal, and the next a flowing shell, like wood rotted inside with the work of white ants. 
 
    Scientists concentrated all their efforts on trying to find the cause of the trouble and so isolate it, but without success. Deadly scars, each one reckoned in hundreds of thousands of lives, began to mark Earth’s face as days became weeks…. 
 
    Nor was this all. Famous leaders of public opinion, both men and women, mysteriously vanished from the communities in which they had become known and respected. Then, usually a week later, they returned, without a word of explanation as to what had happened to them or where they had been. Indeed, the only thing which seemed to interest them was delivering inflammatory speeches from the fast-tottering ruins of the world’s principal cities. 
 
    There were even exhortations to war as the only means of weeding out the fit from the unfit. The pestilential head of conflict on a world-wide scale, with weapons staggering beyond belief, gradually became the main topic of conversation. Everywhere a public leader talked he or she glorified the art of destruction, insisted on it as the only escape from the crumbling hell which had descended on mankind. 
 
    Of these dangerous speeches the Amazon only became aware a month after her self-imposed task to isolate Element 96 had begun. Then, even her tremendous strength weakened, she sent for Chris Wilson and Commander Kerrigan, as the two leading powers in industry on Earth and Venus respectively. 
 
    They were inwardly shocked when they beheld her in the laboratory. Her strangely fascinating beauty was worn and hag-ridden: her violet eyes were hollow and roving after the stupendous strain she had thrown on herself. Only her manner was unchanged—quiet and perfectly self-assured. Almost languidly she gestured to the bench, where lay a thin sheet of metal catching the shadowless arc-lights. 
 
    “There it is,” she announced. “Element 96 duplicated, and I’ve worked out the formula to the last detail so that our scientists and engineers can turn the metal out in endless miles. What we have to do is build a second outer wall round all valuable utilities and power-stations—those that have survived so far, that is—and whatever this menace is it will never get through that metal! I’ll stake my life on it. But what a job the analysis and computation has been!” she breathed, pushing a hand through her thick blonde hair and sitting down heavily. “And how much it tells me!” 
 
    “You’re all in, Vi,” Chris told her seriously. “You need rest.” 
 
    “I know it; and now I can have it.” She looked up again, the old fire gleaming in her purple eyes. “One thing is now quite clear,” she continued. “Mars not only possesses life—which mysteriously evades registering itself on instruments—but it is also life with an intelligence far ahead of ours, by which I mean mankind in a general way, as opposed to geniuses. Only creatures of phenomenal skill could ever have integrated the necessary formula to create that Element 96. It nearly defeated me, and I admit it…. I have also found,” she finished, “what it is that is destroying our metals.” 
 
    “You have!” Kerrigan cried, his craggy face lighting. “That’s the best news of all, Vi. It shouldn’t take long to destroy it once we know what it is——” 
 
    “Unfortunately I’ve not the least idea how to destroy it,” the Amazon interrupted, getting to her feet again. “Just take a look at this….” 
 
    She went over to a corner of the laboratory and switched on a light behind a tall transparent tube filled with liquid akin to water. In the midst of it shifted and stirred a myriad infinitesimal objects, moving like reddish scum. 
 
    “That isn’t one creature, but multi-millions of them,” the Amazon explained. “And, like some of our sea-mites and bacteria, they multiply at an incredible rate, dividing by fission. With reagents I have more or less sterilized their rapid multiplication in this tube, but in the normal way they continue increasing by something like twenty-seven millions every twelve hours. We have, of course, similar creatures in our own sphere—the oyster, for instance, or the sea-urchin, with their millions of eggs annually. Then again, consider the coral reefs which, though looking solid, are actually packed multi-millions of small sea-creatures——” 
 
    “But what are those things in the tube?” Chris interrupted, puzzled. “I never saw anything like them before.” 
 
    “Hardly likely you would, since they’re Martian,” the Amazon replied. “I call them ‘Iron-eaters’. Watch this …” 
 
    She scooped some iron filings into her palm from the bench and dropped them in the liquid. There was a foam of bubbles as the red cloud moved violently—then the iron had gone. 
 
    “Hungry little blighters, aren’t they?” Kerrigan asked, with an uneasy smile. 
 
    “Yes, from Mars,” the Amazon repeated, turning and switching off the tube-light. “And intelligent life directed them here in that meteorite, which they could not eat. This same intelligence knows that these mites, like bacteria, can withstand frightful heat—as when the meteorite became red-hot—and intense cold, without suffering, much less death. This same intelligence also knew that as the mites became hungry they would escape through the interstices of the metal, that honeycomb pattern being made on purpose, and seek out the nearest iron. That, apparently, proved to be London. 
 
    “But since these mites have no intelligence of their own, they just couldn’t have selected the Central Power-house by chance. They were directed to it by some unfathomable power reaching across forty million miles of space! From then on, as the things fed—and destroyed metal—they multiplied. Until now they are in such colossal numbers they are eating the core out of our civilization. This metal I’ve devised will stop them, but since it is impossible to shield everything, our main job is to find a way to destroy this appalling menace.” 
 
    “Well, at least you’ve slowed them down in that tube,” Chris commented, “which is a good start.” 
 
    “True, but I couldn’t apply that method all over the world—and slowing them down isn’t killing them, Chris. Candidly, I don’t know what will kill them.” 
 
    The Amazon sat down again and brooded wearily, rubbing her forehead. 
 
    “I don’t like this a bit,” Kerrigan muttered. “We’re fighting a menace we can’t see, a life which doesn’t register, projected from an apparently dead world! How’s that for a set-up? Look, Vi, do you suppose this sudden attack has been made upon us because you went to Mars?” 
 
    “It would seem so,” the Amazon replied, sighing, “but I can’t even begin to grasp the reason…. I’ve got to rest,” she decided, stifling a yawn. “Take that formula, Chris, and the metal, and decide which utilities and main focal points need guarding against the menace. It’s in your hands from now on.” 
 
    “Okay.” Chris picked up the metal and sheets of paper covered in mathematical formulae. “There’s something else, though, which I think you should know about….” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “These warlike speeches being given up and down the country—and abroad too, for that matter. Before very long we’re going to have a war added to our troubles unless a firm hand is taken.” 
 
    The Amazon frowned. “Warlike speeches? First I’ve heard about it. How do you mean?” 
 
    In detail Chris explained, and he finished with a rather helpless shrug. 
 
    “Financiers, soap-box orators, Presidents, Prime Ministers, men and women, all of them who have a bit of a following, are preaching the same unholy gospel. War, as the only solution to our problem, and the consequent emergence of a dominant race.” 
 
    “Such blasted bunk!” Kerrigan scoffed. “War never settled anything, and never will.” 
 
    “In other words, the total elimination of the human race,” the Amazon said, musing. “There’s something queer about it,” she went on. “First, you say, these various people vanished and then came back to talk of war? Even Bradley Thomas, the financier?” 
 
    “Even Bradley Thomas,” Chris confirmed gloomily. “I’ve always thought of him as one of the most fair-minded men in London affairs. Now he’s a rip-snorting warmonger. Same goes for the Prime Minister. Come to think of it, all the moderates the world over have suddenly turned into warhorses.” 
 
    “Which sounds to me like fuel being added to the fire,” the Amazon said, after another thoughtful pause. “First our cities were wrecked and the people are demoralized in consequence—then, magically, leaders turn up and urge everybody to destroy each other in a war. That means Mars is at the back of the whole thing….” 
 
    She got to her feet decisively. “Bradley Thomas’s home is only three miles from here,” she said. “The moment I’ve rested I’ll make a point of calling on him and seeing what I can find out. I’m willing to swear that of his own volition Thomas would never exhort the populace to such insanity. I’ll know soon enough the moment I’ve seen him.” 
 
    “Up to you, Vi,” Chris said, taking the metal and formulae. “We will leave you to it. Let us know how you get on. Come on, Howard.” 
 
    “And you let me know how you progress in protecting vital utilities,” the Amazon responded. 
 
    ••••• 
 
    At nightfall, restored to normal by a day-long sleep and a meal of concentrates upon awakening, the Amazon drove the three miles to Bradley Thomas’s suburban home in her private car. It was not the first time she had visited the big, jovial financier. In the course of her extraordinary career she had more or less come in contact with all the big City men, and she could not picture anybody less likely to fill the role of a warmonger. 
 
    As she rounded the bend in the road which led to the private acres where the financier’s great mansion stood she received a surprise. When she had last visited it the grounds had been surrounded with high iron railings set in a low brick wall—but now all that had gone. Instead the railings had been replaced with a twelve-foot high fence of very close metal mesh, which also covered the big locked gates giving entrance to the driveway. 
 
    The Amazon drew her car to a halt in the twilight and sat considering the transformation. Finally, she gave a taut smile. 
 
    “Apparently our financial friend is not in the mood to receive visitors after his war speeches,” she murmured. “Unless I miss my guess, that fence is electrified.” 
 
    She reached to the complicated dash and pressed a button. An illuminated dial sprang into being, and a needle wavered slowly about the 10,000-mark. She switched off again. 
 
    “Ten thousand volts,” she muttered. “Mmmm … Good job I have all the necessary gadgets with me. This isn’t going to be easy, but I’ve got to see what has transformed Thomas if it’s the last thing I do.” 
 
    She eased herself out of the car and glanced up and down in the lowering gloom. Everywhere was completely deserted. Quickly she pulled off her costume coat and skirt and dragged on the close-fitting black tights with which she preferred to handle the less comfortable of her expeditions. She spent a few moments checking the weapons in her gold belt after she had buckled it about her waist, and then she crept forward to within a few inches of the fence and stood looking at it. 
 
    “One good thing about electricity is that it can be short-circuited,” she murmured, “even though it will probably raise an alarm in the house. Anyway—here goes.” 
 
    From one of the belt pouches she pulled a length of copper wire in the form of a spring. It had flat disks at each end. As far as she could judge, the upper and lower rails of the high fence were the opposite electrical poles, which a bridge across would short-circuit. She measured her distance in the fading light and then tossed the bow-shaped copper spring forward gently. The magnetic disks riveted themselves to top and bottom bars of the fence a split second after the wire had left her fingers. Immediately it glowed violet, smoked, then twanged apart. Far away, like something buried deep in the earth, was the ringing of alarm bells. 
 
    With a grim smile the Amazon tossed a small pair of pliers against the fence. Since they failed to spark as they hit, she knew that she would be safe. Rapidly, before any fuses could be repaired at the source of the electricity, she climbed to the top of the fence, over it, and jumped down into the grounds to look about her. 
 
    The last rays of daylight had almost gone now. Through the trees was the glow from lower windows in the house. Silently she moved forward, speeding from the cover of tree to tree—then at a sudden furious barking she paused and glanced around her. She was just in time to see two Alsatians with slavering jaws bearing down upon her from the direction of a distant shrubbery. 
 
    Her hand blurred to her disintegrator-gun, but she was not quite swift enough. The nearer of the dogs cannoned into her and knocked her flying backwards against the tree behind her. The animal’s snarling jaws and fetid breath leapt towards her face. 
 
    Instantly she flung up her forearm to protect herself, at the same time butting up her right knee. The blow struck the dog in the stomach and winded it badly for a moment: in that second she wrenched herself sideways and met the charge of the second Alsatian full on. As it leapt her left hand clamped over its nose and her right over its glinting lower teeth. Using all her vast strength, she tore her hands apart until the animal, shrieking with rended jaws, crashed dying at her feet. 
 
    The remaining Alsatian, recovered, was immediately upon her, flinging her to the ground, its snarling teeth straining savagely to reach her throat. Her steel-strong hands clamped in its powerful neck and held it at arms’ length, then gradually she worked her legs over its back and locked them, scissor-fashion, over its haunches. 
 
    “No you don’t, my beauty,” she murmured, and began to press upwards with her powerful arms as the dog fought and yelped and writhed to break the vice which was breaking his spine. 
 
    With relentless power the Amazon still pushed upward—still upward, only stopping when the dog’s screaming ceased to the sound of a crack like a breaking bough. Breathing hard, she got to her feet, picked up the heavy, lifeless body, and flung it in the bushes. Then at the sound of a voice she turned. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter IV 
 
      
 
    “Nice work, Miss Brant. Naturally it is Miss Brant—the Golden Amazon? No other woman on earth would be capable of what you have just done. And I think I should warn you that I have you covered.” 
 
    The Amazon went forward slowly, just able to distinguish the figure of Bradley Thomas, though she could not quite discern the expression on his face, with all her ability to see in the dark. Her gaze dropped to the automatic in his hand. 
 
    “I get the impression, Mr. Thomas, that you’re not anxious to receive visitors,” she commented dryly. 
 
    “How right you are! And you least of all! Get into the house—quickly!” 
 
    The Amazon gave him a curious glance and then went ahead of him across the sweeping lawn and into a comfortable lounge, by way of french windows. The financier followed her in and closed the windows tightly. He still kept his gun levelled. 
 
    In silence the Amazon contemplated him. As she last remembered seeing him he had been round-faced and genial, one of the City’s biggest philanthropists. Now the change in him was remarkable. His mouth was hard and cruel; there was a cold glint in his formerly friendly blue eyes. Even his hair was different. It had once been an untidy grey mop; now it was plastered down with mathematical exactness. Yet it was still Bradley Thomas; of this the girl was quite sure. But somehow he was incredibly altered. 
 
    “Well?” he demanded, as she studied him. “What the devil do you mean by breaking into my property in this fashion? What do you want?” 
 
    “Explanations,” the Amazon told him calmly, half lounging against the end of the settee. 
 
    The financier glared at her. His eyes ranged for a moment over her superb figure, and then moved back to her amber-tinted face. He wondered what she had to smile about, as though she were enjoying a secret joke. 
 
    “Since when do I have to give explanations to you, Miss Brant?” he snapped. 
 
    “Since you set up in business as a warmonger—and I’m in no mood to stand about whilst you make up your mind whether to speak or not——” 
 
    Like the head of a striking snake, the Amazon’s right hand lashed down. The automatic seemed to jump from the financier’s hand into her own. She levelled it steadily and considered him. 
 
    “That’s better,” she said. “Now start talking—and don’t try calling any servants either.” 
 
    Thomas did not appear particularly frightened. “I haven’t any,” he said. “I got rid of them. Too much prying.” 
 
    “Prying into what?” 
 
    “Mind your own business!” 
 
    The Amazon tossed the automatic over her shoulder and folded her supple arms. She stood looking at the magnate steadily, and no words escaped her. 
 
    “Now what?” he questioned impatiently. “Can’t you say something? Do you just have to stand there?” 
 
    She still did not speak, and the financier found himself chained immovably by the stare with which she had fixed him. He found it difficult to move his limbs, or even his jaws when he tried to make further remarks. The finer details of the comfortable room faded or were drawn into one single focus—the focus of a pair of deep-violet eyes with long lashes, in the pupils of which kindled an intellect denied to any other human being. 
 
    The force of this intelligence was compelling, crushing, and slowly smashed down the barriers of will. To Bradley Thomas it seemed at length as though a cloud rose up in front of him and he was uttering words which made no sense to him—then the unwavering violet eyes drifted back into his consciousness. The room slowly returned to normal. 
 
    “Most interesting,” the Amazon commented in an icy voice. “And just as I had suspected. Naturally, it leaves only one answer.” 
 
    “What does?” the financier asked, bewildered. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I’m talking about your confession under hypnotism; I found it most revealing….” 
 
    The Amazon drew her disintegrator-gun from her belt, pointed it, and pressed the button. With frozen unconcern on her face she watched the financier crumple slowly and become motionless on the carpet. 
 
    “Which leaves others,” she mused, returning the instrument to its holster. “There’s work to be done tonight, no matter how appalling a series of crimes it may appear to be.” 
 
    She departed from the house quickly, sped across the grounds, and returned to her car. With grim resolve on her face, she drove rapidly through the night, finishing her journey this time at the London home of the Prime Minister. At this hour Downing Street was deserted. Alighting from the car, she pounded heavily on the door of No. 10. There was a long interval, then a member of the night staff appeared. 
 
    The Amazon did not speak. Clamping her hand over the man’s mouth, she forced him back into the hall and then dug the point of her disintegrator-gun in his spine. 
 
    “Where’s the Prime Minister?” she breathed. “If you want to stay alive don’t lie.” 
 
    “Up—upstairs. He’s asleep——” 
 
    “Go ahead of me!” 
 
    The servant had no choice other than to obey. It was five minutes later when the Amazon departed, and in the bedroom the Prime Minister lay dead, a smoking hole torn in his chest, whilst his wife gave hysterical orders to the servants to summon the police. 
 
    Silently during the night the Amazon moved from place to place, always acting so swiftly that the very surprise of her actions gave her the upper hand. It was towards dawn when she returned to her home, and immediately rang up Chris Wilson and Commander Kerrigan. In half an hour, still two hours before breakfast-time, they had answered her summons, looking as if they had tumbled straight out of bed. Unshaven and grim, they stood looking at the girl as she paced the lounge urgently. 
 
    “I’ve got to get out—for two reasons,” she announced finally. “In the telecasts and newspapers today there’ll be the story of several murders by the Golden Amazon, ranging from the Prime Minister and big financiers to smaller fry—but in every case I’ve wiped out those who were responsible for warmongering speeches. I’ve spent all night doing it.” 
 
    “But—Vi!” Chris gasped in horror. “The whole force of Scotland Yard will be after you for this——” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I’m aware of it, Chris. That’s why I have to get out—but there’s also another reason. I have to fight this business from Mars, not Earth. That’s where the trouble really is.” 
 
    “What on earth possessed you to murder all these prominent public figures?” Kerrigan demanded. “It wasn’t very prudent, was it? There surely ought to have been less—violent ways?” 
 
    “For your information,” the Amazon replied, “each man or woman I killed was not the possessor of his or her own mind. I’d suspected it—that those warmongering speeches were not spontaneous but somehow dictated, so when I had the chance I hypnotized Bradley Thomas and read his mind. He also had to confess. I made him. What I heard and saw astounded me…. You see, I was not looking into the individual mind of Bradley Thomas, a one-time genial financier, but an alien mind of pitiless cunning, bent solely on the destruction of our civilization.” 
 
    The two men glanced at each other in wonder. 
 
    “You mean,” Chris asked, “that Thomas was under orders from Mars?” 
 
    “No. I mean that Bradley Thomas was a Martian!” 
 
    “Oh, come now,” Kerrigan protested. “That’s getting way beyond all reason, Vi! We all knew Thomas. What’s more, I’ll swear that he was Thomas——” 
 
    “He was, in body; but he did not possess his own brain. It was a Martian brain in his skull—and if that doesn’t give you some idea of the kind of malignant science we’re fighting, I don’t know what does! Think back for a moment,” the Amazon continued. “Every one of those important people vanished a while back, and then returned—to immediately start their war propaganda. The assumption is that they were silently spirited to Mars, Martian brains were put in their bodies, and then they came back, the Martians using the bodies for themselves but handling matters as their own brains dictated.” 
 
    “It’s impossible!” Kerrigan declared flatly. 
 
    “Anything but.” The Amazon shook her head. “As far back as 1946 surgeons could give a body a new artificial heart, and in some cases brains were altered, divided, and generally re-modelled. We in this age of 1990 are excellent brain-surgeons—and evidently the Martians are far ahead of us. A clock will go with a new mainspring: a body will work with a different brain. Master-surgeons could do it without difficulty…. 
 
    “So,” the Amazon finished grimly, “I killed every one of the warmongers. It was the only thing to do. That will give us breathing space, but the world will not easily accept the theory of transferred brains, so before I’m arrested for mass-murder—and have all my plans upset—I’m leaving Earth altogether and heading for Mars. We can only kill the branches here: on Mars I hope to lay my axe at the root.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s true enough,” Chris assented, “but it’s going to be tough without you, as things are…. The people are pretty well demoralized already with cities falling apart….” 
 
    “You’ll have to handle that as best you can,” the girl told him. “You’ve got the metal for blocking the iron-eaters; use it wherever necessary. You, Howard, I want to come with me. Your wife can look after the Venusian end of the Dodd Line during your absence.” 
 
    The Commander’s big, craggy face lighted. “To come with you?” he echoed. “You mean it?” 
 
    “Naturally. Chiefly because you can best be spared, and because if things get rough you’ve got the physical strength to look after yourself. We’re going in the Ultra this time, because I have the feeling that I may need quite a lot of the weapons she carries. I am also going to try a little subterfuge,” the Amazon added, with a thoughtful smile. “Anyway, more of that later. Be back here for noon, Howard, and then we’ll start. I’ve a busy morning ahead of me.” 
 
    “And supposing the police catch up with you before noon?” Kerrigan asked. 
 
    “Let me worry about that. They can’t get into my laboratory, where I shall be, and I’ll have Tana tell them I’m not at home. When you come, Howard, give me a ring over Line Forty-nine: that’s the private beam to the lab; then I’ll know it’s you.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    With these instructions the Amazon let matters rest and, taking her departure from the two men, hurried into her laboratory. She had Tana get her some breakfast, and then set to work with her complicated instruments to create a mass of synthetic flesh. By mid-morning her task was completed, and she stood contemplating a figure seated in a chair—a figure with blonde hair, flawless feature, lissom figure, and wearing black tights and a gold belt. In every particular an identical twin of herself. 
 
    “Get up!” she ordered, and her double obeyed and stood motionless, gazing at her with steady violet eyes. 
 
    “Sit down!” And the image sat down. 
 
    The Amazon smiled and nodded to herself. Once before in baiting an interplanetary criminal she had used a synthetic duplicate of herself in order to confuse matters; and this time her plan was such that she might have to do it again. She knew that within a range of two miles the double’s photoelectric brain would pick up her orders—but nobody else’s—and translate them into bodily action; and as for the doubling process itself there was no flaw. The image’s flesh was photographically accurate, internally and externally—except for the brain—even to the altered glandular structure which gave this strange girl her vast strength and abnormal intelligence. 
 
    Satisfied with her handiwork, she ordered the image to walk in front of her, and followed it into the gigantic adjoining hangar, where the Ultra was resting in its metal scaffolding. It tapered at the ends, was three hundred feet long, and gleamed like polished silver. Portholes lined it three a side. Within it was an atomic-power plant and every conceivable weapon and necessity which the Amazon’s agile brain had been able to devise. 
 
    At her order the image walked through the open air-lock and sat down on the wall-couch, there to await further orders. The next hour the Amazon spent in checking over the various necessities for the trip, and by the time she had finished the private beam was buzzing for attention in the laboratory. As she had expected, it was Commander Kerrigan announcing that he was on his way. 
 
    He arrived fifteen minutes later, to find the Amazon strolling about the Ultra’s hangar, waiting for him. 
 
    “So far, Vi, you’ve been lucky,” he commented. “As far as the police are concerned, I mean. Seen the news?—or heard it?” 
 
    “Been too busy,” she responded. “How are things?” 
 
    “The police are closing in; be here any minute. You were seen last night by the staffs at several of the places you called at—’specially Downing Street—but apparently the police have been checking up on all reports before taking action. You’re too important a public figure to arrest without absolute proof.” 
 
    “The sooner we get on the move, the better,” the Amazon decided, and touched the switch which opened the two halves of the hangar roof. “In you get, Howard.” 
 
    He nodded and climbed through the air-lock into the control room. When the Amazon had followed him and closed the self-sealing door she found him gazing in bewildered admiration at the image seated on the wall couch. 
 
    “It’s uncanny!” he declared. “It makes a waxwork model look like the work of an amateur!” 
 
    The Amazon smiled as she settled herself in the powerfully sprung control chair. 
 
    “I have the idea,” she replied, “that I’m going to need that lady before I’m finished….” She snapped switches, and the power motors hummed. “You ready, Howard? Nothing more wanted?” 
 
    “Lead on,” he assented, bracing himself for what he knew would be the strain of the initial take-off. 
 
    The Amazon’s golden head nodded briefly, and she moved the power lever into its first notch. The transmitted atomic force from the plant into the Ultra’s rocket-tubes set it rising with easy smoothness into the midday sunlight. Kerrigan looked below and grinned to himself, as he had a momentary vision of several motor-cars and a party of men outside the grounds of the Amazon’s home. 
 
    “Just in time!” he exclaimed. “The police have arrived!” 
 
    The girl looked too and laughed to herself, then as she put on speed the gathering men, the house itself, the surrounding landscape, all faded into remoteness. The light and shade of the terrain became merged into one common blur, and this, too, shrank to a relief map of the British Isles. And so, finally, the whole world, circular, was spread below as at 2,000 miles an hour the Ultra flashed upwards into the stratosphere—and beyond it into the deep, incredible black of space itself. 
 
    The Amazon studied the instruments for a while, set the course for Mars—as yet visible only as a red point a vast distance away in the void—and then put in the automatic pilot. This done, she rose from the control chair and went over to join Kerrigan as he lounged in one of the softly sprung chairs, the metal plates in the control-room floor being energized to give an earth-normal gravity. 
 
    “We’ll accelerate all the way,” the Amazon announced, sitting down and relaxing. “As near as I can estimate the trip should take us about twelve hours….” 
 
    Kerrigan nodded absently, and for a while gazed out on to the desolations of space, the stars blazing with steely, unclouded brilliance, the sun an unbearable effulgence with the prominences licking about his edges. 
 
    “I just can’t understand,” he said at length, “why it is that Martian life shouldn’t register on your instruments. There is such life—that’s beyond doubt—and surely life of any kind must have a vibratory rate, upon which basis your instrument works?” 
 
    “That’s puzzled me a good deal, too,” the Amazon confessed, “but I think I have the answer now—and it lies in that mysterious metal which we’ve called Element 96. It has the quality of blocking all radiations absolutely, just as certain thicknesses of lead will block even the ultra-short cosmic rays. In other words, if the Martians were underground—as I believe they are—and their habitat is shielded by roofs of this 96 metal, as again is possible in order to protect them from the ravages of the iron-eaters, it would mean that their life-radiations would not penetrate the metal to affect my instruments, any more than Earth’s X-ray telescopes are able to penetrate into Mars, which has resulted in the belief that Mars is dead. Actually, I believe Mars’ underworld is teeming with life, and of a high order, with Element 96 to protect it.” 
 
    “But you said you thought you felt eyes watching you,” Kerrigan pointed out. “What’s the answer to that one?” 
 
    “The answer,” the Amazon responded, “is mental. Ninety-six will block all known radiations, but I don’t believe thought-radiations, with their inconceivably short wavelength, can be included. My mind is exceptionally receptive to telepathy, remember, and I think it was read whilst I was on Mars, and during the process I sensed that it was, hence my conviction that eyes, or something, were watching me. In fact,” she added, thinking, “I am convinced that it must have been read, otherwise the Martians would never have gone to such trouble to upset our plans for colonization. For some reason they want to prevent us annexing Mars, and to that end they seek to destroy our civilization and, for good measure, want us to destroy ourselves.” 
 
    “That,” Kerrigan mused, “does seem to be about the size of it.” He gazed through the front port on the distant baleful glow which was Mars. “We’ll soon know….” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter V 
 
      
 
    The Amazon’s calculation of twelve hours to cross the forty-million-mile gulf to Mars proved to be exactly correct, and at the end of the allotted period, somewhat wearied with the constant physical strain of incessant acceleration in free space, she cut off the power of the rear rocket-jets and transferred it to the frontal rockets so that their recoil-exhaust would act as a constant brake as the gigantic mass of Mars filled all space ahead. 
 
    The speed of the Ultra commencing to slow down, the Amazon and Kerrigan looked down in silence on the red planet, noting details all too familiar from earthly maps of the planet, particularly the strange criss-crossing lines so often referred to by the misnomer of “canals”. 
 
    “As you can see, there isn’t a trace of surface life,” the girl commented; “so the only alternative is underground. Presumably the surface cities and civilizations were totally destroyed by the iron-eaters, and to escape below was the only possible means of sanctuary…. Once we have landed I’m going to try some ‘bait’ and see what happens.” 
 
    Kerrigan nodded, and though he wondered what the girl meant, he did not ask any questions. He stood waiting as she manipulated the controls and, some fifteen minutes later, she brought the Ultra down to the surface of the rust-red wilderness in a gigantic fountain of dust. Slowly it settled, and the hum of the power-plant ceased. 
 
    The trip was over. Outside there was only the everlasting desert lighted by the somewhat absurd sun sinking low towards the Martian evening. 
 
    “Here we go,” the Amazon murmured. “Now let’s see what happens.” She opened the air-lock and then spoke sharply to her double, who had been seated motionless throughout the journey. Immediately the double rose and, following out orders, took a gun from her belt into her right hand, stepped outside, and began to walk with difficulty in the red dust and lesser gravity. The Amazon shut the airlock door again, and then joined Kerrigan at the port in watching her duplicate walking steadily away. 
 
    “If I don’t talk much it’s because I have to concentrate on her,” the Amazon said. “If I can manage it I want to fool these Martians into thinking that that image is myself. If I can only get a glimpse of them, see what they look like, I’ll be better able to judge what we’re up against.” 
 
    Kerrigan said nothing, and continued looking out of the port. 
 
    Operating entirely under her creator’s thought-waves, Amazon 2 paused now and again and looked about her, scooped up some of the red dust and let it stream through her fingers, generally behaving indeed as though she were assessing her surroundings to the last detail. For perhaps half an hours she kept moving about, creating the perfect illusion of an explorer—then Kerrigan gave the Amazon a quick nudge. 
 
    “Look!” he breathed. “ ’Planes!” 
 
    The Amazon looked up sharply into the pallid evening sky. From the west, like a small flock of birds, flying-machines were sweeping into view with tremendous velocity. They seemed only large enough to accommodate perhaps two normal-sized people, and, viewed from earth-standards, the ’planes were not particularly fantastic. They were similar to the flying-wings common in terrestrial aircraft, but controlled, perhaps because of the lesser gravity, with an ease and deftness never achieved by an earthly pilot. 
 
    Swooping and gliding, like seagulls riding a gale, they hovered over Amazon 2 as, under orders, she stared up at them—then they began to settle around her. Kerrigan and the Amazon watched intently through the unbreakable multiplex glass of the port, anxious for their first glimpse of the long-legendary Martians. 
 
    Shortly they were rewarded. From each machine two people emerged, perfectly recognizable as men, though they were broader in the shoulders and far taller than an average Earth man. They stood at least seven feet, and were attired in costumes of toga-like design reminiscent of the days of ancient Greece. 
 
    “Exit time-worn theories concerning the Martians,” Kerrigan murmured, grinning. “They’ve been depicted as popeyed monsters, barrel-chested baroques, nine-foot-high spindly travesties of Earth folk…. Instead, they’re just like extra tall Earthlings. Pretty good-looking too, what I can see of them.” 
 
    ‘Highly intelligent, beyond doubt,” the Amazon agreed, studying the lofty foreheads and clear-cut features of the distant group of men as they crowded round her image. “As for their development, I did not expect anything particularly outlandish. Mars’ only difference from Earth is her lesser gravity, otherwise in her heyday she was just like our own world—an oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere, similar density of atmosphere, and so on. The gravity is evidently the cause of the greater height and bigger, heavier bone structure——” 
 
    “Say,” Kerrigan interrupted, “I may be wrong, but I’m getting the impression that those Martians aren’t being fooled by our image after all——” 
 
    The Amazon said nothing, but a worried look had come to her face. Each man had suddenly ceased to have any interest in the duplicate Amazon as she stood in their midst. Instead they were studying the Ultra, pointing to it, and talking among themselves meanwhile. Then, in a body, they began moving towards it. 
 
    “We’d better move,” the Amazon decided, diving to the switchboard. “I thought they’d take my double into captivity, which would have left me with the chance to explore at leisure. As it is …” 
 
    She snapped the switch giving power to the atom-plant, but at almost the same moment it sighed and died. Puzzled, she tried a subsidiary power load, but still nothing happened. 
 
    “What goes on?” Kerrigan asked sharply. 
 
    “Power’s dead,” she replied. “I don’t know why—— Or do I?” She broke off, and nodded to a pale indigo beam projecting from one of the assembled fliers. It was pointing straight towards the Ultra, enveloping it. 
 
    “That does it!” Kerrigan muttered. 
 
    “Yes—negative energy of sorts,” the Amazon admitted, and gave a sigh. “I encountered a similar pleasant device at the South Pole. It kills my power-plant completely by short-circuiting it.” 
 
    She stopped speaking and looked at Kerrigan grimly as there was a muffled hammering through the dense thickness of the air-lock’s cover. 
 
    “We don’t have to open it,” Kerrigan said. “And you’ve got all the weapons necessary right here to wipe these lice off the face of the—of Mars.” 
 
    “But the weapons wouldn’t work with the power cut off, and we did come here to try and find out what’s going on,” the Amazon responded, getting up from the control chair. “There’s nothing else for it; I’d better open up.” 
 
    Kerrigan drew his gun from his belt and waited as the Amazon spun the screws on the heavy operculum’s sheath, finally opening the lock by pushing it outwards on its hinges. In silence she stood looking at the group of men standing in the desert outside. 
 
    At close quarters the difference in the Martians from Earthlings was more noticeable. Their foreheads were unusually bulbous and over-developed; their rich black hair was so dark it seemed nearly purple. Each man was oddly alike in appearance—straight-nosed, pointed-chinned, with thinly austere lips and large eyes of tawny yellow. To herself the Amazon decided that the largeness of the eyes was probably the result of evolution throughout many generations spent in artificial light. 
 
    Kerrigan, watching narrowly, still waited. Big man though he was, he felt, and looked, small beside these seven-foot giants with their vastly broad shoulders. The top of the Amazon’s blonde head scarcely reached the chest of the leading man as he contemplated her, hesitated, and then spoke. 
 
    He had a soft, liquid voice, extremely rapid and fascinating to listen to—and extraordinarily enough he spoke English, though in a somewhat clipped, mechanical fashion. 
 
    “Miss Violet Ray Brant, I assume, visiting this world for the second time?” he enquired. 
 
    “Yes, I am Violet Ray Brant,” the girl assented, in some wonder. “I suppose you read as much from my mind?” 
 
    “Exactly, even as we read from your mind that you were intending to use an image of yourself as bait for us. A most brilliant twin, Miss Brant. You are to be congratulated….” The Martian paused, his thin, cruel lips giving the slightest of smiles. “I am Thraxal,” he explained, “the First Elect of Hurganfol—or as you would term it in your language, I am the equivalent of the President of a particular country. At the moment you are in the zone of Hurganfol.” 
 
    “You, too, are to be congratulated upon your mastery of the English language,” the Amazon commented. 
 
    He gave a little bow of acknowledgment. 
 
    “It is a simple language to learn, Miss Brant. We learned it from those few Earthlings whom we brought back here for—er—surgical alterations.” And before the Amazon could question him the Martian added, “Apparently there is a good deal to discuss, and it may well be done in comfort. Come with us, please, both of you.” 
 
    The girl hesitated, and Kerrigan cocked his gun. Thraxal glanced from one to the other and gave his slow, inexorable smile. 
 
    “Miss Brant, you are a woman of considerable intelligence—intelligence enough surely to perceive that you cannot resist successfully with this space machine of yours indefinitely out of action?” 
 
    The Amazon did not hesitate any longer. She glanced at Kerrigan. 
 
    “Put your gun away, Howard,” she instructed. “I long since learned it is never any use exerting yourself when the odds are heavily against you.” 
 
    Thraxal and his retinue of followers stood aside as the girl stepped out into the ankle-deep red dust with Kerrigan behind her. Controlling their movements as best they could in the slight gravity, they obeyed orders and finally settled in the small ’plane indicated by the Martian. It was roomier than it appeared from the outside, taking the Amazon, her double, Kerrigan, and Thraxal with ease. The Martian closed the cabin door, touched a button on the switch-panel, and with amazing ease and lightness the machine lifted and swept over the desert with ever-mounting speed, leaving behind the motionless Ultra catching the last dying rays of the setting sun. 
 
    The Amazon glanced at her wrist, to which was strapped a small compass. The needle was swinging, drawn by the magnetized metal—independent of all power-failures—in the hull of the Ultra. It was her one means of ever finding her way back to the space-ship as long as it—or she—existed. 
 
    Since Thraxal did not volunteer any information, she, too, remained silent, glancing either at Kerrigan’s troubled face or else the view of the accompanying fliers keeping pace with this leading machine. Then her interest deepened as, after covering some fifty miles of unbroken waste, there loomed ahead in the sunset a black line scarring the redness from horizon to horizon. 
 
    “A Martian ‘canal’, or I’m crazy,” Kerrigan muttered. 
 
    The Amazon nodded silent agreement, and her surprise and Kerrigan’s was complete when the machine finally hovered over the black line, and it proved to be an immense, mechanically made cleft going down for an indeterminate depth—into which the ’plane began to sink gently, followed by the others. The daylight faded as the machine dropped: searchlight beams lighted the profundities below. 
 
    “Odd, is it not,” Thraxal commented, “how one can jump to the wrong conclusion? As I understand it, your Earth astronomers have assumed that these criss-crossing lines on the face of our world are canals, carrying water from the Poles? They are not: they are specially made clefts giving us entrance and egress to our underworld, and providing a constant ventilation right through the planet….” 
 
    The Amazon did not comment, but her expression showed how surprised she was at this obvious explanation of an age-old mystery. She continued watching intently as the machine finally floated down into a brilliantly lighted underworld and, as the other machines followed, a mighty metal lip closed like an eyelid overhead, sealing all means of entry or exit. 
 
    “I don’t like the look of that,” Kerrigan whispered; then he gave a start at the view spread ahead as the machine still continued to slowly descend. 
 
    The Martian underworld was so colossal that it staggered the imagination. Occupying as it did the entire internal core of the planet, it gave the impression of horizonless distances with a sky of total black, which, as the Amazon had for some time suspected, was a metal of some kind, probably Element 96. 
 
    It was an underworld lighted by two hovering globes of force like twin suns, balanced by some mysterious means so that they hung in mid-air and poured their radiance and warmth on an agglomeration of buildings, roads, parks, terraces, and vistas. There was all the ordered lay-out of a mighty city down here, every possible evidence of tremendous scientific skill and a race which was evidently very much alive. 
 
    “A dead world, eh?” Kerrigan asked dryly, as the machine sank down at last to the brilliant green of a park-like space at the back of a towering, many-windowed building. “This would make some of our hide-bound astronomers change their minds!” 
 
    The Amazon nodded, her violet eyes watching men and women moving along the vistas in the distance. They were easy in their movements, the women considerably less tall than the men, but even so, few of them could have been less than six feet. 
 
    “If you will follow me …?” Thraxal requested, and opened the cabin door. 
 
    With perfect courtesy he helped the girl to alight as, in spite of her caution, the light gravity made her stumble; then Thraxal led the way into the huge building ahead of them. Kerrigan came up in the rear, glancing over his shoulder as he went, watching the other ’planes settling in various directions. He blinked up once towards the golden glare of the synthetic suns, then gave his attention to the long hall into which he had come. 
 
    The hall continued for a tremendous distance, and along it Thraxal walked with a stately tread, pausing presently at double doors which appeared to be made of bronze. He opened them and motioned beyond. The Amazon and Kerrigan went into the vast room, but Thraxal did not follow them. Instead he closed the doors upon them, and they were left viewing walls cloaked in what appeared to be cloth-of-gold, costly rugs, endless numbers of satiny cushions, and low, polished furniture. Above, lofty globes glowed with an Arabian Nights brilliance, yet cleverly cast no shadows. 
 
    “Apparently the Martians aren’t short of wealth, anyway,” Kerrigan commented finally. “Or good taste either, if it comes to that. Which, maybe, is hopeful. A race with high artistic taste might not be so coldly brutal as we expect….” 
 
    His voice slowed down and came to a stop. At the same moment as the Amazon, he had seen a figure enter the room from a door at its extreme end. In spite of himself, he stared fixedly, compelled to admire the tall magnificence of this woman of the red planet. She moved with a lithe, powerful grace, wearing a gown of deep purple, the skirt of which swept behind her in voluminous folds as she moved. 
 
    She stood over six feet, and had the bearing of an empress. Richly black hair fell in rippling cascades to her broad, back-flung shoulders, hair which framed an oval face with a firm chin and insolent mouth. As seemed customary among Martians, she had deep-yellow eyes and an unusual width of forehead. The Amazon stood measuring her as she came up, interested in this specimen of her own sex, equalling her indeed—in her own exotic way—in beauty, though probably not in physical power. 
 
    “This,” the woman said, in the strangely clipped accent used by Thraxal, “is an occasion of unusual moment, Miss Brant—Commander Kerrigan. The people of Earth and Valdon—or should I say Mars?—meet face to face for the first time.” 
 
    The woman gave the slightest of smiles, which transiently revealed white and somewhat pointed teeth. Whilst the Amazon inclined her head slightly in acknowledgment of the words, Kerrigan continued studying the woman broodingly. Magnificent though she was, as a woman there was also something tigerishly repellent about her. 
 
    “Please sit down,” the woman invited, motioning to the cushions. “I will have a meal brought you.” 
 
    A clap of her hands brought a male Martian into view—much less ornately attired than Thraxal and his men had been—and, after the Amazon and Kerrigan had been lounging in the cushions for a while, considering the Martian woman as she also studied them, the man returned with a huge tray upon which were curious fruits, wines, a kind of fowl, and every manner of delectable dish. 
 
    “Help yourselves,” the woman invited, and for some time after they had done so she continued to watch them, her long, heavily moulded form stretched at full length amidst the cushions so that she looked like a creation of a fairy-tale—a leopardess, perhaps, magically transformed into human outline but still possessing the beast’s inherent viciousness. 
 
    “I am not sure whether my First Elect, Thraxal, informed you or not,” she said, “but I am Valina, the Metrix of Valdon. That is—er—Empress. Ruler. Queen.” 
 
    “You are!” Kerrigan exclaimed in astonishment. “But somehow I—sort of——” 
 
    “Expected a male?” The woman looked at him and laughed gently. “But of course; how very masculine—and how very Earthly, if I may say so. Incidentally, we of Valdon know all about your customs, laws, and rulers, I can assure you. Here, however, a woman has always ruled. It is the surest way to prevent conflict. Women are born to give and create, not snatch away and destroy, as men are.” 
 
    “It is pleasant,” the Amazon commented, “to find another woman with views similar to my own.” 
 
    “You have fought for a very long time to establish the predominance of woman over man, Miss Brant,” the Metrix responded, musing. “And the blind prejudice of man still balks you. Here it is very different. I have absolute command. I am in the position of a queen bee in your Earthly hive, or as the queen ant in the termitarium. I am absolute ruler.” 
 
    “That being the case, it is you whom we have to blame for the disasters which have blasted our planet wide open?” Kerrigan demanded, already indignant at the belittling of his sex. “That doesn’t appear to me like an act of giving and creating. It’s much more like cold-blooded massacre!” 
 
    The Martian woman fixed her big yellow eyes upon him for a while, and then said quietly: 
 
    “There is one instinct which is always uppermost in the female, Commander Kerrigan—be she animal or human. She will evolve any scheme, reveal any cruelty, perform any act, in the protection of what she believes is her own. On your world the lioness defends her cubs, the cat her kittens. On this world I defend my race, because I am the head of the race, because in that position I am looked to to do that. For that reason I am sworn to destroy everything on your world which you hold dear. I am dedicated to the task of bringing your social order into ruins, and of either obliterating you as a race or else controlling you with such relentless severity that you will never be anything but the slaves of my people.” 
 
    “That’s nice to know!” Kerrigan retorted hotly; but from the Amazon there were no manifestations of anger. She went on eating slowly, listening and thinking. 
 
    “You have only yourselves to blame,” Valina added. “Or rather you have only yourself, Miss Brant.” 
 
    The Amazon looked up. 
 
    “Of course,” she said, “I suspected from the first that it was my initial visit here—to examine the possibilities of colonization—which started our troubles on Earth, but I fail to see the purpose behind your enmity. You are the ruler of an intelligent, artistic race; I am definitely the scientific head of the Earth people. Surely there is some kind of compromise we can reach without all this misery and suffering?” 
 
    “The misery and suffering is entirely on your side, Miss Brant. We are perfectly comfortable, under my control, and we intend to remain so.” 
 
    There was a long pause, during which the superficial air of geniality faded from the woman’s manner and the relentless hardness of her real nature became increasingly obvious. Her tawny eyes began to glow as she continued speaking. 
 
    “You, Miss Brant, and your fellow Earthlings, are tantamount to invaders, determined to quell our world and convert it to your own standards. You mean, in a word, to control it as you see fit. We do not intend that you should.” 
 
    “When I decided to colonize this planet I was not aware that it was inhabited,” the Amazon pointed out. 
 
    “Even if you had been, I do not think it would have made the least difference to your plans.” The Metrix smiled coldly. “You are a woman of vast ambitions, Miss Brant. I have studied your career with interest right from the time when you first became known on your world as the ‘Golden Amazon’. Power—power—power! You think of nothing else! You admit that you are the scientific dictatress of Earth; and it is certainly a fact that you crushed the natural denizens of the world you call Venus and annexed that planet for Earthly uses. A woman who knows no bounds, such as you, would not stop at colonizing this world because it has inhabitants…. So I have decided to strike first, with what good results you already know.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter VI 
 
      
 
    For some time the Amazon sat in silence, a cynically amused smile on her lips. Never before had she had her innermost intentions read so perfectly. 
 
    “Evidently,” she commented, “you have read my mind, Metrix?” 
 
    “Certainly I have,” the woman responded. “Mind reading is a gift which we of Valdon possess in high degree. That is why I know you would not stop at destroying us if we hampered your plan of colonization…. Let me be more explicit, Miss Brant. We are weary of this underworld existence of ours. We were driven down here by the ursugas—or iron-eaters, as you call them—those infinitesimal life-forms which are born of iron, much as your sea-reefs are made up of multi-millions of living creatures. Iron is the basic material of the solar system, common to every planet, and the ursugas exist in every particle of iron—but they cannot breed or come to life without a certain radiation of the sun chemically exciting them. That radiation is known in your science as the seventh octave, and it is shielded from you—as yet—by your atmospheric blanket, which is why your iron is perfectly safe.” 
 
    “Now I begin to understand,” the Amazon said slowly. “When your surface atmosphere thinned, the seventh octave got through and bred this iron-eating life in every particle of iron, bringing your civilization down round your ears?” 
 
    “Exactly. On your Moon there is the same effect. As her atmosphere thinned the ursugas were released and, nurtured by the seventh octave, they ate their way right through the satellite. Hence the craters, the gnawed rocks, the pitted mountains. Venus, with her dense blanket of air, and your world, are still safe…. However, we isolated many millions of the ursugas and kept them for study. A batch of them we recently transmitted to Earth and controlled their movements by radio waves from here, keeping them in the focus of our X-ray telescopes. For that purpose we had to transfer our observatories temporarily to the surface, since X-rays and similar radiations will not penetrate the metal with which this underworld is sheathed.” 
 
    The Amazon gave Kerrigan a significant look, and he nodded slowly. 
 
    “The ursugas attacked your power-houses,” Valina added, “and then your principal buildings and utilities. Once spawned, you understand, they do not need a seventh octave to keep them going. They keep on living and dividing, which is why they multiply on Earth in spite of your dense atmosphere.” 
 
    “And you never found a way to kill them?” the Amazon asked in surprise. “Such a scientific race as you?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, we found a way—a way which could stop their activity on Earth at this very moment.” The woman smiled enigmatically. “But it came too late to save our surface life being destroyed. So we took the only other course and came below here, sealing ourselves in with a specially created heavy metal which the ursugas cannot penetrate or consume.” 
 
    “Element 96,” the Amazon murmured. “At least it is that in our Periodic Table. I duplicated it from the meteorite you sent, and now most of our utilities are protected by it.” 
 
    The Metrix looked annoyed for a moment, and then gave her contemptuous smile. 
 
    “But why do all this?” Kerrigan asked in bewilderment. “Just to stop us coming here? What difference would it make if we did? You would be below, down here, and we would be above. We would never even meet.” 
 
    The Metrix gave him a grim look. 
 
    “You have a lamentably poor grasp of the situation, Commander,” she commented. “Consider the facts! You propose to create dense air like the Earth’s—which would inevitably filter down here and overpower us, for we have grown accustomed through centuries of evolution to a thinner atmosphere. You must have noticed that even down here the air is attenuated?” 
 
    The Amazon and Kerrigan both nodded. A persistent tightness had been in their chests ever since they had arrived. 
 
    “Very well then,” the Metrix said. “Do you think we would tolerate any atmospheric change? Further you have it in mind to create oceans, which would seep down here and perhaps drown us…. Let me tell you that, so weary of this underworld are we, we decided some fifty years ago to take over your planet as a place to live. To that end we crossed space and examined the possibilities. I believe we created quite a flutter among the scientists and astronomical people of Earth. Our space machines had the rather queer designation of ‘flying saucers’. 
 
    “However, we decided against staying, because the heavy air and greater gravitation affected our physique in a variety of ways, and we had no surgical method of overcoming the trouble. There was one way, though—we could steal Earthlings and use their bodies, which are naturally adapted to Earth conditions, and put our own brains inside them. This again we decided against because of the immensity of the task. We are only a race of some two thousand against Earth’s teeming billions, and we considered that the battle might go the wrong way for us. 
 
    “Then,” Valina breathed venomously, “you came to this world, Miss Brant! We were immediately aware of your presence, because our protective metal does not block thought waves. From your mind we read what you intended doing—colonization and so forth. We decided, in our own interests, to act first. We also appropriated several of your Earth leaders in our space machines and gave them the brains of our best spies——” 
 
    “So I am aware,” the Amazon commented. “I sought out and killed every one of them.” 
 
    Again the look of vindictive hatred crossed the Martian woman’s features. 
 
    “There will be others!” she declared bitterly. “And there will be one in particular! We have decided to take two thousand Earthlings as carriers for ourselves, and set ourselves up on Earth. The remaining Earthlings will be exhorted to war and violence so as to make our task of taking control all the easier. You may have killed the spies I set up, but there is one person all will listen to if she preaches the gospel of destruction…. I mean the Golden Amazon.” 
 
    The Amazon frowned. “Well, yes, the people would listen to me,” she admitted, “but I have no intention of preaching such an unholy gospel to them.” 
 
    “But I have,” the Metrix stated. “I have been waiting for this one chance, Miss Brant—to use your body, and put within it my brain! Think of the situation on Earth! I shall be thought to be you, and the destruction of your race will be a thing so simple that none will realize until it is too late that I am not really the Golden Amazon!” 
 
    There was a long and deathly silence as the woman ceased speaking. Kerrigan sat looking from one to the other in horrified wonder—then suddenly the Martian empress’s eyes turned on him. 
 
    “From your thoughts, Commander, you are wondering what will happen to the brain of Miss Brant if mine takes its place? That is a question easily answered. You, Miss Brant, will have my body…. I believe you have a saying on Earth to the effect that ‘exchange is no robbery’? And I would add that it is useless for you to sit devising schemes, as you are now doing. Remember that I can read your thoughts.” 
 
    “Which is, of course, a disadvantage to me,” the Amazon admitted calmly; “but even to read them is not always to have the time to prevent me carrying out a plan——” 
 
    Suddenly she moved, with such terrific speed against the slight Martian gravitational pull that she seemed to leap into the air from a lazily reclining position amidst the cushions. In a matter of seconds she had clamped her fingers about the throat of the startled Metrix and held them there in an immovable grip. The tawny eyes stared up at her, the black hair flowing like ink against the gleaming cushions. 
 
    “I am going to kill you, Valina,” the Amazon said deliberately. “Not because of any personal hatred of you, but because of the danger you represent to me and my entire race. I came here in the hope of perhaps finding a compromise: I have met only direct hostility—so I’ll answer back in the same coin.” 
 
    Her yellow fingers tightened inexorably, with such inhuman force that any normal woman, or man either, would have ben strangled to death. Not so Valina. She remained conscious, hardly bothering to struggle. She even smiled cynically as a baffled look crossed the Amazon’s face. 
 
    “You are wasting your time, Miss Brant,” she explained. “The anatomical construction of a Martian differs from an Earthling. In an Earthling the throat is a vital spot. In a Martian a crushed throat means no more than a crushed arm. We have three distinct organs for breathing, in different parts of the body. Shutting the air from one merely makes the other two operate more freely——” 
 
    Fury at her mistake made the Amazon relax her grip, and Valina immediately seized her advantage. The fist of her massive right arm came round and landed with tremendous power under the Amazon’s chin. This time the gravity was her enemy. It caused her to spin backwards and land sprawling on the floor. Before she could get up again the Metrix was on her feet, a weapon glinting in her hand. 
 
    “I should think you have sense enough to know when you’re beaten, Miss Brant,” she snapped. “What chance do you stand? Surrounded by my entire race and in a sealed-in underground! Get up!” 
 
    The Amazon hesitated, her violet eyes straying momentarily to Kerrigan. He was slowly rising from the cushions, noting that in her earnestness to keep the Amazon covered the Metrix had turned her back on him. 
 
    As the Amazon slowly got up Kerrigan dived, seized the Metrix’s gun-wrist and yanked it backwards. Much though it outraged his innate sense of chivalry, he landed a smashing upper cut under the woman’s jaw. The force of it swung her round, and she staggered, tripped over the cushions on the floor, and fell amidst them. Instantly the Amazon was on top of her, twisting her on to her face and forcing her hands behind her. 
 
    “A cord or belt quickly!” the Amazon exclaimed; and Kerrigan glanced about him. 
 
    He dived for a satiny rope hanging on the wall and wrenched it free from its support. In a matter of moments the Amazon had lashed the Metrix’s arms securely behind her. 
 
    “On second thoughts,” the Amazon said slowly, “I won’t kill you. It would do little good with the rest of your race still free to do as it wishes. The only way to smash your schemes, Valina, is to rid this planet of not only you but the entire population, and maybe there’s a way to——” 
 
    “Stand still!” a voice ordered, from the direction of the double doors. 
 
    The Amazon glanced behind her and gave a start. So did Kerrigan. Thraxal was standing with a weapon in each hand, and his retinue of men was behind him. He signalled one of them, and he hurried forward to untie the Metrix. She got up slowly and gave the Amazon a glance of insolent amusement. 
 
    “You have your blundering friend the Commander to thank for this, Miss Brant,” she commented. “The rope he snatched down was part of an old bell-cord system for summoning servants. Unfortunate choice on his part, was it not?” 
 
    “I’ll be a …” Kerrigan breathed, his craggy face darkening. 
 
    “Take them both out,” Valina ordered. “Number One Surgery. I will follow in a moment.” 
 
    The Amazon remained passive as the guns pointed at her; then, with Kerrigan at her side, she went from the great room, and the guards, with Thraxal at the head, closed in in a marching circle. Long vistas of shining corridors were traversed until at length the party passed through double doorways into what was obviously a gigantic operating theatre. Here Thraxal called a halt and, though covered with weapons from a distance, the Amazon and Kerrigan were left to themselves. 
 
    “Vi, you can’t let this Martian creature get away with this!” Kerrigan insisted. “It’ll be the end of you—and of Earth too! Just think of it—her brain in your body! There’ll be nothing but chaos.” 
 
    “I know it, Howard, clearly as you do—but what move can I make?” The Amazon glanced about her, upon the surgery, at the instruments, the guards, the distant figures of surgeons evidently awaiting their orders. “I can’t fight these odds,” she finished bitterly. 
 
    Kerrigan was about to speak further, and then stopped as Valina herself entered the surgery, walking with her usual majestic carriage. She motioned a surgeon to her and addressed him in her own language. He listened, gave a nod, and then the Amazon and Kerrigan found themselves directed to two tall frame-like structures, in front of which they were ordered to stand. 
 
    They did so, passively, and electrical apparatus hummed for a while and then stopped. From the back of each frame the surgeon removed what appeared to be a gigantic negative of each body, wonderfully intricate, with every fragment of bone, muscle, and internal organ revealed. 
 
    Valina studied the negatives at the surgeon’s side, exchanged a conversation, and then turned to the Amazon. 
 
    “Your body, Miss Brant, is even more valuable than I had imagined,” she said. “You reveal muscular co-ordinates ten times normal—which I shall doubtless find of great advantage…. As for you, Commander Kerrigan, I had hoped to use your magnificent physique as a carrier for Thraxal’s brain, but there are difficulties. You are not suitable.” 
 
    Kerrigan could not help looking relieved, but all the same he was curious. 
 
    “Why, am I ill?” he asked in surprise. 
 
    “Hardly,” the Metrix responded dryly, “but the years you have spent in the Venusian climate have made your resistance to Earth conditions much weaker than we would like. No; you would not be a successful carrier….” The woman waved her hand. “Imprison him until I decide what to do with him,” she ordered, and took no more notice as, struggling savagely in the grip of the seven-foot guards, Kerrigan was hauled from the surgery and the doors closed. 
 
    “You will not find this operation painful, Miss Brant,” Valina continued, as the Amazon gazed at her in cold venom. “You will lose consciousness as Violet Ray Brant, and will recover it as Valina, the Metrix of Valdon. The only difference will be that you will have none of the authority I possess, and will be imprisoned until such time as I decide whether or not to use my body again.” 
 
    As the Amazon made no response, Valina gestured sharply, and six of the tall, powerfully built surgeons came forward. From sheer desperation the Amazon lashed out and struggled with all the strength she possessed, but though she gave the surgeons a rough handling, they never once lost their grip on her. Her struggles ended when she was strapped down on a long table, her head within range of curious and practically incomprehensible instruments. She lay breathing hard, watching as Valina calmly stretched herself on an adjoining table and submitted to being strapped into position. 
 
    “Thank you, Miss Brant, for providing such a wonderful body for me,” she murmured—and before the Amazon could answer acrid-smelling gas surged about her face, and she felt herself slide into a bottomless abyss. 
 
    ••••• 
 
    Commander Kerrigan, sitting brooding on one of the several hard beds in his enormous cell, looked up expectantly as under electrical impulse the lock on the cell door moved back. He jumped up and then paused as a figure was bundled into the dim light and fell sprawling helplessly across the floor. 
 
    The door closed again automatically. 
 
    Kerrigan stooped and helped the figure up, then he stepped back in grim disgust, not unmixed with surprise, as a dishevelled Valina in purple robes stood gazing at him from amidst tumbled black hair. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Howard? Don’t you know me?” asked the woman’s strangely clipped voice. 
 
    Kerrigan gave a start and looked closely at the exotic, darkly beautiful face in the glimmer of light. 
 
    “My God, you—you mean that hell cat did it? That it’s you, Vi, in her body?” 
 
    “What else?” she asked gloomily, and, wandering to one of the beds, she sat down on the edge of it and drove a hand through her thick hair. Kerrigan came across and sat down beside her. 
 
    “All else apart,” he said, “it seems to have been an amazingly brilliant operation.” 
 
    “No doubt of that: all credit to the surgical wizardry of the Martians—but our own position is appalling! Before I was brought here—and incidentally you and I are together because this is the only prison on the planet, there is so little crime—Valina told me that she now intends to go to Earth, in my Ultra to lend conviction, and convince the rank and file of humanity that she is me. You know what that will mean. She’ll lead everybody to complete destruction, since that’s her avowed intention.” 
 
    “And everybody—including Chris, his wife, Ethel, and my wife—will assume that she is you, not knowing what has gone on.” Kerrigan clenched his fists. “If only there were something we could do about it. Get a radio message through to Earth, or find a way of escaping.” 
 
    The girl was silent for a long time, pondering. Then she gave a heavy sigh. 
 
    “I just can’t think of anything,” she said. “With this body, strong though it is for a normal woman, I feel positively weak compared to the strength I did have. It has only one advantage: I can breathe properly. Also it feels light against the gravity, even though it is normal weight to counterbalance it. The reason for that, I imagine, is because my brain—which controls the body—is attuned to Earth gravity, and I can’t outgrow it…. My strongest weapon, physical power, has been taken from me. Fortunately my brain is unimpaired by the transference, but even that doesn’t help much. If we could get out of this cell, it would at least be a start.” 
 
    “Not much hope of that, I’m afraid. No way out at all. I’ve been all round the cell, and it’s completely solid. In fact, I think the walls are made of 96. Take a look for yourself.” 
 
    The Amazon got up, and Kerrigan stood watching her tall, black-haired, purple-gowned figure with the voluminous skirt as she paced majestically to different parts of the cell. He still could not fully realize that he was talking to Violet Ray Brant and not the cynical Metrix of the red planet. 
 
    “Yes, it is 96,” the Amazon assented finally, “and therefore there is nothing we can do about it without weapons—— But wait! There may be something else.” 
 
    She went down on her knees and studied the curiously fashioned lock on the metal door. 
 
    “It’s electrical,” Kerrigan said, walking over to her. “Works by remote control from somewhere, apparently.” 
 
    “And very simple remote control, too,” the Amazon murmured. “Do you know, it’s a curious fact, but brilliant though these people are, they are quite simple in some forms of science. Of course, it is the same with any race: their achievements are greater in one direction than in another. What I mean is that this lock is the simplest contrivance imaginable. Just an actuation-bar held in place by an electric current. Mmmm…. Very interesting.” 
 
    She thought the problem out for a while, and then felt at her flowing gown hurriedly. 
 
    “Confound the woman!” she said irritably. “She doesn’t use anything resembling a pin. What have you got, Howard?” 
 
    He felt in his pockets, and from one of them finally produced a bronze shield embossed with “Senior Commandant, Dodd Space Line”. From the back of it he snapped off the straight pin bar and handed it over. 
 
    “This should just do,” the girl said presently, after she had worked the pin carefully between the frame of the door and lock’s main bar. “When the current is withdrawn the bar should draw back, and then shoot into position again when the current is restored. In this case it will draw back all right, carrying the pin with it—and jamming itself. It won’t relock.” 
 
    “But suppose that creates a short-circuit at the controlling end?” Kerrigan asked anxiously. 
 
    “No reason why it should, any more than a fuse blows when a bulb dies. The current will flow normally, but it just won’t be doing its job. In any case, if the lock does jam, we’ll wait for a while and see what happens: if nothing does we’ll try and get out.” 
 
    “I’m with you,” Kerrigan said promptly. “The chief thing that is worrying me is that we have no weapons. They took my gun from me, and you certainly haven’t anything—not even your muscles any more.” 
 
    The girl straightened up and looked at him. “We’ve only two things to help us now, Howard—your physique and my ingenuity. We may get through….” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter VII 
 
      
 
    Chris Wilson was both surprised and delighted when four days after the Amazon’s departure for Mars he received an urgent visiphone message from her home, asking him to come immediately. 
 
    Obeying the summons, he abandoned his work at the Dodd Corporation and arrived at the girl’s home around ten-thirty in the morning. He found the woman whom he took to be the Golden Amazon in the lounge, and she—having read every detail of the Amazon’s mind before taking over her identity—was perfectly confident that she would be able to give a convincing performance. Home life, friends, accomplishments, fears: she knew everything the Amazon knew, but for all that there still lingered the fear that there were some things, inherent in the Amazon, that she had not discovered. If once she made a mistake——! But she would not. She dared not. 
 
    “Morning, Chris,” she greeted him, as Tana showed him in. 
 
    He nodded cordially. “Glad you’re back, Vi, though I didn’t expect you so soon. And do you think it’s particularly wise? The police are still looking for you, don’t forget—or rather they’re waiting.” 
 
    “I came during the night, with no lights on the Ultra, and I’m pretty sure I wasn’t observed,” the Metrix of Mars responded. “Even if the authorities did see me and commence to investigate, I’ll be ready for them. I’ve no time to stand on ceremony——” 
 
    “Where’s Howard?” Chris interrupted, puzzled. “Didn’t he come back with you, or has he joined his wife on Venus?” 
 
    The woman was silent, and Chris gave a start as he noticed her grim expression. 
 
    “Good heavens, Vi, you don’t mean he’s—dead?” 
 
    “Yes, that is what I mean,” she answered quietly. “When we got to Mars there was a reception party waiting for us, hidden. Howard and I had no sooner left the Ultra than we were attacked. He, like a fool, put up a resistance and got himself killed. I had to run for my life, and only just succeeded in escaping…. I cruised around for a while, blasted all the Martians I could find with my guns, and then I came back here. I’ve decided there is little I can do on Mars. I’ll have to work it out from here, after all.” 
 
    “Good old Howard … dead,” Chris whispered, horrified. “I just can’t credit it…. It’s not going to be an easy job to break it to Ruth.” 
 
    Valina shrugged. “Just one of those things, Chris—though I don’t want to appear callous. Anyway, to return to business, I sent for you to find out how far you have progressed in the construction of those shields for vital utilities and buildings.” 
 
    With an effort Chris pushed the “tragedy” of Kerrigan into the back of his mind. 
 
    “Everything’s going perfectly,” he replied. “Throughout England, Europe, and America all vital spots are now guarded—enough to be sure that a skeleton power service can function without fear of attack from those infernal iron-eaters. They’re still at it, of course, and each day brings its list of things destroyed and buildings smashed—but the more 96 we turn out, the stronger we become. We’ll beat the things finally, and maybe in time you’ll find an ‘antidote’.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking the business over very carefully whilst I’ve been away, Chris,” the woman said slowly. “Space gives you the chance to do that: to make plans which the speed of modern civilization prevents. Now I’ve seen Mars and learned about its people—I stayed long enough to do that—I’ve arrived at the conclusion that the only way to beat them is to let them think that they have won.” 
 
    “Oh?” Chris looked a little puzzled and waited. 
 
    “As you know,” Valina continued, a trifle vaguely, “I have various means of making discoveries: that was how I managed to learn—telepathically—of the intentions of the Martians. They mean to destroy us if they can, both with iron-eaters and war propaganda, and the more we resist the tougher they’ll become. I think their science is so far ahead of ours that we can never beat them just by resistance … but we can by letting them think they have conquered. Once they are satisfied on that, they will all come here and try to take over. Once they attempt that, we have them—walking right into the trap.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Chris agreed, pondering. “I can see that. But surely their huge numbers will overwhelm us if they’re as scientific as you say?” 
 
    “There are only two thousand of them all told. I discovered that much…. So,” Valina proceeded, before Chris could ask a question, “I’ve decided to alter our plans completely—to hoodwink these Martian devils into thinking they have triumphed. Naturally it will destroy our civilization to do it, reduce humanity almost to the status of troglodytes, but if in the end it wipes out the menace and gives us Mars as a colony-planet it will have been worth it, don’t you think? There’s no other way of ever being sure that the Martians are beaten.” 
 
    Chris reflected for a while as he weighed matters up. Then he said in rather an odd voice: 
 
    “Naturally, you are our undisputed scientific leader, Vi—and you’ve been to Mars and seen everything where we have not. You know what we are up against. But all the same it won’t be easy to convince the people that self-destruction is the only way to victory.” 
 
    The “Amazon” gave a slow, contemptuous smile. 
 
    “The people, Chris, will do as they’re told—as they always have done throughout history. It is the leaders who count…. First of all I want all shieldings removed, and no more are to be manufactured until I give the word.” 
 
    “I’d much prefer that you gave that order instead of me,” Chris said worriedly. 
 
    “How on earth can I?” Valina demanded irritably. “I don’t wish to give myself away, or else the law will start chasing me again. You can do it easily enough; you’re in charge of the metal production.” 
 
    “Well, partly….” Chris perched himself on the end of the settee and rubbed his chin pensively. “I’m only the Chief Executive of the Dodd Line, after all, even if I am handling this engineering project at your request. I’ll have the Government to satisfy, remember, and after having talked them into agreeing to unrestricted manufacture of 96 it isn’t going to be easy to get them to agree to cancel the whole thing. It involves an enormous amount of work. The Deputy Premier, in particular, isn’t too sweet towards you after you murdering his predecessor.” 
 
    “I had to murder him because he was a Martian,” Valina retorted. “You know that! And please stop arguing, Chris, and get on with the job. You know me well enough by now, surely, to realize that I only suggest the methods which are best for humanity at large?” 
 
    Chris gave her a steady look as she confronted him, her violet eyes fixing him. 
 
    “I’m prepared to believe that your scheme is right, Vi—but I’m not going to be the one to say so to the masses.” Chris’s voice was quietly resolute. “I’m liable to get torn in pieces for suggesting—without any visible proof that you have given the order—that protection should be removed. It’s too risky! You’ll have to explain things yourself in a world-wide broadcast.” 
 
    Valina’s face set in venomous fury for a moment, then as she saw Chris’s obvious surprise she controlled herself. 
 
    “Don’t you see that I can’t?” she asked, with an effort at patience. “Not only will the law attack me, but on Mars there are radio receivers which will hear every word I say. I daren’t broadcast the plan, or what is the use of it?” 
 
    “Then you’ve only one alternative,” Chris said. “Tell the law why you murdered those famous personalities. They’ll believe you if you make ’em: you can be convincing enough to do that. They daren’t do too much to you: you’re too valuable an asset to the community. Once you have the law on your side tell the people by word of mouth what you intend. The Martians surely haven’t got apparatus for hearing plain speeches with no radio trimmings?” 
 
    “No, they haven’t,” Valina agreed, reflecting. “Yes; perhaps that is the best way.” She nodded her vividly blonde head. “I’ll do that,” she decided. “The moment I have changed and dined I’ll go to the police and explain matters. I’ll let you know then what happens.” 
 
    “Okay,” Chris agreed. “And necessary though I suppose this mock defeat scheme of yours is, I still don’t like it one little bit…. Any more than I shall like the job of having to tell Ruth that Howard has been killed.” 
 
    “One life lost in order to discover things that will save the lives of millions is a small price,” Valina told him, and he gave her a steady look. 
 
    “To you, Vi, I suppose it is—but then you always have held human life pretty cheap, haven’t you?” 
 
    ••••• 
 
    In silence the Amazon and Kerrigan sat side by side on the bunk nearest the door of their cell, watching intently for the moment when the shaft would draw back. It had already proved a wait of seemingly interminable duration, each of them taking it in turns to rest whilst the other remained on watch. 
 
    “According to my calculations, Vi,” Kerrigan said presently, peering at his watch in the gloomy light, “we’ve been in this cell for forty-eight hours now, and nobody’s come near us. If I don’t get something to eat and drink soon I’ll go crazy!” 
 
    “I’m only just commencing to feel hungry,” she answered him. Then she continued thoughtfully: “It’s possible that on this world the time-ratio is different. I have a Martian body, and am just starting to feel hunger; you have an Earth body, and are ravenous. Maybe something anatomical behind it.” 
 
    “They’re probably leaving us here to rot,” Kerrigan said bitterly. 
 
    “I think not. Valina told me that she was intending to take her body over again one day—so I at least am not destined to die just yet awhile. They’ll bring food and drink for me, and maybe for you. In any case you can have half of mine.” 
 
    “So that hell cat expects to have your—her—body back, does she?” Kerrigan mused. “Say, is that an angle, do you think? Which of them would dare to injure you when you’re in the body of the Metrix? You might use it as a lever to get us free!” 
 
    “I can try,” the Amazon admitted, “but I don’t feel too sanguine about——” She stopped and gripped Kerrigan’s arm. 
 
    The bar of the lock was sliding back gently, and it finally clicked into place at the limit of its withdrawal. 
 
    The door opened, and a seven-foot guard came in with a large tray in one hand and a weapon in the other. Upon the tray was food palatable enough to be given to honoured guests. He set it down on the nearest bed and then went out again, drawing the door to. Motionless, the girl and Kerrigan watched, but the lock bar did not slide back into place. 
 
    “It worked!” Kerrigan breathed at last. “Come on, let’s go——” 
 
    “No, no, give it time!” The Amazon caught his powerful arm as he got up. “Besides, we need food first….” She surveyed the repast, complete even to a bottle of wine. “Evidently the Metrix isn’t anxious for her body to be undernourished upon reclamation,” she commented dryly. “It happens to be your luck that you can share the stuff. Come on, eat.” 
 
    Both of them did—Kerrigan voraciously, and the girl mainly as an act of necessity. All the time they watched the door, but nobody came. It remained latched but not locked. When they had finished the meal and still nobody had come to investigate they looked at each other. 
 
    “You must have guessed right, Vi,” Kerrigan said. “There is no short-circuit and they’re none the wiser…. I want to be moving. After a meal like that I’m just about ready to blot out anybody who gets in my way.” 
 
    He caught the girl’s arm and advanced to the door, raised the latch gently and drew the door open. Outside was the dreary length of the corridor, lined with its dull 96 metal. Half-way along the vista a guard was pacing on sentry duty, his back turned at the moment. Quickly Kerrigan dodged back into the cell again. 
 
    “Think you can handle him?” the girl asked quickly. 
 
    “Coming from you, that’s the queerest question ever,” Kerrigan murmured, grinning. “Shows how much reliance you placed on that superstructure of yours. Yes, I can handle him,” he assented, becoming serious. “He may be seven feet high and tough, but I’ve the lesser gravity to help me. Here I go….” 
 
    He stood waiting, his massive hands ready, until the sentry’s tall, broad-shouldered figure came to the cell door. He realized in that split second that it was open, but at the same second Kerrigan hurled himself upwards with all his strength, his right fist outflung in front of him. 
 
    It crashed into the sentry’s jaw and knocked him backwards. Following up his advantage, Kerrigan leapt on him, twisted his arm savagely, and wrenched the gun from him; then he brought it down with blinding force on the base of the man’s skull. He relaxed and became still. 
 
    “Good,” the Amazon commented, a tall, regal figure in her purple gown. “Now let’s see what happens next. It seems to me that our main problem is to find the radio section in this complicated underworld, no matter what risks we take. We’ve just got to get a message through to Earth somehow and upset all Valina’s plans.” 
 
    “We’d better go up this passage to the right,” Kerrigan suggested. “It’s the way we were brought in so it ought to lead out into the city somewhere.” 
 
    The Amazon beside him, he hurried up the corridor and turned right. They continued going for half a mile along the ill-lighted vista; then they paused as ahead of them loomed a quartet of guards, sitting on the floor with their backs to the walls, weapons on their knees. They were casually discoursing on some topic in their own flutelike language. 
 
    “Four of ’em,” Kerrigan muttered, his eyes narrowed. “This isn’t going to be easy, Vi.” 
 
    “Don’t be too sure,” she responded. “Watch this….” 
 
    She felt behind her, wrenched at something, and then to Kerrigan’s surprise she tugged off the heavy, voluminous gown with its huge, multi-fluted skirt. It left her somewhat scantily attired, and Kerrigan gave a rather embarrassed grin. 
 
    “Why the strip tease?” he enquired. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter to me,” the Amazon retorted. “It’s not me you are looking at but Valina. Why should I care? As for my reason—well, what do you think of this?” 
 
    She ran forward swiftly, freed from the encumbrance of the heavy garment. The guards looked up in surprise as they saw her approaching, but before any of them could get on their feet she had shot upwards, leaping high above them—and at the identical right moment she dropped the voluminous dress in a billowing parachute. It covered all four men like a tent. 
 
    With an adroit twist she swung round the moment she touched the floor, pulling hard at the ends of the dress, and with Kerrigan now helping her. Between them it was a simple job to so smother the four struggling men in the folds that they had no chance of finding an immediate way out. 
 
    “So far so good,” the Amazon panted. “And I’m glad to be able to move with a bit of freedom—even though this body does feel as though the Metrix never took much exercise.” 
 
    “If you’re expecting to find a body as flawless as your own you’re liable to have to search the universe—in vain,” Kerrigan told her, as in gigantic leaps and hops they hurried through the gloomy tunnels. 
 
    Twice more in their journey through the weird Martian catacombs they encountered guards—and dodged them by the simple expedient of leaping upwards to the rough metal roof and clinging there, feet and fingers dug tightly into the metal’s irregularities, until the unsuspecting guards passed below them and continued on their way. 
 
    So ultimately they came to the end of the passages, which apparently were driven deep into the rock core of Mars, and emerged through a gigantic opening into the sudden glare of the twin suns. Stretched before them was the horizonless wonderland which comprised the civilization of Mars. To it led a long, rocky slope leading from this isolated section where, evidently, the condemned were incarcerated. 
 
    Kerrigan glanced at the girl and then started. Now he could see her clearly he realized she was wearing no more covering than an ordinary swim-suit. If it did nothing else, it revealed the magnificent stature of the Martian woman. 
 
    “If the people see their Metrix as you are, what’s going to happen?” Kerrigan demanded, and the Amazon glanced down at herself and gave a smile. 
 
    “Matter of fact, Howard, I don’t care what happens,” she responded. “It’s ourselves I’m thinking about——” 
 
    “So am I. That’s why I think you should be properly dressed, otherwise you won’t be able to call yourself the Metrix. Nobody will ever believe it, having never seen the ruler like—this. I don’t suppose they have, anyway.” 
 
    “Nothing we can do about it,” the Amazon answered, shrugging the massive white shoulders; then she turned and pointed. “Look over there—about a mile off. Unless I miss my guess, those are radio masts. That’s the place we want, if only we can get to it.” 
 
    She looked anxiously about her. Just here there was no trace of Martians being present, but in the busy thoroughfares near by there was every sign of activity by both Martian men and women, including silent, queerly fashioned vehicles. 
 
    “If only there were some night in this confounded underworld!” Kerrigan breathed, clenching his fists and glaring up at the twin luminaries. “With those infernal suns blazing all the time, what chance have we? To do anything is about as simple as committing murder in the middle of a searchlight beam.” 
 
    “Those suns, incidentally, are created by atomic power,” the Amazon said, interested in the scientific issue. “For that very reason they won’t ever go out; so this land must be soaked in perpetual day….” 
 
    She paused, moving her gaze from the suns to a slow-moving air flyer making for the city. Kerrigan caught the direction of her stare and watched too. 
 
    The machine was approaching from a distant region of the mighty underworld and, in circling, was heading directly for this rocky eminence on which the two were standing. The Amazon appeared to suddenly make up her mind. 
 
    “We’ve one chance, if the gravitation helps us enough,” she said quickly, turning. “This ’plane looks likely for crossing near here. If we leap with all the power we’ve got we might be able to grab that landing-gear which is hanging down. Then we can drop off again on the first available roof. It’ll be a big risk, but it’s worth it——” 
 
    She had no further chance to speak, for the ’plane was practically over them—a curious, wing-like type of craft apparently using the inevitable atomic force. 
 
    The Amazon crouched momentarily, and then leapt upward with all her strength, hands outflung above her. She overestimated the leap and hit the ’plane hard, only just saved herself in time from falling by grabbing the undercarriage with one hand. She twirled dizzily for a moment, then hauled herself up. Kerrigan, being far heavier, landed with perfect co-ordination. Together they sat on the landing-gear and watched the buildings sweeping past crazily below them. 
 
    “Think the pilot saw us?” Kerrigan asked, breathing hard. 
 
    The Amazon, the black hair blown back from her face, took her eyes from the scene to look at him. 
 
    “I’ve no idea—but I hardly think so. We were directly beneath the machine when we leapt. Apparently, though,” she added, looking below her again, “the people down there are quite interested!” 
 
    Kerrigan gazed between his swinging feet. Men and women were pointing upwards, or gesticulating to each other as the ’plane dropped lower and lower, evidently heading for a landing-field. Roofs came sweeping into nearer perspective, most of them flat. 
 
    “We’d better drop while the going’s good,” the Amazon said. “If we don’t, we might hit against something.” 
 
    She swung down so that she hung by her hands; then she released her grip and dropped. She fell lightly and landed with hardly a jar against the lesser gravity. Kerrigan fell not five yards away, and they gazed after the ’plane as it swept down towards its landing-field. 
 
    “Well, we’re that much nearer the radio building,” Kerrigan said, and pointed to the masts two roofs away. “We’d better see what we can do before the populace get curious and start hunting around for us. Come on.” 
 
    They began moving swiftly across the flat roof and then paused and gazed upwards and westwards at the vision of something surprising. Speeding high against the ebon black of what was actually 96 metal lining the underworld, were at least twenty gigantic circular objects, apparently as thin as plates and gleaming with a fantastically golden light. They moved with incredible swiftness and without a sound, speeding to some distant part of the sprawling Martian underworld. 
 
    “Flying saucers!” Kerrigan exclaimed blankly. “That’s just how they were described by people who saw ’em on Earth some fifty years ago——” 
 
    “Yes, and Valina told us that flying saucers are space-ships, so that is what those must be,” the Amazon said grimly. “Either they are coming back from space, or else just starting off——” 
 
    “Starting off!” Kerrigan interrupted her. “Look!” 
 
    The Amazon saw what he meant as, curiously, the entire fleet seemed to soar up into the darkness three miles away and then completely vanish—evidently through one of the opened valves giving egress to the surface. 
 
    “Well, that’s that,” Kerrigan muttered, as the last one disappeared. 
 
    “And I don’t like it, Howard!” The Amazon shook her head. “There can only be one place where they’re going, and that’s Earth. Just what devilry is that woman up to in my name, I wonder? Come—let’s see if we can’t break into this radio station.” 
 
    With an added urgency now in their movements they leapt from one roof to the other, across gaps of busy streets—risks they would never have dared take without a friendly gravity to aid them—and so eventually reached the wide, flat roof of what was clearly a radio station, possibly a subsidiary of a larger group of them elsewhere in the Martian complexity. 
 
    “There’s a way in here,” Kerrigan said, pointing to a grating countersunk into the roof. “Probably a ventilation shaft, but I’ll risk going down it if you will.” 
 
    The Amazon did not even hesitate. Between them, she and Kerrigan hauled the grating out of its socket, and warm air, stale and spent, came gushing up to them. Kerrigan shaded his eyes and peered down into the depths. 
 
    “It’s narrow enough for me to brace my back and feet against the sides and prevent a headlong drop,” he said. “I’ll go first and see what I can do.” 
 
    The Amazon nodded, and he lowered himself, then slid gently out of sight by slow degrees. The girl waited a moment or two, and then began to follow his example. Halfway down the shaft widened a little and she lost her grip, slithering and falling for nearly forty feet and coming to a halt in a small, square chamber in which Kerrigan had also fallen. 
 
    They were both behind a latticed grating, and in front of them loomed an expanse of radio laboratory, illuminated by gigantic windows. It appeared that radio instruments were everywhere, together with tall switch-panels. Unknown voices were speaking in the Martian language from loudspeakers. Here and there Martian men and women in overalls were moving about, attending to the maze of complicated apparatus. 
 
    “Part of a radio control station—if not all of it,” Kerrigan whispered. “And we seem to be behind some kind of ventilator grid. What’s the next move?” 
 
    “That’s not an easy one, Howard: best thing we can do is wait for a while and think things out. They don’t seem to have heard us, anyway….” The Amazon peered intently through the metal filigree for a while, then she added: “From the look of things this is a sort of central radio exchange—like a telephone exchange—where radio calls are transmitted and received.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Kerrigan agreed, nodding. 
 
    “It also wouldn’t surprise me,” the Amazon continued, as the loudspeakers went in chattering, “if some of the information being sent concerns us. The guards must have informed the authorities by this time—and those people in the street saw us hanging on to the ’plane…. The pity is that we don’t understand the Martian language.” 
 
    “How we get out of this particular mess I’ll be damned if I know,” Kerrigan said frankly. “I don’t see how we’re to tackle all these workers in here. They’d overpower us in a matter of seconds.” 
 
    “Right,” the Amazon agreed soberly, her yellow eyes surveying the scene again. “I’m just trying to think of some way by which we might——” 
 
    “Listen!” Kerrigan interrupted abruptly, and gripped her arm. “Am I crazy, or can I hear English coming from one of those loudspeakers?” 
 
    After a moment the Amazon nodded an urgent confirmation, and they both became silent, straining their ears to catch the words, nor was it an easy task above the multiple babble of the other loudspeakers. Parts of the sentences did, however, reach them—— 
 
    “… And from this latest information from Scotland Yard It is now assumed that … Amazon acted with … in dealing with the interlopers in Earthly bodies. It … obvious we cannot fight the superior science of Martians … ruthless iron-eaters are still corroding our civilization despite … but faith in Golden Amazon is undiminished, desperate though the position is——” 
 
    The voice ceased speaking abruptly, either switched off or else obliterated by static interference. 
 
    Kerrigan frowned hard as he glanced at the girl. 
 
    “What do you suppose that was?” he asked. “It sounded like a news bulletin from London.” 
 
    “I think that’s exactly what it was, picked up by these Martian instruments and probably relayed to some spot in this underworld where the powers-that-be are listening….” The Amazon clenched her fists. “I’d give something to know what the Metrix is up to! From the sound of that bulletin she’s already fixed it so that the iron-eaters have full play—the very thing I tried to prevent. And it also sounds as though she’s squared things with the police for those murders I committed. Howard, we’ve got to do something, and do it quickly! Let me think now …” 
 
    She looked about her again in the narrow, confined space; and then into the radio room. Absently her gaze moved to the double doors as they opened momentarily and swung shut again to admit an official. It was as the doors swung before closing that there was a brief glimpse of what lay beyond them. 
 
    There were long tables, countless instruments, and—transient though the glimpse had been—there was something else of vital importance. 
 
    “I believe I’ve got it!” the Amazon whispered tensely, her eyes glowing. “Did you happen to see beyond those doors just now when they opened?” 
 
    “For a second or two, yes. Another radio room, isn’t it?” 
 
    “No—it’s an operating theatre—the same one, I think, where I was forced to change places with Valina. Evidently all the science laboratories in this city are gathered under one roof—radio, surgery, and so on. But that isn’t the point. I caught a glimpse of my double, seated in a corner.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Kerrigan questioned urgently. 
 
    “Almost. Wait until the doors open again …” 
 
    Before this happened nearly ten minutes had passed, as the official who had come to the radio room on some errand or other took his departure, smiling and waving a hand cheerfully to his colleagues. Once more as the doors swung gracefully to and fro to a standstill there was that vision beyond—and this time there was no doubt about it. In a corner of the great surgery a blonde-headed, black suited woman was seated, a gleaming belt about her waist. 
 
    Then the doors had shut. 
 
    “You’re right, Vi,” Kerrigan said. “I suppose they brought your double to the surgery to try and find out what makes her tick. It’s the only place they could bring her, come to think of it.” 
 
    “And apparently they haven’t dissected her yet, or taken away her weapons,” the Amazon added. “Those weapons are real, remember—not dummies…. I do believe that things are about to happen! Her photoelectric brain is so devised that it will only respond to my telepathic orders and nobody else’s. Let’s see what I can do—and keep quiet whilst I concentrate.” 
 
    Kerrigan obeyed, his eyes fixed on the closed doors. The Amazon crouched like a statue, her gaze directed through the grating, the force of her supernormal mind hurdling the gap to the motionless synthetic being in the surgery beyond. 
 
    Then suddenly the doors swung open and Amazon 2 stood there, her head moving from side to side as she apparently looked about her. In each hand she held a gleaming weapon. One or two of the radio technicians glanced round casually at her and then started. 
 
    Before they could make any moves Amazon 2 leapt forward, high in the air, and dropped in their midst. The weapons in her hands fired relentlessly, emitting brilliant pencils of violet fire before which the demoralized radio technicians helplessly collapsed. In the space of perhaps five minutes, leaping from place to place with phenomenal agility, she had reduced the dozen men either to death or long unconsciousness. 
 
    “Simple, isn’t it?” the Amazon asked laconically, and Kerrigan gave a start. 
 
    “Uncanny would be a better word, Vi. It’s the nicest bit of ‘doubling’ I’ve seen in some time. Now what happens?” 
 
    “Come and open this grating!” the Amazon commanded her double, and immediately her image came hurrying forward with a fixed, glassy stare in her violet eyes. 
 
    Locking her yellow fingers in the metal mesh, she tugged at it savagely, and finally tore the whole facing away from its supports. Quickly the Amazon and Kerrigan scrambled out into the radio room. 
 
    “What about a message to Earth?” Kerrigan asked, glancing about him. “This looks like a good opportunity.” 
 
    “It would take too long to solve which equipment to use, and how to use it,” the Amazon answered. “I’ve another idea—and it’s just got to work! Come on, to the surgery—and you too,” she added to her image. 
 
    The three of them hurried through the great radio room and into the operating theatre adjoining. As they entered it three surgeons, white-garbed but without gloves and face-masks, came to a standstill in an advance towards the doors. 
 
    “Hold it!” the Amazon ordered them, and from her image she whipped the two guns. “This is my party, for a change.” 
 
    The surgeons obeyed her order, knowing they could do little else. Their eyes went in wonder from their scantily clad Metrix to the motionless smaller figure in black—and then to Kerrigan. 
 
    “You!” the Amazon snapped, looking at the centremost man. “You are the one who performed the brain operation on the Metrix and myself. I recognize your face…. Can you understand my language?” 
 
    “Yes, I can understand it,” the master-surgeon assented, with a somewhat cynical smile. “I observe that that brain of yours is as agile as ever. I suppose I should have had more sense than to leave your image free. We were just making preparations to dissect it and then we——” 
 
    “Never mind that,” the Amazon interrupted. “You’ve a job to do. I want my brain transferred again—and this time into the skull of my image here. In that way I can become the Golden Amazon again, since the body is an exact duplicate of the original one Valina stole from me.” 
 
    “And you think I’d do that?” the master-surgeon asked, in cynical amusement. 
 
    “I know you will!” the Amazon retorted; then she glanced briefly at Kerrigan. “Howard, these doors ought to lock somehow. See that every one of them is secured. I don’t want disturbances for the next hour.” 
 
    Kerrigan nodded and went on a swift investigation of the surgery. All the locks, he discovered, were electrical, jammed in place by a mere movement of a switch. When he had secured every one, including those which led into the radio room, he came back to the girl’s side. 
 
    “On the other occasion,” the Amazon said, addressing the surgeon again, “you performed the brain operation single-handed without any assistants.” 
 
    “Correct,” the Martian agreed. “Instruments worked for me. These two surgeons here were going to dissect your image——” 
 
    “Exactly—and I’ve no use for them.” 
 
    The guns stabbed with their lavender-tinted pencils. Kerrigan looked on in rather wondering horror as the surgeons on each side of their superior sagged and died, gaping holes torn clean through their chests. 
 
    “I have no time for gentle tactics any longer,” the Amazon explained icily. “None of you have shown any mercy—so expect none from me. You, my friend, are left—to carry out my orders, whether you wish to or not.” 
 
    “Your orders being that I operate on you?” The surgeon shook his head deliberately. “I prefer to die before doing that.” 
 
    The Amazon handed the guns to Kerrigan and then stood motionless, staring at the surgeon fixedly. He stared back, in curiosity at first, then with a growing fixity as he felt the frightful force of the Amazon’s superhuman will beating into his skull. 
 
    She made no effort to soften her commands: she hurled them into the man’s keen, sensitive brain with the force of a battering ram; until at last it became evident from his rigid, mask-like expression that he was completely under her influence. Only then did she relax and glance at Kerrigan. 
 
    “I’ve used post-hypnotism,” she explained; “by which I mean that he will obey the orders I’ve given him—in five minutes’ time. Those orders are to transfer my brain to that of my image, and he’ll do it because he can’t help himself. The moment he has done it, though, he will be normal. If he attempts anything, shoot him—and shoot to kill. Understand?” 
 
    “All right,” Kerrigan agreed, and stood waiting to see what happened next. 
 
    The Amazon turned to her double and spoke shortly. 
 
    “Lie down on that table!” 
 
    When the graceful, black-clad being had done so the Amazon went over to her and strapped her down. Then she laid herself on the adjoining table and had Kerrigan buckle her into position. He had just completed the task when the motionless surgeon seemed to remember something. 
 
    He turned jerkily and moved towards the tables, performing his actions like a blind man as he pressed a switch-button which brought instruments on a rubber-wheeled stand to his side from a distant part of the surgery. 
 
    Grim-faced, Kerrigan stood with the guns ready, watching every move. For the Amazon the laboratory slowly blanked out as her senses faded under the anaesthetic. 
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    Consciousness returned to the Amazon with the awareness that a white-clad arm was striking downwards towards her. Instantly she flung up her hand and stopped the arm in its plunge, jolting from the hand a long needle-pointed glass tube which splintered on the metal floor. 
 
    In a sudden surge full consciousness returned to her, and with it the knowledge that the operation had been flawlessly performed. She was again, to all intents and purposes, herself—and she was holding the wrist of the surgeon who had performed the operation. His tawny eyes were no longer blank: they were blazing with homicidal fury as he tried to wrench himself free of her grip. 
 
    It took the Amazon perhaps three seconds to grasp what had been intended. The contents of the splintered tube were bubbling and fuming on the floor, eating into the metal. Some distance away Kerrigan lay unconscious with his fallen guns near by. The Amazon’s eyes jolted from Kerrigan back to the master-surgeon; then she gave a slow, deadly smile. 
 
    “So, my friend, you were not quite quick enough?” she enquired. “The moment you emerged from the hypnosis and realized the nature of the operation you had performed you tried to destroy me, did you?” 
 
    Suddenly she strained with all her power and ripped in twain the central belt pinning her waist. Her hand tightened on the surgeon’s wrist with steady pressure—tighter and tighter still until she saw perspiration gloss his features. 
 
    “I’m not fool enough to attempt to choke you,” she said. “I’ve learned that that is useless on a Martian anatomy. I just want to hold you until I get free….” 
 
    She drew up her perfectly shaped legs with sudden convulsive efforts and the last two sets of straps broke. Immediately she slid off the table and to her feet, and though she was a good sixteen inches shorter than the seven-foot Martian, her tremendous grip on his wrist twisted him round to the position she required. 
 
    Then she released him—so suddenly that he could not understand why. He stared for a second, and a blinding light seemed to explode in his face. He hurtled backwards across the operating table and reeled into the instruments. Springing herself forward in the light gravity, the Amazon dived on him, whirled him up, and then planted a bone-smashing blow on his jaw which slammed him half-senseless into the wall. 
 
    She watched him sagging and glanced quickly about her—then her gaze settled on a distant row of corked glass acid-carboys. She looked back at the acid on the floor, still eating into the metal, which had been intended for her. That decided her. 
 
    “I like to pay in kind, my friend, if I can,” she said, and before the surgeon could grasp her intentions her steel-strong hands had whirled him off his feet. 
 
    In the lesser gravity she swung him round in a circle and then released him, watching as his flaying body landed in the midst of the glass carboys. They broke, fumed, and flowed—and she listened dispassionately to the man’s screams. 
 
    “I’d sooner hear them from you than from me,” she remarked callously, as they died away—then she turned her attention to Kerrigan and hauled him to his feet. 
 
    By slapping his face sharply she began to revive him. He winced and rubbed his head painfully. 
 
    “Vi!” he exclaimed, starting. He grabbed her shoulders and felt the muscles roll under the satiny flesh. “It—it is you, not that image——?” 
 
    “Both,” she answered, picking up the guns and putting them in the belt holsters. “The operation was successful, as I prayed it would be. I’m myself again, but in a duplicated body. Not that it matters, since this body is identical to my own…. As for the Metrix …!” 
 
    She looked towards the operating table, where the scantily clad body of the ruler of Mars lay motionless under the straps. 
 
    “That surgeon snapped out of his hypnosis too suddenly for my liking,” Kerrigan complained, still rubbing his head and working his neck stiffly. “Before I could do anything he hurled an instrument at me. It hit me on the head and k.o.’d me. Incidentally, he put the photoelectric brain of your image into the Metrix’s skull. It’s got me wondering if she’ll obey orders as your image did. I—I mean as you did…. Oh, I’m all mixed up,” he finished dazedly. 
 
    “Move!” the Amazon commanded the Metrix—but there was no trace of a response. 
 
    “Doesn’t work,” Kerrigan sighed. “More’s the pity. It might have been useful to have a Metrix doing as we like.” 
 
    “I didn’t think it would be any use,” the Amazon told him. “The Martian nerve-system is different to ours. That photoelectric unit will be incorrectly linked up, I expect…. Anyway, I don’t intend that the charming Valina shall have her own body back again; nor do I intend that the secret of that photoelectric brain shall ever be discovered. That being so …” 
 
    She tugged out one of her weapons, a blunt-nosed instrument like a tiny blunderbuss. When she depressed the firing button an annihilating force jetted from the instrument. The operating table, the body of the Metrix, the instruments around her—— They all vanished in one intolerably bright core of violet flame. Nothing was left save a mushroom of smoke rising to the ceiling and a disturbance of air currents. 
 
    “I have the idea,” Kerrigan murmured, grinning, “that Valina is not going to like the disappearance of her body one bit!” 
 
    “When I find her,” the Amazon answered, holstering the weapon, “she’ll not be in a position to like anything! I’m out to break her, Howard, if it’s the last thing I do…. Anyway, right now we have two problems ahead of us. The first is to get a radio message through to Earth, and the second is to find a way out of this underworld—and then to Earth. With Valina having stolen the Ultra that isn’t going to be too easy.” 
 
    Kerrigan became thoughtful for a while, then an idea seemed to strike him. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what you might try. Go out into the city in the ordinary way and convince the people that you are Valina—in the Golden Amazon’s body, of course—returned here to give further orders. Since nobody outside us knows what has gone on, they’ll believe you.” 
 
    “I don’t think they will,” the Amazon responded, shaking her head. “They all know that you and I escaped from jail: they must also know from radio reports that Valina disguised as me, is still on Earth…. No, it would never work. Our best course at the moment, I think, is to see what we can do in the radio room before any guards, on the look-out for us, get this far. The sooner we move, the better.” 
 
    They turned to the double doors leading to the radio room, and Kerrigan released the lock. They entered the great place to find the technicians lying where they had fallen—all save one, who was just staggering to his feet. Kerrigan gave a grim smile and hurried over to him. One savage upper cut made certain that that particular Martian would have his recovery indefinitely delayed. 
 
    “It’s not going to be easy to single out the right equipment to send a message,” the Amazon said, thoughtfully contemplating the various switch-panels. “Nor do I know but what our message might be intercepted and obliterated. However, we can but try. The basic principle of radio should be the same on any planet; so maybe I can find a way.” 
 
    She selected an instrument which appealed to her as a possible starter in her search for the right equipment, then as she was studying it she looked up as one of the loudspeakers came into action, evidently controlled from a distant source. It proved to be another of the relays from Earth, spoken by an American this time. 
 
    “Attention all listeners! It has just been reported from Mount Wilson Observatory that some twenty objects resembling the curious and supposedly mythical flying saucers of half a century ago have just been sighted in the four-hundred-inch telescope, heading towards Earth at high speed. This can only mean that the Martians have decided on direct attack, and all militia are warned to be alert. All Governments should give their individual orders immediately. Any suggestions which the Golden Amazon may have to make are eagerly anticipated. Stand by for further information as we receive it.” 
 
    The message stopped, and Kerrigan gave a grim glance. 
 
    “Ten to one those are the twenty flying saucers we saw leaving here,” he remarked. “What do you think is the idea of them? Are they carrying Martians who are intending to subdue the folks back home?” 
 
    “Twenty machines to do that?—each machine carrying no more than perhaps two Martians apiece?” The Amazon shook her head. “There is more behind it than that, Howard. I’ll make one guess—that they’re going to pick up Earthlings who’ll be transported back here, their bodies to be used for Martian brains. That’s Valina’s main idea, remember—as she freely admitted. From the look of things she seems to have Earth lying wide open….” 
 
    She stopped talking as she saw Kerrigan looking at something behind her; then he gave a noticeable start. Her hand dropped to her belt, and she swung round, firing simultaneously. In so doing she blew half the right arm of a Martian guard away as he crept slowly towards her with levelled gun. 
 
    With a shriek he fell to the floor, and behind him three more guards came into view with weapons at the ready. The Amazon pressed the button of her weapon again—but nothing happened. The charges which it was capable of holding had expired. The moment she realized it she hurled herself forward, knowing the time was too short to draw a second weapon. 
 
    With cataclysmic force she plunged into the leading guard and keeled him backwards into his two comrades. The pile-driver impact of her fist behind his skull brought him down, stunned. With her foot she kicked the weapon out of the second man’s hand; and the third man she seized, whirled round, and flung with dizzying force against the wall. 
 
    “No time for more,” she said quickly, dashing back to Kerrigan. “We’ll never have any peace now to send a message. Have to abandon the idea. Let’s get out of here the way we came—up the ventilator shaft.” 
 
    Kerrigan nodded and wriggled into it, then began struggling up the shaft in the darkness, bracing his feet and back against the sides and working his way ever higher. Below, he could hear the Amazon following his example. It was hard, tough going for the forty-foot ascent, but it finally brought them out on the flat roof. 
 
    The Amazon looked about her and into the “sky”. 
 
    “I hope you’ve got some good notion as to what we do now,” Kerrigan said. “The big shots are going to turn the heat on us good and hard when they find out how much upset we’ve caused.” 
 
    “I’m thinking about flying saucers,” the Amazon answered. “If my guess is right and they are being used to go to Earth for men and women to bring back, it means that others will also go as well as the twenty we saw. When they do we’ve got to get aboard one of them somehow and use it to cross space. We’ve no other way—nor is there any other method of escaping this underworld with it all so nicely sealed up.” 
 
    “The idea’s good enough, if we can get aboard a flying saucer in time,” Kerrigan said dubiously. “I don’t think that we——” 
 
    He stopped, gazing into the black “sky”. The Amazon looked too as one of the wing-like ’planes made its appearance. It was moving with tremendous speed—and suddenly it dawned on them that it was heading straight for them, something depending from its belly in the shape of a gigantic letter J. 
 
    “Get down!” the Amazon ordered abruptly. “I don’t like the look of this——” 
 
    But she was a shade too late with her advice. With a noiseless rush of speed the machine dipped low over the roof and, presumably controlled from the cabin, the J-shaped wire—socketed so that it coiled like a snake—wrapped around their waists, tightened into an immovable loop, and bore them struggling and fighting clean off the roof and into the air. Breathing only with effort, Kerrigan and the Amazon found themselves jammed back to back, the crushing loop all but squeezing the breath out of them. 
 
    “I—I can’t stand much of this——” Kerrigan groaned. “I’ll—suffocate—— Hard enough to breathe in this air as it is——” 
 
    Had the Amazon been able to see him, she would have noticed that his face was already purpling, but she was too absorbed with her own predicament. Air was slowly strangling in her lungs, too, and there were throbbings at the back of her eyes, becoming worse at the dizzying view below. It all depended on how long the trip was to be whether she and Kerrigan survived. Unless—— 
 
    She dragged at her pinned arms, and the effort set her and Kerrigan swaying wildly in the gulf. 
 
    “For God’s sake!” he shouted hoarsely. “What—what are you trying to do——?” 
 
    “Free—my hand,” she gulped back. “If I can get at my disintegrator I’ll smash this cable, and we’ll drop…. Have to risk how far we fall. You willing?” 
 
    “Sure…. In this gravity we might make it.” 
 
    Her face darkening at the vast, breathless effort she threw on herself, the Amazon dragged her right hand free of the imprisoning coil, scraping the skin, but not breaking it. Immediately her hand dropped to her belt, and by wriggling savagely she succeeded in dragging the disintegrator from its holster. 
 
    With it in her fingers she stared up at the snaking coil in the flyer’s belly as the machine careered onwards to an unknown destination. Then she glanced below. They were about thirty feet from the nearest roof-tops, heading towards one which seemed to be made entirely of glass. To wait until they were beyond it might mean loss of consciousness—and then death. 
 
    She fired—straight at the wire overhead. 
 
    Blinding flame, a writhing cloud of smoke blown by the wind, and a disintegrated flyer which blew apart, since it was in the track of the frightful streams of energy—— Then the Amazon and Kerrigan were free of the coil, its tightness relaxing upon severance. 
 
    Headlong they both plunged downwards, slowly as ever in the Martian pull, with the great sheet of the glass roof below spread like a lake in the glare of the twin suns. To save themselves was impossible, but in the brief time they had they turned their feet downwards and held up their arms over their heads. 
 
    They struck the glass with shattering force and plunged through it, crashing on to a metal floor below in the midst of a wilderness of instruments. 
 
    Instantly there was a rush of feet, but dazed though she was, the Amazon still had her disintegrator in her hand, and she levelled it quickly. The four Martians in laboratory overalls stopped instantly, staring at her as she scrambled up. To her surprise she found that she was not even scratched: nor was Kerrigan. Puzzled, she picked up a piece of the glass roof and examined its edge, none the less keeping her weapon ready. 
 
    “All the better for us,” she commented, tossing the piece away again. “It isn’t glass: more like gelatine, with a blunt edge.” 
 
    “Which saved us being cut to ribbons,” Kerrigan commented; then as he glanced about him he added, “This seems to be some sort of laboratory. I begin to think Mars must be full of nothing else—— Look out!” He broke off. “More technicians coming up!” 
 
    The Amazon nodded and kept her weapon steady, her violet eyes glancing at the grim-faced Martians, who obviously knew whom she was. 
 
    “Any of you speak my language?” she asked, and after a long pause one of the men answered. 
 
    “I do—little.” He gestured vaguely. “Am laboratory expert for the Metrix. Helped in—in reading minds of Earth men. So I learned language. Little. That way.” 
 
    “You speak it well enough to suit me,” the Amazon told him. “That being so, understand this: On you doing exactly as I tell you depends not only your life but the life of everybody in this laboratory. This weapon I have here can—and will—volatilize the lot of you if you dare cross my wishes. I’m desperate, and I don’t care what lengths I go to!” 
 
    The man nodded in obvious consternation and translated for his colleagues; then they, too, became alarmed. It was perfectly evident that in themselves they were quite harmless—probably much more inquisitive than actually dangerous. 
 
    “From somewhere,” the Amazon continued, “circular-shaped space-ships are being sent to Earth from here. I want to know the exact spot—and what is more my friend and I are to be taken to that spot in safety. Do you understand that?” 
 
    “You mean—er—the ranicawls?” the Martian suggested. 
 
    “Yes, maybe I do,” the Amazon assented. “Space machines, the colour of”—she touched her head—“my hair….” 
 
    The man nodded promptly. “Ranicawls,” he confirmed. “That—their name. I get you-to them.” 
 
    He said something to his comrades, and it was evident they were doing their best to stop him co-operating, until the disintegrator levelled at them. 
 
    “You’d better do as I tell you, my friends,” the Amazon warned. “You’ll not get hurt if you deliver us to the departure grounds for these—ranicawls. If you don’t you can be perfectly sure that I will …” 
 
    She paused, staring at something on the high shelf behind the Martian group. It was a reddish-looking cloud swimming in a tall, transparent tube. 
 
    “Iron-eaters, as I live and breathe,” she whispered, fascinated; then she jerked her gun to indicate the tube. “Ursugas?” she asked, and the man gave a nod. 
 
    “Ursugas cultures,” he answered. “Made—harmless. Dead.” 
 
    “Dead!” the Amazon echoed sharply. “How?” 
 
    The man was silent, obstinacy creeping into his mouth. He met the cold glitter of the violet eyes. 
 
    “How?” the Amazon demanded, going close to him. “That’s one thing I want to know above all others!” 
 
    “I—I dare not tell …” he insisted. “Not—to you. If the Metrix were to find that I——” 
 
    “Never mind the Metrix!” the Amazon blazed at him, and with the flat of her free hand she struck him savagely across the face and then jammed the gun hard on to his stomach. 
 
    “Sound …” he gulped, with a frightened look about him. 
 
    “Sound? What frequency?” 
 
    “Fifteen million a second—in your—er—mathematics.” 
 
    The Amazon’s eyes narrowed. “Ultrasonics, you mean? Mmmm—that’s very interesting. I wonder why I didn’t think of that?” Then apparently banishing the topic, she asked abruptly, “Well, how do we get to the flying grounds?” 
 
    The Martian motioned to be followed, and the Amazon complied, keeping him covered as he pushed his way through the watching technicians. Kerrigan followed up in the rear, his fists ready for immediate action. But nothing was tried. Evidently the scientists valued their own lives too much to start anything. 
 
    Finally, the Martian paused and pointed to two heavy cases of metal, pierced with ventilation holes. The lids were removed at the moment, and inside the cases resembled coffins, with metal clamps which were plainly intended to hold arms and legs. 
 
    “Those—about to be sent with eighteen others—to space grounds,” the Martian explained. “For use on—on your planet. Earth people brought back in them—captives.” 
 
    “Which means I guessed right,” the Amazon said, with a glance at Kerrigan. “And you mean,” she added, to the Martian, “that if we are sealed up in these we’ll be carried straight to the space grounds for the ranicawls?” 
 
    “Immediately. We—about to send cases …” 
 
    After a moment’s pause Kerrigan said: “It’s a risk, Vi, but we’ll have to take it. No choice. If we’re not clamped in we’ll be all right. You can blow the lid off with one of your guns if you can’t do it by ordinary strength. And if you’ll reload your second gun I’ll take it to free myself.” 
 
    The girl nodded and reloaded her second gun, whilst Kerrigan took the other one and kept the Martian covered. 
 
    “You keep that gun, Howard,” the Amazon said, putting the reloaded one back in its holster. “Now, you …” She turned to the Martian. “Put the lids on and carry out orders. Remember that I shall be watching you through these airholes, and if you do anything wrong you know what to expect.” 
 
    The Martian nodded and motioned to the cases. The Amazon stood in one, and the lid was placed in position, followed by a clicking as clamps were snapped into place. Through the airholes she watched the lid being fastened on Kerrigan’s case—then a huge, trolley-like affair was wheeled into position, controlled by a motor in charge of the cooperative Martian. 
 
    With his colleagues he laid the eighteen other cases on the trolley and added the two containing the Amazon and Kerrigan on the top. Lying flat on their backs, they peered out through the holes as they were wheeled from the laboratory. 
 
    The journey proved to be a long one. It took them through vast corridors, in elevators, through busy streets outside, in three different types of vehicles, until the third and last vehicle drew up in a wide, open area where ordinary wing-planes were standing, together with an array of twenty of the giant circular-shaped space-machines. 
 
    As she waited for something to happen—her gun in her hand ready for instant use if necessary—the Amazon studied the flying saucers interestedly through the airholes. They were, she noticed, quite revolutionary in design when compared with the submarine-shaped craft favoured by Earth’s space engineers. 
 
    In the Martian design the power-plant was in the hub of the craft, and from it radiated “spokes” which were evidently connecting passages to the various control rooms and cabins on the “rim”. Also on the rim were bowed outlook windows, the projecting antennae of radio aerials, and on the part of the rim nearest the ground, an open air-lock. 
 
    Each queer machine was fitted with a rocket-jet system, though the exhaust tubes were cleverly concealed. In this alone did the flying saucers resemble the Earth system—and probably the machines also used atomic power, which secret the Martians had obviously completely conquered. 
 
    So much the Amazon had time to observe, then Martian workers came into view and heaved her case from the top of the pile, carrying it with clumsy carelessness to the nearest flying saucer and then inside it. There was darkness for a space as a passage was traversed, then the case was brought into a metal-lined storage room and dumped heavily on the floor. The Amazon muttered to herself at the jarring jolts she received. 
 
    Kerrigan’s case was placed on top of hers, and the remaining eighteen on top again—then the door closed and there was the rasp of metal bolts. 
 
    Darkness, and silence. 
 
    “You okay, Vi?” came Kerrigan’s hoarse voice, presently. 
 
    “Yes, I’m okay—but we can’t open the lids with all these cases on top of us. I’m going to smash the side out of mine if I can, then I’ll release you.” 
 
    She began the struggle, but the metal was proof against her muscles, so working with a tiny flashlight from a pouch of her belt she cut down the nozzle-aperture on her disintegrator-gun, narrowed her eyes against the fiendish glare, and started to carve a hole with the needle-thin, white-hot jet. 
 
    In three minutes she had kicked away a small circle of metal, leaving an aperture large enough to permit of her body. She scrambled out when the metal had cooled, still holding her flashlight. To move the piled-up cases and unclamp the lid of Kerrigan’s “coffin” was only the work of a few moments—then they stood together, holding their guns, looking about them as the Amazon flashed her torch beam about the storage room. 
 
    “The door’s bolted too,” she announced, going over to it and pulling. “And from the smell of the air in here there’s no ventilation system. We’ve either got to get out of here quickly—or else suffocate.” 
 
    “And suppose that by this time this craft is full of crew, or something?” 
 
    “We’ll have to risk it. If I can only get this machine to myself to control the rest will be easy. It’s jet-driven, so I ought to be able to handle it.” 
 
    The girl levelled her flame-gun again, cutting a circle out of the bottom of the door. She had to risk the noise it made as she kicked it and it fell with a metallic clang into the corridor outside. 
 
    The moment the aperture was cool enough she scrambled through it—just in time to find herself in a yellow light with three armed guards pointing their guns at her. 
 
    Indeed, they were more than guards. The foremost she recognized immediately as Thraxal—and so, too, did Kerrigan as he slowly stood up beside her. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter IX 
 
      
 
    “I really do believe,” Thraxal said slowly, regarding the girl in snakelike fixity, “that the Metrix greatly underestimated you, Miss Brant! You escaped captivity, reclaimed your body—even if it is a duplicate—destroyed the Metrix’s body, and have slain our three master-surgeons! You might even have escaped entirely by using this vessel, but for the loyalty of one of our laboratory workers.” 
 
    “He told you, then, what happend?” the Amazon asked, hedging for time. 
 
    “Of course. He reported what he had done—or rather what he had been forced to do—and so I immediately decided to take charge of operations myself. So far my guards have made a very poor show of trying to capture you. Even my orders to sweep you and the Commander from the roof of the radio building and drop you to the rocks outside the city failed—thanks to your strength and ingenuity, Miss Brant…. Naturally, all that is at an end. In the absence of the Metrix I am in complete control, and since you no longer use her body I am at liberty to kill you, as I am the Commander. That is what I intend to do.” 
 
    The Amazon plainly saw what was coming, and there was not a second in which to whip out her gun and fire. Instead, even as Thraxal pressed the button of his gun, she ducked, the flame shooting over her head. In ducking she scooped down her right hand at blurring speed, carrying it up again with the disk of heavy metal from the door. Edgewise, it hurtled straight at the cold-faced Martian and struck him across the forehead. 
 
    His second aim with the gun went wide, tearing a livid flame in the metal wall of the passage. Simultaneously a mortally deep gash welled blood across his forehead and his knees gave way. With one mighty blow the Amazon knocked the right-hand man sideways so that he fell across his third companion as he was about to fire. Then their weapons were gone and in the girl’s hands. 
 
    “Out!” she ordered savagely. “Get off this ship—and take the corpse of Thraxal with you! Hurry!” she yelled, as they dared to hesitate. 
 
    It dawned on her that perhaps they did not understand her words; but her actions were plain enough. They seized the dead Thraxal between them, dragged him along the passage and out at the air-lock. The Amazon swung it shut and clamped it. Farther back up the corridor Kerrigan was motioning urgently. 
 
    “Here’s the control-room, Vi! And there’s a horde of Martians on our track outside…. We’ve got to move!” 
 
    She hurried to where he was standing, and together they entered a wide chamber where all the instruments of navigation were fixed, surrounded by bowed windows looking on the departure-grounds outside. Speeding across them were armed guards in queerly shaped vehicles, several of them equipped with projector-like devices which looked anything but healthy. They came to a halt when they reached the two Martian dignitaries who had been thrown out with the dead Thraxal. 
 
    The Amazon watched the scene for a moment in grim amusement, then she flung herself in the control-chair and contemplated the various switches used in the handling of the flying saucer. Finally, she nodded to herself, switched in a power-unit, and then transferred the energy to the rocket jets with what she assumed was the correct lever. 
 
    Silent, like a gigantic wheel, the flying saucer fled from the departure-grounds and left the guards below shielding their heads and faces from the scorching torrent of under-blast. 
 
    “Done it!” Kerrigan breathed, wiping his hand over his face. “Beaten ’em hollow!” 
 
    “Not yet,” the girl warned him, staring down on the roofs of the city hurtling away from them. “To know how to control this weird thing is only half the battle. How do we get out into the void with the valves all shut? I was hoping that we’d be on the way to Earth with a Martian pilot in command before it became necessary to take over. In that way all the machines would have been in the void; but as it is …” 
 
    “I never thought of that,” Kerrigan admitted blankly. “We’ll just have to cruise around until one of the valves does open——” 
 
    “What makes you think one ever will?” the girl snapped. “You surely don’t think they’d let us get away with that, do you? And don’t forget that they have negative electricity which can cut out the power if they wish—same as they put the Ultra out of action. Look around, will you, and see if there’s some kind of gun anywhere—preferably on the disintegrator principle. We’ve got to blast our way out if there’s no other way.” 
 
    Kerrigan nodded and turned to commence a search. 
 
    Gradually getting the “feel” of the astounding craft as it moved in swift silence, the Amazon kept cruising in a wide circle, only a quarter of a mile from the black, lowering mass of 96 which was the metal lining of the underworld. Far below, the Martian landscape kept apparently rotating like some weirdly patterned picture inside a crystal ball. 
 
    “I can’t find anything,” Kerrigan grumbled at length, scratching his head fiercely and gazing around him. 
 
    “Look all over the ship,” the Amazon ordered. “The room where the weapons are might be elsewhere …” And he turned and hurried out. 
 
    With increasing anxiety the Amazon kept on circling the machine, moving at top speed to avoid any kind of attack which might be made—and presently she saw that something of this nature was indeed developing. 
 
    Out of the depths, where lay the Martian underworld, other flying saucers were approaching and commencing to pursue her. Like a wasp flying round inside an inverted bowl, she kept the machine moving, dodging, reeling, twisting, turning. Then to her surprised delight a blinding pink beam stabbed from somewhere in the wheel-like craft and struck a pursuing flying saucer clean in the hub. 
 
    It crumpled, blew apart, and dropped its smoking fragments down towards the city. 
 
    “I found it!” Kerrigan’s mighty voice roared from somewhere in the craft. “Keep going, Vi! I’ll show ’em!” 
 
    “Never mind them,” she shouted. “Try it on the roof and see if you can break that 96 metal.” 
 
    “Okay—swing us round.” 
 
    She swept at a thousand miles an hour, in a wide evading circle, darting from the more distant machines. She watched anxiously as the pink beam blazed upwards. Where it struck the metal shield there was a splash of molten fire and a gaping rent was torn—then the hurtling machine had moved on again. 
 
    “Again!” the Amazon cried urgently. “Until you break it!” 
 
    Using all her navigational skill, she swept the saucer round in an ever-tightening circle, and every time it crossed the rended roof Kerrigan blasted it—then he transferred his attention to the onrushing saucers as they, too, bristled pink beams. 
 
    At the same moment the Amazon saw the danger. Straight as a plumb-line she dropped the machine like a knife-blade between the beams, coming up below the attackers where they found it hard to manoeuvre and so strike. Kerrigan was evidently watching and timing things to the split second, for the beam he was controlling sliced like a searchlight ray along the machines and, though it did not blow one of them apart, it crippled them for flight. They wavered, went off balance, and fluttered erratically. 
 
    Instantly the Amazon drove her own machine upwards again with Kerrigan’s beam concentrated on the metal roof. This time there were twenty splendid seconds of boiling eruption from the metal before the vessel got off-line—then on the next time round the beam went clean through, like a red hot poker through wood, and daylight gleamed beyond. 
 
    “I’m going to risk it!” the Amazon cried. “Hold tight! That hole’s only just large enough!” 
 
    Holding the switches tightly, her eyes fixed on that irregular opening, she hurtled the flying saucer edgewise into the gap, through it, and then flashed out into the Martian daylit sky, high above the eternal deserts of ferric oxide—— 
 
    Upward, onward, with ever-mounting speed, until at last the sky grew dark and the blueness faded. 
 
    The flying saucer was in space, streaking through it at an accelerating velocity which at present registered 5,000 miles an hour. Slowly the Amazon relaxed and breathed hard, staring back at the criss-crossed disk of the red planet already sinking into the abyss. As yet no organized pursuit seemed to be in progress. 
 
    Kerrigan came lumbering into the control-room, grinning, his big face streaked with dirt and perspiration. 
 
    “Pretty hectic while it lasted,” he commented. “Wonder why none of them are following?” 
 
    “For obvious reasons, I should think,” the girl answered. “Those machines which you hit were pretty well knocked about—and besides that the Martians will have to repair that rent in the 96 metal, otherwise their precious air pressure will drop….” She gave a grim smile. “I don’t think we need to fear pursuit for some time to come, and by then we’ll have outdistanced them.” 
 
    She turned back to the controls and examined them again with greater care, now that she could give them her uninterrupted attention. Kerrigan watched her for a while, and then turned away with the remark that he was going to forage for food and drink. Evidently he was successful, for after about fifteen minutes he returned with some opened cans and bottles of liquid. 
 
    “Good enough for a banquet,” he said, setting them down on a side wall-table. 
 
    The Amazon nodded absently as she glanced towards him. Then as her hand moved a switch he staggered a little under the sudden surge of acceleration. 
 
    “What goes on?” he enquired. 
 
    “I’m going up to maximum,” the Amazon answered. “It will be a terrific speed—even greater than that of the Ultra, I think, but we’ll have to stand it. This craft has a bigger power-plant than I use on the Ultra, and there seems to be a tremendous amount of atomic energy. We ought to cross the forty million miles in about five hours. If you can stand it, Howard, I know I can,” she added dryly. 
 
    “Try me,” Kerrigan suggested, and turned to begin the task of helping out the food. 
 
    He attempted thereafter not to appear concerned as the velocity mounted load upon load, operated by the automatic control the girl had switched in. Once this had been done, she came and joined in the meal, smiling a little to herself as she saw him fighting the crushing drag on his limbs and muscles. 
 
    He was glued down into his chair, hardly able to move arms or jaws. By the time the meal was over he was prostrate and breathing heavily. 
 
    “We’re—sure moving,” he whispered, perspiration pouring down his face. 
 
    “We’ve got to,” the Amazon told him, her violet eyes staring out into the spangled void, and then the remoter distances where hovered the streaked, incomprehensible mystery of the First Galaxy. “With every moment that passes Valina is driving our people into greater disaster…. I’m waiting for just one thing, Howard—to get my hands on her.” 
 
    The Amazon became silent, her beautiful face as subtly cruel as that of a waiting tigress. Then presently, finding the strain too severe for even her superbly muscled body, she coiled herself on the wall-couch and pillowed her head on her arm. Kerrigan shook himself irritably. 
 
    “How—do you——” He laboured through the words. “How do you—propose getting—on Earth—without Valina spotting us? She’ll—see a single flying saucer—like this. Won’t she?” 
 
    “Highly probable—especially as the Martians will radio the news to her that we’re on our way. But I’ll try and get round that once we reach the orbit of the Moon, at which range a flying saucer is visible in the telescopic instruments I have in my laboratory at home, and with which I don’t doubt Valina has made herself thoroughly conversant. From the Moon we’ll detour outwards into space, keeping out of range of Earth, and we’ll land in Australia by night. Valina will probably be in London in my headquarters, and the daylight side of the Earth will blind her to our drop into Australia on the other side of the world. Once we’ve reached Australia it’s only fifteen minutes to London in an atomic jet-plane. Then …!” 
 
    Kerrigan said nothing. The pressures had overcome him, and he had been weighted into unconsciousness. The Amazon looked at him, out again on the void as the flying saucer fled through it with soundless speed—then she drew herself up more comfortably and calmly went to sleep, satisfied that the radar-like alarm would awaken her when the hurtling craft came within range of the Moon. 
 
    ••••• 
 
    Ethel Wilson, the younger, threw down her magazine in disgust and gave herself up to the pursuit of nagging thoughts. Then after a while her blue eyes rested on her father and mother as they sat on either side of the ornate atom-radiator. Her mother was reading with all the placidity of middle age; but her father was clearly bothered over something, pushing a hand occasionally through his thick grey hair as he stared into the glowing radiator mesh. 
 
    “Dad …” Ethel got to her feet and walked over to him. “Dad, I wonder if you’re thinking about the same thing I am?” 
 
    “Eh?” He glanced up and smiled, reached up a hand so that it caught hers. “Meaning what, Rosy Cheeks?” 
 
    “About Aunt Vi. For some reason she’s never seemed quite the same to me since she came back from Mars and told us about Uncle Howard having been killed…. And the way things are going on around us I’m becoming positively frightened!” 
 
    “Yes….” Chris Wilson drew the girl down to the over-stuffed arm of the chair and transferred his hand to her shoulder. “I agree that things are pretty bad—but Vi knows what she’s doing.” 
 
    “I wonder,” Ethel said seriously, “if she does?” 
 
    Her father glanced at her in surprise. 
 
    “Since when did your Aunt Vi, the notorious Golden Amazon, not know how to handle things for the best?” 
 
    “Things happen to the best of minds, dad,” the girl answered. “And especially out in space. The radiations do things to your thinking apparatus sometimes. We don’t know what Aunt Vi encountered on Mars, or in space as she flew there and back—but for some reason I have the feeling that she encountered something unusual which … which somehow changed her outlook.” 
 
    “How?” Chris Wilson asked, astonished. 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s hard to explain. But she’s never been quite the same since she came back. I know her better than you and Mum do; I’ve been with her on two of her excursions, and I know her every mood and reaction. In these days she’s so cold, so hard, so utterly sure of herself.” 
 
    “She’s never been anything else, dear,” her mother assured her, with a wistful smile. “Never since she was a child, when she used to kill butterflies for sheer amusement. Remember, I grew up with her.” 
 
    “But this is different, Mum!” Ethel insisted. “Deep down, I have found that Aunt Vi has a sense of humour: the failings of lesser mortals amuse her quite a lot—or did do. They don’t seem to any more. She never smiles now: she never speaks of you, or Dad, or maybe Uncle Howard or Aunt Ruth. She hasn’t even called me by my pet name of ‘Rosy Cheeks’ since she came back. It’s—it’s always ‘Ethel’! And she doesn’t ask me to do things—as I used to love doing them: she orders me to, with a sort of horrible veiled threat in her eyes if I don’t….” 
 
    Ethel shook her head moodily. 
 
    “I don’t like it. I love Aunt Vi, if nobody else does, and the thought that perhaps she doesn’t love me any more hurts quite a lot.” 
 
    There was silence and a little frown notched her father’s brows. He was looking vaguely startled as a series of thoughts trailed through his mind. 
 
    “Anyway, what is she doing to help us out of our difficulties?” Ethel demanded, getting to her feet and facing her parents squarely. “Look at the frightful mess we’re in! Even the very roof over our heads isn’t safe with these diabolical iron-eaters burrowing into everything. It’s the same old tale all over the world now. Bridges are down, locomotives wrecked, liners sinking, air and space travel as good as paralysed——” 
 
    “We know why that is,” Chris interrupted quietly. “So the Martians will be lulled into thinking that they are winning. I don’t like the idea any more than you do, but——” 
 
    “And what did those flying saucers want here?” Ethel went on indignantly. “Remember? They landed three days ago and then took off again. And there have been no explanations—no anything! I asked Aunt Vi about them, and she wouldn’t say a word—or rather she fobbed me off with the story that the Martians were evidently looking round in readiness to invade us.” 
 
    “Which is exactly what Vi wants,” her mother said. “The sooner the Martians do come, the sooner we’ll have an end of our troubles. Vi—and the assembled forces of every country—will wipe the Martians out.” 
 
    Ethel said nothing, but she did not appear too convinced. 
 
    “I suppose,” her father said, musing, “everything is all right, dear?” He gave his wife an anxious glance. “I’ve followed out Vi’s orders to the letter—in spite of the panic it has caused. I even managed to square the authorities over those early murders; but I must say I agree with Rosy that her manner does seem a bit—well, unnecessarily brusque. Suppose the child’s right and something really has happened to Vi’s brain, so that she is leading us all—unintentionally, of course—into disaster?” 
 
    “Nothing could happen to a brain like Vi’s,” the elder woman answered. “I’m quite satisfied on that, even if you are not.” 
 
    “Mmmmm….” The complacency of middle age settled back on Chris Wilson. “Yes, you’re probably right.” 
 
    Ethel looked at both in turn, in doubting wonder, then her firm little chin squared a little with inner resolve. 
 
    “I think I’ll take a stroll before bed,” she said. “Just to see how much more of the city has fallen apart.” 
 
    “All right, but watch yourself,” her father warned. “Quite a lot of desperate characters about during these disturbances, to say nothing of falling buildings.” 
 
    “I can look after myself, Dad, believe me.” 
 
    Ethel left the room quietly and closed the door. She reflected for a moment and then hurried upstairs. She came down again in her fur wrap, her black hair bobbing about her shoulders. Leaving the house, she took her own fast atomic two-seater from the garage and drove it westwards, in the direction of the out-of-town house of the Amazon. 
 
    Ethel could not rid herself of the conviction that something was desperately wrong somewhere; that the whole human race was sliding into a gulf, and that somehow her beloved Aunt Vi was responsible for it. She had to find out for herself. The wild, adventurous spirit she possessed would not let her do otherwise. She had lived and thrilled too long at the side of the mighty Amazon to be let down by a mystery of this kind. 
 
    At the Amazon’s home it was Tana, the maid, who admitted her, despite the fact that it was nearly midnight. Since the Amazon’s return from Mars, the maid had had her duties prolonged beyond all reason, and dared not protest. 
 
    “Yes, the mistress is in her study,” she assented sullenly, as Ethel questioned her. “You know where it is?” 
 
    “Yes—of course I do.” Ethel looked at her oddly. “What’s the matter, Tana? Have you ceased to direct people to the various rooms?” 
 
    “I’ve ceased doing a single thing more than I need, Miss Ethel,” Tana replied. “I used to love working for the mistress: she used to give me so much in return—money, valuables, gadgets. But not any more. I—I think,” the maid finished bitterly, “that I hate her more now than any woman on Earth! I’m—sorry,” she added, and darted away. 
 
    Ethel gazed after her, then she went across the hall to the study door and tapped. She entered and stood with her back to the closed door, gazing at the golden-headed woman writing at the desk, a cold-light glow casting downwards on sheets of diagrams. 
 
    “Yes?” The “Amazon” glanced up, enquiry in her violet eyes. Then she gave a little start. “Oh, it’s you, Ethel! You’re a late caller, are you not?” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose I am.” Ethel strolled into the radius of the light reflecting from the papers and looked down at the beautiful amber-tinted face pensively. “Aunt, I suppose it’s a bit silly, but I’ve something on my mind. I’m just wondering why you don’t call me by my other name any more?” 
 
    “Your other name?” the Martian woman repeated. 
 
    “Yes. ‘Rosy Cheeks.’ ” 
 
    “Oh … that!” Valina hesitated. “Well, you’re grown up now, Ethel—and it’s a silly nickname, anyway.” 
 
    “You never used to think so,” Ethel said quietly. “You once said you would always call me that, even when I’d reached middle age. I had it as a baby and as a little girl, and——” 
 
    “Really, Ethel, I’ve important work to get done,” Valina interrupted impatiently. “If you’ve come here at this hour just to waste time discussing a pet nickname——” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not just that,” Ethel interrupted. “I want to know about a lot of things. For instance, why you’re so—so different from what you used to be. Since you came back from Mars you just haven’t seemed like the same woman.” 
 
    The corners of the red lips tightened a little. Cold, glittering venom hovered in the back of the deeply purple eyes. Ethel saw it clearly, but she stood her ground. She had never been without courage. 
 
    “I know,” she continued, striving to sound casual, “that I’m only young as yet, and for that reason am not supposed to have much sense; but I do know my Aunt Vi, and there couldn’t be anybody less like her than you. In these past few weeks I’ve become increasingly aware of it. You’ve none of her little habits; you fumble over things which to her were child’s play…. I’ve been thinking that maybe something happened to you on Mars, or in space, which changed you; or else….” 
 
    “Or else?” the Metrix of Mars prompted icily. 
 
    “Or else you are not my Aunt Vi,” Ethel finished—and from her pocket she took a small but vicious flame-gun, relic of an exploit on Venus. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter X 
 
      
 
    Valina got slowly to her feet and walked round the desk. She moved with all the grace of the Amazon herself in the long, white, loose-fitting gown she was wearing. She came to a stop a foot away from the intently watching girl. 
 
    “Where do you get such foolish ideas, Ethel?” she asked. “How in the world can I be anybody else but your Aunt Vi?” 
 
    “I don’t know—but science can do such wonderful things in these days.” Ethel’s chin was quivering a little, but she still held the gun steadily enough. 
 
    “Why, you contemptible little fool!” With one swing of her hand the Martian woman knocked the gun spinning into a corner. “You dare to stand there and accuse me of—of treachery? Yes, treachery! That’s what it amounts to! Who do you think you are, compared to the sweep of my plans? I’m trying to save a world, Ethel—a world!—and you have the temerity to question if I even am the Golden Amazon!” 
 
    “Yes I have, because I——” 
 
    Ethel broke off with a gasp as the flat of the woman’s hand struck her across the face, and behind it was the force of those superhuman muscles. Ethel reeled sideways, into the desk, and then she collapsed on the floor. The Martian woman stood glaring down on her in bleak hatred. 
 
    “Get up, you snivelling little fool!” she commanded. 
 
    Rubbing her flaming cheek, Ethel obeyed; but at the same instant she dived for the gun in the corner. A clutch descended on the collar of her wrap, but she whipped free of the fur altogether and continued her forward dive. But the hand reached out again, twined in her thick hair and in stinging anguish she was dragged upwards and backwards. 
 
    “No you don’t,” Valina breathed, and with a spinning movement of her hand she flung the helpless girl into a chair. 
 
    Ethel lay crouched in it, staring at the merciless yellow face above her. 
 
    “If anything were—were needed to convince me that you’re not my Aunt Vi this does it!” Ethel declared breathlessly. 
 
    “How interesting!” Valina sneered. “I’ve long had my suspicions of you, Ethel, chiefly because I have been able to read your mind. I always knew I would never convince you——” 
 
    “But who are you?” Ethel cried, her wonder overcoming her fear for a moment. “You’re so like Aunt Vi in appearance that I——” 
 
    “If you must know, I’m the Metrix, or ruler, of the planet you call Mars. When your Aunt Vi, as you call her, went to Mars, she took a double of herself—which she has since reclaimed. This is her own body, but with my brain in it. I have heard that your Aunt is on her way to Earth, having escaped from the captivity I planned for her—but I’m ready for her!” 
 
    “She is!” Ethel cried, delight flooding her features. 
 
    “I think it will be of no interest to you, though,” the Metrix added. “I’m going to kill you. You know far more than is good for you—or me. I’m not dressed for fighting, so I have no weapons handy, but I have the hands of the Golden Amazon, and I don’t have to tell you that they are strong….” 
 
    She extended them like yellow claws, and Ethel sat staring at them fixedly for a moment: then she hurtled out of the chair to the door. She pulled on it uselessly, brought up hard against it, the hair tumbled over her frightened face. Then Valina was upon her and the merciless fingers were tightening into Ethel’s throat. 
 
    Strong young woman though she was, she had no chance against that grip, and the Martian woman made no attempt to temper the huge strength of the body she had stolen. Choking, blood pounding in her head, Ethel fell on her knees, the world swimming in a red and obliterating mist, breath bursting to escape from her tortured lungs—— 
 
    Then the sound of smashing glass knifed into her swimming senses, and the murderous clutch abruptly left her. Still only barely conscious and drawing in rasping breaths, she lay on the floor, convinced she was suffering from a delusion. 
 
    There was another Golden Amazon standing in the broken window—a tall, lithe figure in black, a golden belt about her waist and her wealth of blonde hair gleaming in the reflected light. Never had there been such a look of murder in the purple eyes. 
 
    “You!” the Martian woman exclaimed, starting back. 
 
    “Surprised?” the Amazon enquired stonily, and jumped down into the room. 
 
    Behind her came the lumbering figure of Kerrigan. 
 
    “Aunt—Aunt Vi——” Ethel choked. “Oh, thank—thank heaven——” 
 
    “I don’t like the way you were treating this girl,” the Amazon said briefly. “I was watching from outside the window, deciding on a favourable moment to catch you by surprise so you couldn’t whisk a gun on me——” 
 
    “But you intend to whisk one on me, I suppose?” Valina demanded, her gaze lowering to the Amazon’s belt. 
 
    “Not at all. Just this——” 
 
    The upper cut which landed under the Metrix’s jaw snapped her teeth together, lifted her from her feet and flung her across the desk. She slithered over it, dragging ink and diagrams with her, and crashed in the opposite corner. Dizzily she shook her head, the golden hair fallen into gleaming cascades over her face. 
 
    “All right, Amazon, you asked for it,” she whispered at length, getting up. “Don’t forget that I have the same strength as you—and I don’t intend to be beaten, either!” 
 
    Kerrigan manoeuvred out of the way as both women, equally tall, identically strong, duplicated in features, suddenly seized each other. The only way he could tell them apart was by the flowing white dress of the Metrix and the black suit of the Amazon. 
 
    He helped Ethel to her feet, and in awe they both stood and watched the battle of the giantesses as superhuman strength fought to overpower superhuman strength. 
 
    Time and again the Amazon took stunning blows to the head and body, to return blows of equal violence. She crashed to the floor, struck the wall, had a chair smashed across her back, and only just evaded the snapping of her right arm across the Metrix’s knee. Then in a sudden whirlwind ascendancy she grabbed the Martian woman’s ankle and brought her crashing down. 
 
    Holding the ankle relentlessly, the Amazon slewed the woman round in a dizzying half-circle and a swirl of draperies. Her head struck the metal bars supporting the electric grating, and immediately her screaming ceased. Motionless, arms flung wide, she lay in the midst of her tangled, multi-coloured clothes. 
 
    “That,” the Amazon muttered, breathing stormily as she took hold of the Metrix’s wrist, “has done it…. She’s dead. That blow broke her neck.” 
 
    She stood up again, wiping a fleck of blood from her cut cheek. 
 
    “In a way,” Kerrigan said, “you killed yourself, Vi! That was your own body, remember!” 
 
    “You don’t suppose I’d want it back again after she’d befouled it with her filthy brain, do you?” the Amazon demanded. “This body I have now is an exact duplicate, so losing the original doesn’t matter in the slightest.” 
 
    She felt tenderly at the bruises about her shoulders and arms, looked down again in contempt at her image, and then turned her attention to Ethel. 
 
    “And you, Rosy Cheeks,” she said dryly. “What started her off? Did you start to talk out of turn, as usual?” 
 
    “I told her I didn’t think she was you. Somehow, Aunt Vi, I knew it—— She behaved so differently from you…. But where did you spring from?” Ethel hurried on. “She told me that she knew you were coming back to Earth, and that she was ready for you.” 
 
    “We guessed she would be,” the Amazon replied, “so we landed in Australia, and came here by night in a jet-plane. I felt pretty sure I would find her using my home—so, there it is. Unless you want an explanation as to how there come to be two Amazons?” 
 
    “No—she told me about that.” Ethel began to brighten. “This is wonderful!” she exclaimed. “It’s marvellous to have you back—and you too, Uncle Howard. We all thought you were dead.” 
 
    “Not yet,” he grinned. “Though I imagine anything can happen before we’re rid of this infernal menace.” 
 
    “Then—then the death of that awful woman isn’t the end of it?” Ethel asked dispiritedly. 
 
    “Anything but!” The Amazon shook her head. 
 
    “Then—— What do we do now?” 
 
    “There’s a lot to discuss on both sides,” the Amazon decided, “but I may as well tell it to your father and mother at the same time. The Comander and I will take you home. You have your car here: I noticed it in the driveway. But,” the Amazon warned, before the girl could speak, “you must remember one thing, Rosy. I am still the same Amazon of whom you are suspicious. Tana, too, must think likewise unless——” 
 
    Struck with a thought, the Amazon sped softly to the door, snapped back the lock and peered outside. There was no sign of anybody as she looked up and down the dimly lighted hall. 
 
    “Tana,” Ethel said, “has probably gone to bed. She told me she had had quite enough of her mistress!” 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” the Amazon commented. “Anyway—to resume: Nobody outside of your father and mother, and the Commander, of course, must know the real facts. Otherwise they will get to the people, and from them to the Martians. I’m going to take that creature’s place—as her, and nobody must know the difference. That is vital! You understand?” 
 
    Ethel nodded urgently. 
 
    “Good! Then when I’ve done a small job we’ll be on our way. Wait here for a moment with your Uncle.” 
 
    Stooping, the Amazon swept the dead Metrix over her shoulder and walked with her to a connecting door of the study which, by devious routes, led to her laboratory without touching any other part of the house—and where it was possible Tana might be watching. 
 
    In ten minutes the Amazon returned to the study, smiling rather tautly to herself. 
 
    “The original Amazon is reduced to dispersing smoke,” she announced. “Long live the twin!” 
 
    ••••• 
 
    An hour later the Amazon, Ethel, Chris and his wife, and Kerrigan were in the big lounge of the Wilson residence, enjoying coffee and sandwiches and exchanging notes. 
 
    “How you managed to get away with it and get back, Vi, I just don’t know,” Chris Wilson declared finally, shaking his head. “But then, I never do! You’ve got your own unique way of doing things!” 
 
    “The Martians know that Howard and I set off for Earth,” the Amazon continued, “and, if their telescopes are half as good as I suspect, they probably know we landed here too. But they cannot be aware that I have found and killed their Metrix—and that is the important thing. I want to lull them into the belief that their Metrix lives on and that it is the Golden Amazon who has been vanquished. And I can do that, providing none of you let the truth slip out.” 
 
    “None of us will,” Chris answered quietly. “You know that. And we can rely on Ruth, too.” 
 
    “Ruth must not be told. That would involve sending radio information to Venus, where she is controlling things from headquarters there. The Martians would pick up the information, and that would upset everything. She must still believe, until everything is cleared up, that you, Howard, are dead. And you yourself must lie low—preferably in this house—and not show yourself outside until I think the time is ripe.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kerrigan growled. “I appreciate the need for that—but what are you intending to do? We can’t just let things go on rotting away as they are doing——” 
 
    “A moment,” the Amazon interrupted; and turned to Chris. “I want some facts from you first, Chris. Have you had any flying saucers on Earth here? We saw them leave Mars. Over the radio we heard that they were approaching Earth—and whilst we were in the void we saw them on the return trip to Mars. They seemed to half-turn with the idea of pursuing us, but I put on speed, and so they kept on going towards Mars.” 
 
    “Yes, they’ve been here,” Chris assented. “The Metrix said that they must have come to look round—and, knowing no different, I thought she was speaking the truth.” 
 
    “They came,” the Amazon said, “to pick up the first batch of humans into whose bodies Martian brains will be placed. When that is done they will be returned here—more will be taken back—and so it will go on, a deadly shuttle service. Now you see why I must not let the truth leak out. Once those people are brought back they will be Martians, alert for whatever is going on around them and with contacts with their home planet. Looking like Earth people, it will not be possible to tell who they are.” 
 
    “I don’t see why we couldn’t blow up the flying saucers as they approach Earth,” Kerrigan remarked. 
 
    “And so give away the fact that the Metrix is no longer in charge?” The Amazon shook her head. “No; that wouldn’t do. Let everything go on as planned—for perhaps a week, anyway. Long enough for the Martians to really believe that I am dead. Then I shall make my final and, I hope, my master-move.” 
 
    “Which will be?” Ethel asked. 
 
    “Never mind!” The Amazon gave an enigmatic smile. “One word in the wrong place would spoil things. I’m not telling it to anybody. Suffice it that I shall return to Mars to put it into operation—and I shall go as the Metrix, in ful possession of the Martian language.” 
 
    “How can you be?” Chris asked, puzzled. 
 
    “I shall keep a watch on the saucers which come to Earth and get an aura-reading on just one of the Martian-Earthlings. Later I will find him—or her—and have his or her brain mechanically read in my laboratory. Since the brain will be Martian, the full language will be there for me to learn…. Then I’ll destroy the creature! One will never be missed. I intend to give these red devils a run for their money before they’ve finished.” 
 
    There was a long silence, broken only by the clink of the cups in their saucers; then Chris spoke again. 
 
    “As you’ll have gathered, Vi, the Metrix had the idea of withdrawing the shields from all vital spots, which has given the iron-eaters absolute freedom. They’re burrowing everywhere. In about two more months I can’t see that there will be any iron left anywhere!” 
 
    “I’ll have finished with these Martians long before two months have passed,” the girl replied, “and then we can definitely stop this iron-eating life. Whilst on Mars I accidentally found the ‘antidote’. It lies in the field of supersonics.” 
 
    “Inaudible sound?” Chris gave a frown. “Mmmm, that’s a bit of a surprise. And you think it might do the trick?” 
 
    “Having had plenty of time to think it over, I’m sure it will. Supersonics are used in a variety of ways, particularly around the range of twelve million a second, when we use them for testing flaws in metal. We also know—and have known for fifty years and more—that they can kill animalcules, fish, and other creatures; so there is no reason why the terrific vibration—harmless and inaudible to us—shouldn’t destroy the iron-eaters. I’ll experiment in my lab on a small scale with that test-tube of iron-eaters I have—providing Valina didn’t destroy it—and if it succeeds all we have to do will be to inform the various engineers concerned that supersonic projectors are needed. They won’t know the reason for them, so my identity can still be kept secret. Then, the moment the Martians have been satisfactorily dealt with, the supersonic projectors can be switched on at strategic points in their hundreds of thousands, and this invading army of metal-eaters can be wiped out. Then rebuilding can commence.” 
 
    “Yes,” Chris agreed, after a pause, “that sounds logical—though I can’t imagine how you intend to clean up a whole planet—Mars, I mean—and be sure that every being on it is taken care of.” 
 
    “There is a way,” the Amazon assured him. “And there are only two thousand Martians, which is a tremendous help….” She got to her feet actively. “Now I’d better return home, get a brief rest, and in the morning I’ll take up the reins where our ambitious Martian Metrix was forced to drop them.” 
 
    ••••• 
 
    The following morning, attired in normal clothing, the Amazon arrived for breakfast in her home in the usual way—and deliberately found fault with everything she could in order to cause Tana to have no reason to suspect a switch in identities. Certainly, from the look on the servant’s face, she was only serving her mistress because she could not think of any way to escape her clutches. 
 
    Breakfast over, the Amazon retired to her laboratory, and there, safely locked in and with a secret system of negative electricity cloaking the laboratory—by which she was sure that no Martian devices could either see her or hear what she was doing—she experimented in supersonics with the test-tube or iron-eaters, of which tube Valina had evidently not thought it worthwhile to rid herself. 
 
    The results of the inaudible sound, beaming into the iron-eaters at 15,000,000 vibrations a second, were exactly as the Amazon had hoped. The cultures shrivelled and dried into brown dust. The fact brought a gleam into her eyes, and from that moment onwards she busied herself with the design of a giant supersonic projector, which design must be handed to the engineers. 
 
    During the morning, both Ethel and Chris Wilson visited her—since they had always done so when the Metrix had held sway—and their conversation was chiefly concerned with the growing destruction of iron and all metals with an iron content. 
 
    In every great city gaping holes were appearing, and famous buildings and landmarks were vanishing, to the accompaniment of tremendous loss of life and perpetual outcry from the people—who, it appeared, almost preferred Martian domination to the present hell they were forced to endure. 
 
    But, so far, the iron-eaters had not moved into surrounding districts where iron was scarce and greenstuff widespread. None the less, just to make sure, the Amazon stopped her projector-sketching for the remainder of the day and instead lined the inside of her laboratory with metal 96 in case the iron-eaters happened to make an attack on the outer walls. If they fell, 96 would remain standing and preserve her headquarters and valuable instruments. 
 
    To her satisfaction she found, upon checking up on the activities of the Metrix, that the woman had written copious notes in her own language. Though they did not give the Amazon a ready grasp of the Martian tongue, they at least enabled her to seize on certain words in common usage, which she carefully memorized against the day when she might have to use them. 
 
    That time came three days after she had returned to Earth, when in the middle of the afternoon the short-wave radio apparatus’s pilot-light gleamed brightly, tuned in to a wave-band she herself had never fixed. 
 
    Frowning a little to herself, she switched the instrument on, looking at the transmission gauge as she did so. The needle was hovering around the 39,000,000 mark. 
 
    “Mars,” she murmured to herself. “Just as well I made sure, or I’d have spoken in English….” So instead she said, “Well?” in the Martian tongue into the super-sensitive microphone and waited for the word to hurtle across the gulf. 
 
    Eventually an answer came back in the fluid tones of a Martian, and in her mind’s eye the Amazon pictured the great radio room, where she and Kerrigan had been trapped behind the ventilator-grille. 
 
    She listened, her agile mind hurdling across gaps in the sentences which made no sense to her—but the gist of it was plain enough. In essence the message was informing her that twenty ranicawls—flying saucers—were only a million miles from Earth, containing in all forty Earthlings with Martian brains. 
 
    “I will attend to the details,” she said deliberately in the Martian tongue, and then switched off before she was called upon to say more. Turning, she pondered for a moment and then switched on the short-wave which connected her directly with Mount Wilson Observatory in California. 
 
    The astronomer-in-charge responded. 
 
    “A group of twenty flying saucers is approaching from Mars,” the Amazon announced. “Find them in the reflector and report to me when they land—and where.” 
 
    “Very well, Amazon,” the astronomer answered, somewhat coldly. “Will they not land in the usual place?” 
 
    “That—I don’t know.” The Amazon hoped that her brief hesitation passed unnoticed. “In any event, keep me advised.” 
 
    She snapped off the contact and returned to her work of planning out the blueprint of the supersonic projector. She remained at the desk—except when she had refreshment brought in to her by Tana—until dusk; then Mount Wilson came through again with the information that the twenty flying saucers were, as before, heading for the main London space-port. 
 
    “The infernal impudence of the woman!” the Amazon breathed. “She has actually taken over the Dodd Space Line grounds for her flying saucers …!” 
 
    Wasting no further time, she hurried into the house, donned a light dust coat, and then returned to the smaller hangar annexed to her laboratory, releasing the roof switch as she entered. In a few moments she was in her helicoplane, streaking for the centre of London. It was essential that she arrive at the space-ground before the “transferred” Earthlings had the chance to mingle with the myriads of the metropolis. 
 
    She found that her fears had no foundation. Though the flying saucers had landed when she arrived and were standing edgewise on their braced struts like titanic wheels, there was no sign of a general exodus. Instead, a tall Martian pilot stood outside each machine, waiting. 
 
    The utter quietness of everything puzzled the Amazon for a moment when she had stepped from her helicoplane, then she realized that evidently the Metrix had made this a forbidden area to the public so that the saucers could land without interference or observation. 
 
    As for the space-ground’s normal duty of carrying passengers back and forth to Venus, there was nothing at all going on, and the huge Dodd Building in the distance was dark and apparently deserted instead of blazing with light and activity. How deep the tragedy of the Martian domination had struck, the Amazon knew only at that moment. 
 
    She hurried across to where the pilots were waiting. They saluted as she approached them in the glare of the arclights drenching the big area. She was satisfied that she was adopting the right procedure: evidently Valina had made such journeys as these when flying saucers had landed. 
 
    “Awaiting orders,” the leading pilot said, and saluted again. 
 
    “You have forty Earthlings?” the Amazon asked, having carefully rehearsed her words beforehand. 
 
    “Yes, Metrix. It is for you to decide where they shall go.” 
 
    “Not this time,” the Amazon responded, with a wave of her hand. “Let them mingle with people as they choose. In that way they are best fitted to pick up information.” 
 
    Since to question the decision of the “Metrix” was impossible, the pilot turned to his colleagues and spoke briefly in his fluid tongue. In response the air-locks were opened, and the Amazon stood silently watching as forty Earth people, men and women, in topcoats and hats, filed out of the vessels and began to disperse into the dark towards the space-ground gates. 
 
    The Amazon’s eyes narrowed a little as she singled out a woman whom she had seen once or twice on the stage. She was Claire Del Foye, famous star of many a musical comedy. With hands deep in her overcoat pockets, the Amazon walked over to her. 
 
    “Miss Foye, if you’ve a moment I’d like a word with you.” 
 
    The woman stopped. Her beautiful, sensitive face was placid, controlled, as was the body, by a Martian brain. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “You will be continuing your stage work as before?” 
 
    “I hope to.” 
 
    “Good. You know your duty. These people of Earth must be made to realize that we of Valdon are the masters. Incite them to destroy themselves. It will make things so much easier. From the stage you have a supreme chance. You understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Metrix,” the woman replied, with a quiet smile. “I understand very well. And I am honoured to be thus singled out by you.” 
 
    The Amazon waved a hand briefly, and the woman went on her way. Slowly the Amazon returned to the assembled pilots. 
 
    “You will need forty new subjects to take back with you,” she said. “Find them—making no particular selection—and then go. That is all.” 
 
    Again the salutes, and the Amazon returned to her helicoplane. As she streaked it back towards her home, she took an object like a photoelectric exposure meter from her pocket and looked at the reading on it. 
 
    “Aura nine seven eight,” she murmured. “Claire Del Foye will not be very difficult to find—and even less so if she still continues to use the same hotel in London.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter XI 
 
      
 
    Some time after midnight a helicoplane landed on the flat roof of the Barrington Hotel in the heart of London, and the black-garbed figure of the Amazon descended from it, what faint starlight there was reflecting from the belt about her waist. 
 
    Upon her wrist, faintly illumined by internal radium light, was a small compass on universal bearings, the diamond-tipped needle revolving on a flawless pivot. Energized to Aura 978 it automatically trained itself on whatever human being possessed that aura, and with no two human beings possessing an identical aura, there could be no mistakes. 
 
    Nor were there. The Amazon had watched the needle during her helicoplane flight from her home, and it had guided her straight to this hotel. Now the needle was pointing downwards, to a room somewhere directly beneath her feet. In that room must be the owner of Aura 978—Claire Del Foye. 
 
    Without a sound, the Amazon climbed over the roof parapet and, using the ledges in the massive stone blocks—for the Barrington was one of the older-type buildings of a half century before—as toe and finger hold, she went downwards swiftly, regardless of the three-hundred foot drop into the street below. 
 
    Now and again she paused and looked at the compass. It now pointed diagonally downwards, indicating a further floor below. When she was at the window of that floor, the Amazon found the needle pointing horizontally, straight into the room behind the glass. 
 
    Carefully she eased herself on to the window-ledge and sat on it, taking a small glass-cutter and suction-cup from her belt. In a few seconds she had removed a circle from the glass and reached inside to unfasten the catch. Then, pushing up the sash, she dropped silently into the room, using her uncanny faculty for seeing in the dark to look about her. As she had expected, there was a blonde-headed figure in the bed. 
 
    Reaching out to the bedside lamp, the Amazon switched it on and took a proton-gun from her belt. She nudged the hard, cold muzzle in the woman’s neck. 
 
    “Get up,” she ordered. “And make no sounds!” 
 
    Claire Del Foye stirred sleepily and squinted into the glow of light, then she started at the vision of the Amazon. 
 
    “Metrix!” she gasped, in the Martian tongue. “This—this is most——” 
 
    “I’m not the Metrix; I’m the Golden Amazon,” the Amazon interrupted. “And I’m in no mood to play games with a Martian skulking around in an Earth woman’s body. Get up and dress! And talk English if you have to talk at all. I’ll understand you better.” 
 
    “Then you——” The woman stopped and stared with a pair of blank grey eyes. 
 
    With her free hand the Amazon reached out and scooped up clothes and trifles from a nearby chair. 
 
    “Dress,” she commanded. 
 
    The woman had no choice, and her eyes on the levelled gun, she began to hastily attire herself—then she looked at the Amazon in undisguised viciousness. 
 
    “Well, what now?” she demanded. 
 
    “Get out of that window and start climbing. If you drop you’ll kill yourself and I’ll have to find somebody else. It’s up to you. Go on.” 
 
    Claire Del Foye went to the window and climbed outside, looked appalled at the darkness and the dizzying drop down the side of the building, and then as the gun prodded at her hastily she began to climb. 
 
    The Amazon came up below her, and after twelve minutes of hard ascent—as far as the actress was concerned—the two women came up on to the roof. 
 
    “In you get,” the Amazon snapped, nodding to her helicoplane in the starlight. 
 
    She bundled the woman ahead of her as she hesitated and took good care to strap her down whilst she made the swift flight back to her home. Not until she had the woman securely belted down on a long bench in the laboratory did she put her proton-gun away in its holster once more. 
 
    “What—what are you going to do?” There was plain fright in the woman’s voice. 
 
    “First I am going to get some information from you, and then I …” The Amazon considered and smiled coldly. “And then I am going to kill you! Martians, I believe, are much safer dead than alive.” 
 
    “You can’t! I’m only obeying orders! You know I am! I wouldn’t have my brain in this body but for the Metrix. It is she who is the cause of——” 
 
    “I’m not interested in the reasons. You are a Martian, and as such about as interesting to me as a puff adder!” 
 
    The Amazon turned away in contempt and wheeled over a curious electromagnetic contrivance supported on a rubber-wheeled stand. From it she picked up an object like a flying helmet, to which were attached a series of fine wires all leading back into the heart of the queer apparatus. 
 
    “If you must kill me, do it cleanly!” the woman implored, tearing and straining uselessly at the straps. “Not—by electricity! That is the——” 
 
    “As yet,” the Amazon interrupted, “I have no intention of killing you.” She fitted the helmet tightly into place over the woman’s head and strapped it under her chin. “Just the same, I like to see you squirm. You have a brief idea how I felt when I was at the mercy of your filthy Metrix. And you may be interested to know that she is dead.” 
 
    “Dead!” The woman gazed, appalled. 
 
    “Exactly—just as the rest of your overbearing race will be before I have finished with them. Since they are none of them willing to listen to reason or co-operate, and instead have turned their heinous science full blast on the Earth, I am going to destroy them—likewise with science; and you are going to be a great help to me in the accomplishment of my purpose.” 
 
    “But how can I——” 
 
    The woman broke off and winced as the Amazon switched on the current of the strange machine. 
 
    “It won’t kill you,” the Amazon said, folding her arms and watching the tortured woman dispassionately. “This instrument is an idea of my own—a probe for the brain. It stores up the impressions which are in your mind, just as a record stores sounds. At this moment electric probes are delving deep into your conscious and subconscious regions, bringing out all the knowledge that is hidden there….” 
 
    The woman could not speak: the pain created by the electrical absorber was too intense to permit of words. She writhed and squirmed in the straps, and her mouth set in a half-snarl amidst the anguish she was suffering. The Amazon studied her pensively, turning only occasionally to consult the instrument’s dials. 
 
    For nearly ten minutes she continued the merciless on-slaught, and then she switched off. Quivering, her face gleaming with perspiration, the woman relaxed and lay breathing hard. 
 
    “You—you fiend!” she whispered, closing her eyes. “You soulless devil….” 
 
    “I admit,” the Amazon said, pushing the stand away, “that our two races have little in common. As for me being soulless, what do you think of a Metrix who has destroyed unnumbered lives with the ursugas, and shattered bodies so that she can put brains like yours inside them? I would add, my friend, that the after-effects of the brain-probing I used on you are even more painful than the actual operation….” 
 
    The woman opened her eyes abruptly, horror twisting her lips again. 
 
    “I have decided,” the Amazon added, “to spare you that agony. I think you have suffered enough.” 
 
    She picked up a cone-shaped object with a switch on top and clamped it down hard on the woman’s face, snicking the switch with her thumb. The woman tore again to try and free herself, straining to the uttermost, but gradually her struggles grew less violent, and at last she relaxed and became motionless. 
 
    Calmly the Amazon raised the cone, waited a moment, and then laid it on one side and took the woman’s wrist. The pulse of life had ceased. 
 
    To the Amazon the remainder was merely routine. She lifted the body from the bench and carried it to the disintegrator chamber in which she destroyed all things, organic or inorganic, for which she no longer had use. The switches closed, and when the Amazon opened the doors of the chamber again there was only a dispersing cloud of acrid vapours. 
 
    “Famous musical comedy star, alias a Martian, mysteriously disappears,” she murmured, smiling faintly. “Mmmm—and I wonder what kind of a brain she had? From it I should not only learn the language, but a great deal more besides.” 
 
    She settled herself in a comfortable chair and drew the helmet-machine towards her. Fixing the helmet on her head, she switched on the current, and then had to set her mouth tightly against the searing pain the probes inflicted as they imparted vibratory stored-up thought-impressions. For nearly fifteen minutes she fought against the urge to faint, so murderous was the anguish; then realizing that the information had ceased she switched off and lay back in the chair, her limbs and eyes twitching as she fought her way back to normal. 
 
    “Perhaps Claire Del Foye had the right to complain after all,” she mused. “The thing does hurt—abominably, But at least there is no reaction after receiving thoughts as there is after imparting them.” 
 
    She got to her feet, swaying a little with a hand to her forehead, and poured herself a glass of restorative fluid. The keen fire of it surging through her system brought relief and clear-headedness. Turning, she switched on the visiphone and contacted Chris Wilson. 
 
    His voice sounded sleepy as he replied, and glancing up at the clock the Amazon saw with some surprise that it was just three in the early hours. 
 
    “Something the matter, Vi?” Chris mumbled, recognizing her voice. 
 
    “Hardly the matter. I’ve been conducting an interesting experiment….” She outlined briefly what had happened, and then added, “That woman’s brain has proven a little gold-mine to me. I have a complete knowledge of the language, the social set-up of the Martians, their organizational methods—everything. That being so, I’m ready for the final part of my plan. In three hours, after a sleep, I’m returning to Mars in the Ultra, as the Metrix.” 
 
    “I still don’t like the idea of that,” Chris objected. “They might know it’s you. They’re smart scientists, remember!” 
 
    “I’m no fool at the game myself,” she retorted. 
 
    “I know that, but—— Look, suppose they’ve something equivalent to your aura-compass and know by its reading that you are not the Metrix?” 
 
    “The body I had—which the Metrix stole—and this present one both have identical readings because they’re duplicates,” the Amazon replied. “There’s nothing to fear, Chris—or if there is the unforeseen I’ll deal with it. The fact remains that I’m going, and before I return I think the menace will have been destroyed for good. Your job will be to have the engineers push on with all speed with the ultrasonic projectors with which the Earth can be freed of the metal-eaters. You know as well as I do where the iron-eaters are thickest and the best places to attack them. When the moment comes for you to go ahead I’ll radio you….” 
 
    The Amazon thought for a moment, and then said: “There are, of course, a few Martians in Earth bodies amongst us, which I’ll weed out when I return to Earth. Of themselves they can do nothing with the rest of their race destroyed…. That, I think, covers everything. Once the Martians are cleared out of their planet it is ours by right of conquest, and colonization can go ahead.” 
 
    “And I suppose you still won’t give me any hint as to what you are driving at?” 
 
    “Sorry, no. I’m taking no chances. ’Bye, Chris.” 
 
    The Amazon switched off, left the laboratory, and went into the house. Arousing Tana, she informed her that she was leaving for an indefinite period; then she went into her own room and threw herself on the bed, not troubling to remove her black suit, since she would need it on her approaching journey. 
 
    Towards dawn, fully refreshed, she awoke again, breakfasted on concentrates, and then went into the hangar where the Ultra was housed. Full daylight saw the giant submarine-shaped machine streaking skywards with ever-increasing speed, hurtling finally into the eternal wilderness of the void. 
 
    ••••• 
 
    Using the automatic pilot, and thoroughly conversant with every detail of her own machine, the Amazon made the trip across the 40,000,000 mile gap in comparative comfort, on the watch part of the time and resting during the other part. 
 
    She began to become active again only when at last the criss-crossed disk of Mars filled all the void before her. Turning to the short-wave radio, she switched it on. 
 
    “Attention, my Governing Council!” she commanded, calling on her store of Martian knowledge. “Your Metrix is returning to Valdon. I shall reach it in two hours.” 
 
    After a moment there was a response, also in the Martian language. 
 
    “Greetings, Metrix. Your orders will instantly be obeyed.” 
 
    “They’d better be,” the Amazon muttered, when she had switched off, and settling herself in the control chair she gave herself up to manoeuvring the great space-craft as it dropped lower and lower towards the Martian surface. Still calling on her “stolen” knowledge, she drove straight to the situation of the Central Valve and found it opening as she neared it. 
 
    Smoothly she guided the machine through the gigantic orifice, downwards, and into the Martian underworld. The old familiar scene of the twin synthetic suns and countless buildings, roofs, streets, and park-like spaces was before her. With diminishing speed she descended, finally bringing the Ultra to rest on the same park to which she and Kerrigan had been brought in the metal crates. 
 
    She switched off the atomic power-plant, took the precaution of removing the central desseminator-pin; and then opened the air-lock. Six tall Martians in full regalia were standing outside, and they bowed as she stepped out amongst them. With difficulty she remained straight, remembering the awkward pull of the gravity just in time. 
 
    “Welcome, Metrix,” one of the men said, and the Amazon gave him a sharp questioning look. 
 
    “How comes it that you are heading this retinue, Ilthan? What of Thraxal? Is he not my Chief Advisor?” 
 
    The men exchanged dubious glances. 
 
    “Well, well, what is the matter?” the Amazon demanded. 
 
    “Thraxal is dead, Metrix,” Ilthan replied gravely. “He was actively engaged in the pursuit of the Golden Amazon when she escaped her prison and … and she killed him.” 
 
    The Amazon gestured impatiently. 
 
    “I have nothing but fools around me!” she declared. “You allowed that Earth-woman to beat you at every turn—even allowed her to pursue me as far as her home planet! Fortunately I dealt with her—and Commander Kerrigan. They will not trouble us again.” 
 
    The expressions on the men’s faces changed to quiet satisfaction. 
 
    “I would have audience with you, gentlemen,” the Amazon added, motioning. “Come with me: we will discuss whilst we dine.” 
 
    With great pomp and courtesy she was conducted to a large waiting helicoflyer, and the pilot transported the machine swiftly to the Metrix’s headquarters in the city centre. With the Amazon in the lead the party entered the building and, unerringly, the Amazon went into the lounge, crossing to the button which summoned a servant. 
 
    In a moment or two a man entered, and the girl glanced at him. 
 
    “We are dining immediately,” she said, still speaking in perfect Martian. 
 
    The man bowed and went out. The Amazon waved the retinue to the enormous cushions. They settled themselves, watching as she spread herself gracefully in the luxurious satins. Her unfathomable eyes looked from one man to the other. 
 
    “There is no doubt of one thing, gentlemen,” she said presently. “Those fools on Earth are beaten! I’ve hood-winked them from the very start. They are perfectly sure that I am none other than the Golden Amazon, and for that reason have followed out my orders to the last detail….” She gave a grim smile. “In fact, things have gone much better than I had hoped. The ursugas have made a terrible inroad into their cities, and the people are utterly demoralized…. So much so, I saw no further purpose could be achieved by staying there.” 
 
    “But was it not your original intention to stay there and then summon us when the time was ready?” Ilthan asked, musingly. 
 
    “Plans change, my friend—and who are you to question them? Incidentally, some forty more Earthlings will be soon here for brain transference. I saw the other forty whom you sent, and I congratulate you. The master-surgeons did a good job of work.” 
 
    “The master-surgeons are dead, Metrix,” Ilthan responded, with a grim look. “The Golden Amazon slew them. Assistants did that transference work—and I had grave doubts as to whether they had done their work properly.” 
 
    “They did; I saw the results. But to get down to more important matters,” the Amazon continued. “We are now ready to take over Earth—every one of us, which means manufacturing enough ranicawls for all of us to make the journey. How many are there, all told, which can be used?” 
 
    “Fifty,” Ilthan responded. “Which, under pressure, can carry six people apiece.” 
 
    “Or three hundred of the two thousand people there are here,” the Amazon reflected. “In that case we’ll need three hundred more ranicawls manufactured.” 
 
    “I see no reason why that cannot be done within a week, Metrix,” Ilthan responded. 
 
    “Then I leave it in your hands, Ilthan. Turn every available resource to that purpose. When we leave here it must be in a body, not in driblets. We have to descend on Earth in such a panoply of power that our coming will crush what remains of resistance. You understand?” 
 
    The Martian and his colleagues nodded, then there was a pause for a while as a meal was brought. As it was proceeded with, Ilthan asked a question: 
 
    “And during the period whilst these ranicawls are being manufactured, Metrix, what do you propose doing?” 
 
    “Cross-indexing our population and deciding how everybody will fit into the new order when we arrive on Earth. Naturally, once there, each of you will be given an Earth body so as to withstand the rigorous conditions of that planet. As for myself, I rather think I shall retain this body. It is so beautifully adapted for Earth, and so strong.” 
 
    “Yes, I am sure it is,” Ilthan murmured, and though his voice was quietly respectful, there was a curious edge in it which the Amazon could not quite analyse. “In fact, Metrix,” he added, “it is the only thing you can do. Your own body was destroyed—once again by the Golden Amazon.” 
 
    The Amazon sighed and compressed her lips. Her eyes looked at each man in cold reproach. 
 
    “I can only think that all of you were asleep whilst I was away, to let that Earth-woman get away with things as she did…. However, it does not signify. My own body would have been more or less useless on Earth.” 
 
    The meal finished with no further exchanges of words—save that as he departed Ilthan promised to go to work immediately on the manufacture of the ranicawls. The Amazon, left to herself, sighed with relief and lay pondering in the cushions for a while—then she rose. 
 
    Calling once more on her “borrowed knowledge”, she found her way to the main laboratory where the Metrix had passed much of her time. It was a large annex to the “palace”, and, though well equipped, had not the range of usefulness of the Amazon’s own laboratory on Earth. 
 
    “None the less,” she murmured, gazing around her, “sufficient for experiment, I fancy.” 
 
    Making sure that the doors were secured, she then spent half an hour going over the laboratory carefully, making absolutely certain that there was no trace of a hidden sound or vision pick-up which might relay her activities back to any member of her retinue. 
 
    Satisfied that no such apparatus existed, she removed from two of the pouches on her belt a couple of microscopic instruments which she had brought with her from Earth. In appearance they resembled detectors, and were equipped with delicately oscillating needles. 
 
    Climbing up on to the bench, she pulled back the shutters of the windows and gazed out for a while on the vision of the twin synthetic suns drenching the Martian underworld. Then she picked up the two instruments and held them in her hands, directing them each in turn towards the twin suns. One detector registered maximum reading, and the other zero—and no matter where she turned them there was no variation. 
 
    Smiling to herself, she climbed down from the bench and began to busy herself with calculations. When she had finished them she sat thinking and murmuring to herself. 
 
    “Which means that both of them are of identical atomic energy—positive, and not positive-negative, as is sometimes the case. Each one is emanating seventy-two million atomic volts a second, which disrupted, is about enough power to blow Mars clean out of his orbit, and everything with it. Multiply that once by fusing both suns simultaneously, and there will be an outward explosion with a core energy of something like a hundred and forty million atomic volts. Mars will vanish in one titanic flash of outwardly expanding energy. The outcome will shake all the other planets to the depths because of the shift in equilibrium, but none of them should fall over the danger line…. And Mars and all it contains will cease to be. We shall lose it as a colony planet, but we shall be sure that no Martian will ever again attack us—and of the two issues that seems to be the most important.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter XII 
 
      
 
    For a long time afterwards the Amazon still sat and meditated, but her views had changed but little at the end of her cogitation. She was resolved upon her plan: the extraordinary one of blowing the red planet into cosmic dust by forcing the two synthetic suns to collide. With a like charge of atomic force repulsing like, the collision of the two could only result in an explosion of cataclysmic dimensions. Her next move was to determine exactly how to accomplish the feat and herself escape the consequences. 
 
    She began figuring rapidly, crossing out and starting again, until by degrees the semblance of a mathematical formula began to appear. Once she had this worked out in detail, its practical application would be simple. 
 
    Nevertheless, it was a task which occupied her extensively in the week which followed; but for the sake of keeping up appearances before the Martians she emerged from the laboratory at intervals and flew to different parts of the underworld, apparently busy with her cross-indexing system; nor did she refuse the occasional audiences Ilthan required to settle some matter or other in connection with the production of the flying saucers. 
 
    During this period the twenty flying saucers from Earth came back with forty anaesthetized human beings aboard. The fact was immediately reported to the Amazon by Ilthan himself. 
 
    “I am not sure,” the girl said thoughtfully, “that it would be such a good idea to transfer the brains now.” 
 
    The Martian considered her, his face expressionless, as she paced slowly up and down the great reception lounge. 
 
    “There is no reason,” the Amazon added, “why they cannot be included in the mass-transference which will take place the moment we arrive on Earth.” 
 
    “That, Metrix, is for you to decide,” Ilthan responded placidly. “I would only point out that since they are here we——” 
 
    “I am none too sanguine about these amateur surgeons who have taken the place of the masters,” the Amazon interrupted, thankful that she had found a reasonable excuse to avert the heinous business of more brain transference, and its inevitable consequence of creating that many more Martians to be tracked down later. 
 
    “As you wish, Metrix,” Ilthan murmured. “Though you did pronounce yourself satisfied with the work of these assistant-surgeons.” 
 
    The Amazon gave him a steady look. 
 
    “Can it be that you are questioning my decision, Ilthan?” 
 
    “Metrix, I would not have the temerity.” 
 
    “Very well, then. Keep those Earthlings unconscious, and give them nourishment by injection. They will go with us when we leave for Earth. I myself am paying a visit to Earth any moment, to check up on the final details. By the time I return I shall expect to find every ranicawl completed and the populace within them ready to depart at my order. You will find that my cross-indexing plan has been given to the appropriate civic authorities.” 
 
    “I understand, Metrix,” Ilthan assured her, and then he withdrew backwards, closing the doors. 
 
    “Which,” the Amazon muttered, “is the last I’ll see of you, my friend, or those forty Earthlings. I’m afraid they will have to die with the rest of the Martians, because there is no other way out. However, being under anaesthetic, they will never know what really happened to them….” 
 
    Her mind made up, she left the lounge actively and summoned her private helicoplane. It took her to the immense Martian airport, where the Ultra lay just as she had left it. She entered it, fitted the desseminator-bar into the power-plant, and then sealed the air-lock. 
 
    Carefully, to herself, she went over the plan in her mind. 
 
    It was a remarkable plan in so far that it relied for its fruition upon the flawless operation of her mental mathematics. It was based on her taking the Ultra into space for exactly one million miles, computable from the meters, and from that point—her exact position being determined by the fixed stars—projecting from the Ultra a deadly stream of force, one of the proton-guns being converted for the purpose. To this gun would be added the firing chambers of three of the other guns, which would give the necessary power to fire a beam in a straight line for a million miles. 
 
    The beam, mathematically exact in relation to Mars, would strike the planet and pass through it in a stream of destructive energy, in the form of an axis, so calculated that it would hit first one “sun” and hurl it forward clean into the other one, in a straight line with it. The fusion of the two under this straight-line impact could only result in that which the Amazon had planned—the utter destruction of Mars and all it contained. 
 
    “Yes, satisfactory,” she decided, at the end of her thinking. “Most satisfactory.” 
 
    She settled in the control chair, switched on the power, and hurtled the Ultra upwards. At her command through the radio the Central Valve was opened, and the space-ship passed through into the pale-blue Martian sky, and beyond it again into the void. 
 
    Moving at slow velocity with the automatic pilot in position—slow so that she would not overfly the million-mile deadline—the Amazon began the task of dismantling and conversion of the four proton-guns. It was a job which took her two hours, and at the end of that time she was 750,000 miles from Mars and advancing at a crawl. 
 
    The guns ready for action, she returned to the control chair and began a painstaking study of her instruments, which had to be used in conjunction with her mathematics. 
 
    For the remaining 250,000 miles she slowed the Ultra down very gradually, until by the time the gauge said she was the exact one million miles from her objective the vessel was at a standstill, the rocket recoil keeping the craft stationary against the great gravitational fields reaching out into space as currents move an unanchored ship. 
 
    Very carefully she eased the machine round into position, Mars looming like a monstrous orange ball, streaked with the lines of the “canals”—— 
 
    “I would suggest, Amazon, that you go no farther!” a voice warned, in Martian. 
 
    The girl’s hands froze on the switches, and blank dismay struck her. Never had she been taken so completely by surprise. She turned her head sharply, knowing even as she did so whom she would behold. It was Ilthan, still in his courtier’s attire, a levelled weapon in his hand. His square, austere face was without expression as he came forward, stopping within a foot of the seated girl. 
 
    “Had your scheme worked, Amazon, it would have been most effective, I’m sure,” he commented. “To blow my home planet to pieces from a million miles distance is certainly brilliant—that is, if you can do it!” 
 
    The Amazon’s hand lashed out abruptly to the switch which would fire the protonic gun—but the switch vanished in a flash of intolerable brilliance as the beam from the Martian’s gun struck it. The Amazon snatched her fingers away and waited, her yellow face grim. 
 
    “In your urgency to complete your scheme, Amazon, you were apparently unaware of one thing,” Ilthan continued coldly. “We of Valdon have the power to read thoughts! I read all of yours from the moment you set foot on our planet. I waited to see just how far you would go, and when I knew you were intending to depart for the purpose of completing your plan I came aboard this vessel—a simple matter since the air-lock was open…. Yes, every thought you possessed I read—and at this very moment I am in full possession of your plot to destroy my world by the fusion of the atomic suns. Clever, Amazon—very clever; but not quite clever enough.” 
 
    The Amazon was silent, bitterly reviling herself. She remembered now that the Metrix had said that the Martians possessed the power of telepathy, but so involved had she been with her plans she—— 
 
    “You have not been at all brilliant, you know,” Ilthan continued dryly. “For instance—Claire Del Foye.” 
 
    “What about her?” the girl demanded, surprised. 
 
    “She read your thoughts the moment you spoke to her, and knew whom you were. She advised us by radio to be on the look out for your possible return to our planet. Since, from your mind, I understand that you killed her, I gather she was not aware at the time of the fate you had in mind for her.” 
 
    “When we first met, no,” the Amazon agreed. “I only decided how to deal with her afterwards.” 
 
    “Ah…. I see.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “And now what do you propose doing?” the Amazon asked, her eyes glinting. 
 
    “I still propose to use your scheme, after we have all left our planet, leaving you behind….” 
 
    The girl pressed herself backwards in the chair, feeling the powerful springs crush inwards. She waited, poised. 
 
    “You mean that you will leave me helpless on your planet and then blow it to pieces in the way I had intended?” 
 
    “Precisely,” Ilthan acknowledged. “Nothing easier, since I have all the details of your plan from your mind. And,” he added dryly, “I also know that you are planning to attack me by vaulting out of that chair with the springs to help you. I should not attempt to do so if——” 
 
    The Amazon acted, doing the very thing the Martian had read from her mind. With the impact of a battering ram she hurtled out of the spring chair and straight into the man, lashing up her fist towards his face. Being not entirely unprepared for the attack he jerked his head sideways so that the killing blow missed its mark. 
 
    Instead the girl felt a savage pain at the back of her neck as the butt of Ilthan’s gun descended on it. Breathless and dazed, she crashed on the control-room floor. 
 
    “Get up!” Ilthan ordered coldly. “And don’t attempt any more moves like that! You can’t get away with it, not whilst I know what you are thinking about…. Let me add that I have no objection to wounding you if I have to—but I will not kill you. That would spoil your enjoyment of—er—the final scene.” 
 
    He seized her arm and whirled her on her feet, glaring down into her angry face from his seven feet of height, his gun pressing hard in her middle. Then with a fierce shove he sent her spinning back into the control chair. 
 
    “Drive back to Valdon,” he ordered. 
 
    “And supposing I refuse?” 
 
    “If you do I will drive myself, using your brain for my knowledge of how to control this craft. And I’ll incapacitate you so you can do no mischief during the journey.” 
 
    The Amazon reflected swiftly. Injury she dared not risk. Tight though her predicament was, she still had the chance to fight as long as she remained in one piece. With a bitter look she switched on the power, swung the Ultra’s nose round, and began the trip back towards Mars. 
 
    Ilthan stood watching her narrowly; and after a while she glanced up. 
 
    “It seems strange to me, Ilthan, that only Claire Del Foye warned you of my identity,” she commented. “What about the ranicawl pilots: didn’t they read my mind too?” 
 
    “They made no effort to. They assumed you were the Metrix, and so tried no further. Claire Del Foye, however, was suspicious. Many of our ‘transferred’ subjects have been aware for some time of the trickery going on on your planet—but it is at an end, as is your own career.” 
 
    The Amazon smiled faintly. “I have been told that many a time before, my friend—yet I am still here.” 
 
    ••••• 
 
    Upon the return to Mars, settling the Ultra at the space-ground from which it had started, the Amazon found herself forced to leave her machine without the slightest chance of disabling it by removing the desseminator-pin. Ilthan kept close behind her, one of his guns pressed hard into the base of her spine. 
 
    “Walk,” he instructed. “I have all my plans laid for you—and have had ever since you returned here as our supposed beloved Metrix. You killed her, Amazon, which is more than enough justification for you suffering the same fate…. You observe how clearly your memories and thoughts have given you away?” 
 
    The Amazon made no response, busy as she was in grappling with the problem. That there was no immediate way of escape was perfectly obvious to her. The great space-grounds were thickly tenanted with Martians, men and women, most of them mechanics who were tending the vast assembly of flying saucers which filled every available space. Evidently Ilthan noticed her absorption, for he said: 
 
    “We are carrying out your scheme to go to Earth in one body and overwhelm what resistance there is. Departure has been arranged for forty-eight hours hence. I shall, of course, use your Ultra, so that the Earth people will be fooled until the last moment into thinking it is you returning—— Turn to the right!” he broke off, and the girl obeyed. 
 
    With every second, she realized, she was walking farther and farther away from the Ultra, but under the black sleeve of her costume was the magnetic compass, tuned to the vessel’s magnetic prow—granting the chance ever came to reach the space-ship again. At the moment such a chance could not have seemed more remote. 
 
    The walk she and Ilthan took down a short and deserted side road between massive buildings led to a flight of metal steps descending into a long, seemingly endless passage with a string of dim lights along its, roof. To one side, as the two followed a narrow pathway, there raced a fast-flowing stream. 
 
    “The sewers,” Ilthan explained. “An excellent place for such as you. The only advantage they have over your Earth sewers is that they are not mephitic.” 
 
    Another right turn took them away from the interminably long vista and into a wide, machine-made “cavern,” fairly well lighted and with walls of solid metal—which, from the look of it, the Amazon judged to be 96. 
 
    In the middle of the metal floor stood a narrow frame of similar type metal, about six feet high and three wide. Its purpose was soon evident to the girl, as the fierce strength of Ilthan hurled her into it and clamps snapped out of the sides to grip her waist and ankles and pin her arms immovably to her sides. She pulled and strained gently, but the metal was solid, more solid than anything she had ever known before. She looked at it, confirming her worst suspicions that the stuff was 96, and therefore inconceivably hard. 
 
    “To me, I think, belongs the credit of having literally trapped the Golden Amazon,” Ilthan commented, putting his gun away and allowing himself a grimly triumphant smile. “You cannot break free of that frame, Amazon. I had it tested under strains infinitely greater than any your muscles can create. In forty-eight hours we shall be leaving this planet—every one of us. Two and a half hours after that, if I read your mind correctly, a million miles of the trip will have been covered, and I shall fire your Ultra’s proton-gun at our twin suns and blow this world asunder…. 
 
    “All you have to do is stand and wait, through the hours, measuring the moments, and as you do so think of our devoted Metrix whom you destroyed! Oh yes, one other thing—I will leave the lights burning. When we depart for Earth they will go out. In that way you will know our movements, and how long you have left.” 
 
    The Martian contemplated the girl’s expressionless, amber-tinted face. 
 
    “Your thoughts,” he commented, “are not of the pleasantest towards me, Amazon.” 
 
    He moved towards her suddenly, and she expected he would take advantage of her helplessness to deliver a blow; but instead he unbuckled the belt from about her waist and put it over his shoulder. 
 
    “Thank you for mentally warning me that this belt might help you,” he murmured. “And now I will take my leave….” 
 
    He gave a slow, cynical bow and departed, his tall figure faintly illumined as he passed through the gigantic opening and into the main sewer pathway again. There was the sound of his receding footfalls, and the Amazon was left alone. 
 
    For several minutes she remained motionless, held rigid, the manacles firmly gripped into her ankles and arms. As was her custom, she was assessing the situation before attempting to find a way out of it. There were no advantages this time save one: the very nature of the sewers ensured that there was no door to break down if she could get free of this frame. 
 
    There was a clear way to the upper underworld—if she could break free, a way even straight to the Ultra, since her compass had not been noticed beneath her sleeve, nor, fortunately, had she had it in mind for Ilthan to know of it. 
 
    And she had forty-eight hours. 
 
    “That I could forget that they can read thoughts!” she whispered to herself bitterly. “The one factor I overlooked! The best of us do, I suppose….” She considered what she had just said, and added musingly to herself, “In which case there may be some factor which Ilthan, too, has overlooked—something which to him is so natural that he forgets to include it in his scheme; just as I forgot to include the power of telepathy because normal humans don’t possess it.” 
 
    It was several minutes later before she found the loose point in Ilthan’s reasoning. He had made sure of every point save one. He had not included the gravitation—normal to him, but excessively light to the Amazon. He had assumed it would have the same drag on her as on himself. 
 
    “In which he errs,” the girl murmured, giving a slow smile. “I have not ten times normal but nearly thirty times normal strength, and that being so, I wonder if he calculated aright?” 
 
    Suddenly she threw every scrap of her strength into tearing her pinned arms free of the clamps. For twenty seconds she exerted every vestige of her stupendous muscular power, but the clamps did not budge in the slightest. She relaxed again, breathing hard and looking about her. From that one mighty effort she knew perfectly well that no amount of physical strength, weak gravity or otherwise, could enable her to break free. 
 
    Presently another thought took possession of her as she saw the walls of the great chamber were not smooth. Parts of the 96 metal, evidently hastily cast, were serried along the surfaces, giving a kind of “relief map” effect where the shadows caught them. 
 
    “To cut a diamond you use a diamond,” she murmured. “To cut 96 you use 96: I know that from my own laboratory experiments. That may be the key!” 
 
    She swayed herself back and forth, and found to her satisfaction that the frame gave gently with her movements, not being secured to the floor. With an effort she keeled it right over so that she fell on her back. The execution of the remainder of her plan relied on muscular effort, aided by the lesser gravity. 
 
    Forcing herself suddenly upwards on the left side, she turned completely over, sideways, on to her face—then a pause and on to her back again. Again on to her face. Until finally she had reached the nearer wall of the cavern. 
 
    She waited for a while and then levered herself from her face on to her side so that her back was resting horizontally in the frame against the wall. With the tips of her fingers, her wrists being completely immovable, she felt the rough projections in the metal behind her and seized hold of one larger than the others. Effort upon it inched the frame up very slightly and wedged it over the small metal spur so that her head was three inches from the ground whilst her feet were still upon it. 
 
    Two more efforts, with a long rest between each one, had brought her diagonal to the wall—then the frame slipped and she crashed down on her side again. Untiringly she went to work once more—twice—three times, and wedged the frame securely. Then again, and yet again, until she was upright and panting from her vast efforts, keeping her position only by a finger-hold, and that back-handedly. But at least she was in the position she wanted, with the razor-edged irregularities in the cavern wall pressing hard against the bars of the frame. 
 
    By moving herself gently from side to side, going three inches out of the perpendicular each time, and keeping up the action deliberately, she felt the metal wall scraping on the bars, hack-saw fashion. 
 
    It was wearying, painful work, pinned down as she was so that circulation in her limbs had nearly ceased. It brought weariness far quicker than the mightiest physical effort. Then as she paused for a moment and pulled savagely she had the satisfaction of finding one side bar giving way and snapping in two, bitten clean through. 
 
    From that moment, with one arm free, she knew she had won this particular battle. She hacked and tore frenziedly at the rest of the frame, and then the manacles themselves, until after another hour of intense effort the last of the fetters had dropped away from her. 
 
    She sat down, her back to the wall, and spent nearly another fifteen minutes recovering from her efforts. Refreshed again at last, she got to her feet and glided to the door of the cavern, looked up and down the length of the sewer’s vista. It was completely deserted in its string of yellow lights. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter XIII 
 
      
 
    She began to move in the direction in which Ilthan had forced her to come. There was murder in her violet eyes as she moved and, having no weapons, her fingers were crooked in the fashion of claws on either side of her, ready for instant gouging action. 
 
    Upon her strength, and the friendly lesser gravity, there now relied her last chance of escaping from the planet…. And then what? If she were even successful in reaching the Ultra the Martians would know the moment it departed that she was responsible. Even if she could somehow escape the underworld, by blasting a way through the metal shield with the weapons she had aboard the craft, every Martian would have departed from the planet in the flying saucers long before she could blow it to pieces in accordance with her former plan. 
 
    She slowed her onward advance as these thoughts occurred to her, pondering them carefully. In effect, her plan to fuse the twin suns was now useless…. But there was yet another plan, an even better one perhaps, even though it involved a much greater risk to herself. If, on the other hand, it succeeded, the Martians would not only be disposed of, but Mars itself would escape undamaged—empty—and free to colonize. To succeed, the plan demanded that Ilthan be disposed of without anybody else being aware of it, and she taking his place. 
 
    She went on again a few minutes later and reached the steps leading from the sewer. With infinite caution, she ascended them and looked about her. There was no sign of anybody. The narrow side street was as deserted as it had been on the previous occasion, but once she reached the main city artery she knew she would meet with difficulties, unless—— 
 
    She nodded to herself and worked her way to the end of the side street, where, concealed in the shadows cast by the tall buildings, she watched the Martian men and women passing up and down on various errands. Altogether she had to wait for nearly an hour before a woman came in sight during a lull, when the main street was quiet from end to end. 
 
    As she passed the corner the woman found a strangling forearm beneath her jaw and she was dragged backwards into the shadows. She was a six-foot Martian woman, strong as all of them were, but utterly powerless in spite of her struggles against the smaller yellow-faced being who had sprung on her. 
 
    The forearm suddenly released her and a bunched fist came down on the back of her neck, laying her senseless on the ground…. Quickly the Amazon pulled off the woman’s flowing outer clothing and donned it herself, together with the queer head-dress which she arranged so that her own blonde hair was completely concealed beneath it. 
 
    Next she removed the woman’s queerly fashioned calf-high boots, and into them stuffed shreds torn from the woman’s clothing. The result was that the Amazon added some three inches to her normal five feet eight, which she considered enough to enable her rough disguise to pass. 
 
    To complete the illusion she wiped dirt from the roadway into her cheeks to disguise the yellow tint and give her something of the Martian woman’s swarthiness. Then, moving unstadily on her small improvised stilts, she went into the main street and passed amongst the Martian men and women without any of them paying the least attention to her. 
 
    Gaining the space-grounds by using her compass, which faithfully directed her back to the position of the Ultra, she stood for a while and watched the orderly files of Martian men and women who were already entering the fleet of flying saucers, perched on their cradles, ready for departure. Silent, undetected, she skirted the fringe of the vast crowd and reached the Ultra. Evidently Ilthan was perfectly certain that she could not escape from the sewer cavern, for the airlock of the machine was open just as she had left it. 
 
    She gave a quick glance about her, saw that no attention was being paid to her, and moved through the air-lock into the control-room. She was fully prepared to find somebody present—even Ilthan himself—but to her satisfaction nobody had arrived as yet. 
 
    Smiling triumphantly to herself, she hurried along the narrow metal passage which gave on to the various rooms of the space-ship, and in the room she used exclusively for herself she rid herself of the Martian outfit and flexed her aching legs as she returned to normal height and balance. 
 
    From the cupboard she took out a duplicate instrument belt and strapped it on, washed—not daring to bathe in case she were interrupted—and then went in search of food. She obtained it, and a long drink, without anything untoward occurring. Then, ready for action, she stole back into the control-room, climbed up the main roof stanchion, and pushed up what appeared to be a section of the metal ceiling. 
 
    Actually, since she was the designer of the vessel, she knew this ventilation flap to be the entrance to a store chamber lying between the ceiling and the machine’s outer plates. Squirming into the narrow space, she lay flat, face down, and re-closed the flap, the ventilation holes serving for her to view the control-room below. 
 
    Whilst she waited for something to happen she twice fell asleep, worn out with her exertions, but each time she awoke more refreshed and keener in mind and body. On the third occasion it was sounds below which aroused her. Her eyes narrowed at the vision of Ilthan and a colleague moving about the control-room. 
 
    The air-lock was closed, and she could tell from the pressure that the Ultra was being driven swiftly heavenwards. From her angle she could not see if the fleet of flying saucers was following the vessel, but she assumed they were. 
 
    The sudden realization that her thoughts might be read decided her to wait no longer. Since Ilthan was concentrating on the controls, he had evidently not noticed the influence of her brain above him—nor apparently had Ilthan’s colleague, busy studying a cosmic chart. 
 
    Silently the Amazon raised the flap and laid it on one side. She tensed in readiness for one of the men looking up. From her belt she took out her protonic-gun, sighted it on the man with the chart, and fired. His head seemed to vanish in a blaze of fire, and the sudden queer zzzing sound made Ilthan glance round. 
 
    “Don’t dare take your hands off those controls!” the Amazon ordered him, in Martian. 
 
    He did not, chiefly because he was so astounded. If she had been amazed at his arrival on the first occasion, it was nothing compared to his at the moment. He stared at her as though she were a ghost as she dropped lithely to the floor and prodded her gun in his back. 
 
    “I think, Ilthan, that positions are reversed,” she murmured. 
 
    “But—but how did you——” 
 
    “Never mind! Keep driving!” 
 
    She glanced outside and smiled at the vision of the great armada of golden flying saucers glinting in the sun and starshine, trailing behind the Ultra like a train of precious gems. 
 
    “Your entire race following the faithful leader, eh?” she asked coldly. “In a word, Mars is empty?” 
 
    “Yes, empty!” Ilthan retorted, his tawny eyes glaring. “So it won’t matter if you do blow it up—— But that isn’t what I read in your mind,” he went on, his expression changing. “You have a new scheme—a horrible one——” 
 
    “You, my friend, will do just as you are told,” the Amazon interrupted. “If you don’t I’ll incapacitate you, as you intended to incapacitate me. You are going to give an order to your followers over the short-wave. The order is simply this: You have had information over the radio from Earth that it will be safest to detour. All the ranicawls following you must take the same course as you do if they are to survive destruction. That’s all. You’ll be obeyed because you are the leader.” 
 
    “I won’t do it!” Ilthan declared in desperation. “I know what is in your mind, and if I keep silent you can’t get away with it, then I can——” 
 
    The proton-gun blazed suddenly across his eyes and left him blinking into livid green fire. 
 
    “I’m not joking, Ilthan,” the Amazon breathed, her mouth relentless. “Do it! Or have your eyes destroyed! Please yourself.” 
 
    She snapped on the radio instruments and waited. 
 
    Still the Martian hesitated, then as she raised the gun to a level with his face he spoke quickly. 
 
    “Attention all officers!” And he gave, word for word, the order the girl had commanded. 
 
    Satisfied, she nodded and switched off. 
 
    “Which finishes my connection with you, my friend,” she commented. 
 
    Reading her thoughts and intentions, he flung himself at her, his mighty seven-foot body bearing her backwards before she could fire her gun. He whipped it from her hand and then dropped it again as her fist smote squarely in his face. He had not recovered from the impact before the fist smote again, hard as stone, and again, battering him back across the control-room. 
 
    As he hit the wall the fist descended for the final blow, a battering downward concussion on the back of his neck. He sagged weakly, and dropped. 
 
    The Amazon stooped, found him unconscious and still breathing. She snapped in the Ultra’s automatic pilot and then hauled the senseless Martian over her shoulder and bore him along the passage to one of the storage rooms. His dead companion she also carried there, slamming and locking the door on them. 
 
    Returning to the control chair, and taking care that she could not be seen through the window by the attendant fliers, she began to change the Ultra’s course, swinging it round in a wide arc and noting that in obedience to orders the flying saucers were doing likewise. Having been told to implicitly obey orders, she was sanguine that such would be the case, no matter how strange a route she seemed to take. 
 
    And strange it was, in so far that as time went on she deviated many millions of miles away from the approaching Earth, keeping well to the left of it—and, with the passage of the hours, set the course for Venus. How the time passed did not concern her. She went about her task inperturbably, though there were times when she did wonder what the officers aboard the flying saucers must be thinking of this deliberate by-passing of Earth and setting of the course for Venus. She relied on the fact that, having been told to obey orders—and believing them to be genuine, since Ilthan himself had spoken them—they would do so to the death. No doubt many of them were wondering why he had not destroyed Mars at the million-mile range—unless, as was probable, that scheme had been known only to himself and his now dead colleague. 
 
    Even Venus was not the Amazon’s objective, however, familiar though the gleaming planet was. She steered as far to one side of it as she had from Earth, and continued hurtling the Ultra onwards into the void, taking care that her distance from the nearest flying saucers was great enough to prevent any possible chance of her thoughts being read across the gulf. 
 
    Hour after hour she sat tirelessly at the controls, unable to trust the plan she had in mind to the automatic pilot. With ever-mounting velocity, pursued faithfully by the gilded flying saucers, she streaked in the direction of Mercury’s orbit, that far-flung erratic little world—a withered walnut of a planet, scorched on his sunward side so that metals boiled; so frozen on his night side that the very rocks were split under the unimaginable frost. 
 
    The Amazon’s attention was not concentrated on little Mercury away to the left in the void. Instead she dropped a layer of dark shields over the outlook ports and through them looked at the awe-inspiring majesty of the sun, lord of the solar system. With every second that passed the Ultra was speeding nearer to him, his brilliance becoming gradually so intense that the Amazon had to pile up more layers of darkening glass to ease her aching eyes. 
 
    Behind her, also with dark glass over their windows, the flying saucers were still trailing, but the radio was buzzing frantically at the girl’s elbow, presumably from the officers wishing to know the reason for this dangerous expedition within the range of the mighty solar gravitational field. The Amazon ignored the radio, knowing that her voice would give her away: she relied on the one fact that, to the very death, the Martians would follow “Ilthan’s” lead. 
 
    They did—and through hours which seemed endless the Amazon still drove on, keeping a wary eye on the instruments which registered the power of solar drag. Here, increasingly near the lord of light, space itself was slightly buckled out of true by the vast gravitational strains. The Ultra was inside the orbit of Mercury and still hurtling onwards, the shields over the ports now so dense that they were four inches thick, yet even at this the intolerable sea of flame raging ahead made the Amazon fear that her sight would be permanently impaired. Yet, on the other hand, she dared not take her gaze away from that cauldron of fluid energies: upon it depended the success of her plan. 
 
    Solar prominences reached out unfathomably into space: the corona filled all the void behind that mighty searing circle sweeping ever nearer—— Then, as the instruments showed that the dead-line had been reached, the Amazon swung the Ultra violently sideways and with a terrific burst of power swept diagonally to her former course, the sun to one side of her instead of straight ahead. 
 
    According to the gauges, she had just crossed the divisional margin of safety between outer space and the gravitational field of the sun. Of necessity she gave the atomic power-plant every vestige of energy in a desperate bid to tear free of the sun’s inexorable grip and fight back into the region where his influence would progressively weaken. 
 
    Then, with a numbed feeling of horror, she began to wonder if she had left things until too late. She was not making any headway. Even though the Ultra was moving diagonally to the sea of flame, it was also drifting slowly towards it. 
 
    With grim eyes the Amazon stared through the shields, satisfied at least that her plan, in essence, had worked. In a chain, unable to save themselves, the entire armada of flying saucers had followed her across the line and was streaming down towards that inconceivable furnace of boiling energies, utterly lost, unable to tear free, bearing with them the remains of the Martian race. Her plan, to hurl the last of the Martians into the sun, had proven a success. Even as she watched, the flying saucers became remote against the screen-darkened cauldron, and finally they vanished. 
 
    Quickly the Amazon switched in the auxiliary motors which had the effect of doubling the power impetus. The Ultra jerked and strained, but it still did not check its sunward drift. Jumping out of the control-chair, the girl went over to the power-plant and stared at it. The block of copper from which the energy was derived was shrinking at an alarming speed. Once it had entirely dissipated there was nothing to stop the Ultra following the doomed flying saucers to destruction. 
 
    Turning, she raced out of the control-room to one of the storage chambers and brought forth two more copper blocks. Of necessity she had to switch off the current whilst she fixed the blocks into place, and in that time she lost half a million miles of distance. 
 
    The heat in the control-room increased to intolerable proportions, even through the heavily insulated shell. Motionless, the Amazon sat at the control-board, peering through slitted eyes at the terrifying vision outside. Playing tag with solar gravity was one trick she had never attempted before, and she was wondering if, in destroying the Martian race, she had tempted fate too far. 
 
    The power-plant hummed and whined incessantly as she gave it the maximum load. The needles remained motionless on the dials. The vessel was still travelling diagonally to the sun, but neither pulling away from nor going towards it. There was also the danger that beneath the furious heat blasting through space the rocket-tubes themselves would fuse, and so stop the power-plant operating. 
 
    Half-blinded, the Amazon still manoeuvred the switches, giving a little power here, removing it there, edging the vessel mile by mile—twisting, wriggling, diving. The windows were no longer blazing shields. They seemed to be dancing with darkness, and the girl knew with growing horror that, masked though the solar glare was, the radiations were seeping through and damaging her sight. 
 
    Weakly she got up and stumbled to a cupboard, taking from it a pair of dense goggles which she slipped over her face. They blinded her completely, but she prayed that they would at least stop the radiations driving at her. 
 
    By touch alone she continued operating the switches, her body sensitive to every surge and movement of the machine; then at last to her intense relief she heard the sudden intake of power by the plant, which announced it was ceasing its laborious struggle against a superior gravity. 
 
    It was a note which grew. Breathing hard, drenched in perspiration, the girl played her fingers up and down the control switches until at last the note in the power-plant became steady. She wrenched the goggles from her eyes and looked at the gauges. They were clouded with darkness, and her eyes throbbed unmercifully. 
 
    The needles were swinging free. The Ultra was slowly pulling away from that titanic maw in space, gaining speed with every second. With her eyes shut the Amazon drove onwards, until finally the Ultra had crossed the demarcation line and was back in free space. 
 
    Slowly relaxing, the girl snapped the automatic pilot in position and staggered away from the control-chair to lie down on the wall-bed. For nearly an hour she lay flat, a hand over her eyes; then she reached out and snapped the switch which raised the screens from the ports. 
 
    At first, even the brilliant sunshine seemed faded and weak and the shadows impenetrably dark; then with the passage of time the darkness began to lift and the intolerable pressure behind her eyes faded. The radiations, which had been more than sufficient to forever destroy the sight of a normal person, had with her super-normal physique only numbed the optic nerves. Now the numbness was dissipating, and with it came a clear return of sight and gathering bodily strength. 
 
    Slowly she got up and gave a glance outside. She was far enough away from the sun now to be sure of safety. Infinitely distant, shining with the brilliance of a diamond, was Venus; and in the nearer foreground, erratic little Mercury. 
 
    Turning to the short-wave radio, she switched it on, contacting Earth by direct transmission. It was a long time, with the static warp from the sun, before any clear answer came through from Earth; then there was another delay whilst Chris Wilson was connected. His voice, speaking over nearly ninety million miles of space, sounded reedy and abysmal. 
 
    “Then you’re still safe, Vi? That’s fine hearing….” 
 
    “Yes, I’m safe,” she agreed, her voice heavy. “I very nearly wasn’t, though. I’m only three millions miles from the sun, and into it have gone all the Martians we needed to worry about.” 
 
    “What! You flung them in the sun?” 
 
    “They flung themselves—but I admit I led them into it. That chapter is finished, Chris. We can take over empty Mars any time we want—and we will. I want you to start those ultrasonic projectors going and destroy the metal-eaters. The job shouldn’t take more than a week. When I get back to Earth I’ll root out what few Martians there are in Earth bodies and destroy them…. On my way back I’ll be stopping at Venus to stay for a while with Ruth and inform her that Howard is alive and well.” 
 
    “See you later then,” Chris said. “And I’ll go to work with the projectors right away. I have all the locations mapped out.” 
 
    “Good!” 
 
    The Amazon switched off and sat back thankfully, smiling a little to herself. 
 
    “Which should surely leave the inner circle of planets free from now on,” she mused. “Certainly the Martian chapter is closed—or almost …” 
 
    Getting to her feet, she went up the corridor and unlocked the storage room where she had put the unconscious Ilthan and his dead companion. She dragged them both as far as the control-room and laid them on the floor, moving a switchboard control. 
 
    A section of the floor gave way into a trap below, dropping the bodies into it. The floor re-sealed itself and a second trap into the void opened. The Amazon looked out of the window and presently detected two shapeless masses of grey dust following the Ultra, bodies blasted to cosmic powder by the inconceivable zero of outer space, and chained to the space-ship by its slight gravity-field. 
 
    She watched the remains for a long moment—then, glancing in the direction of brilliant Venus, she began to chart her course. 
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