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Enter the SF Gateway …

In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’



Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.
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Introduction:

Clay Drew of Mars

For more than seven decades, successive generations of American readers—and indeed readers all over the world—have thrilled to the adventure novels of Edgar Rice Burroughs. In the cold light of science and astronomical discoveries, we now know that there are no wild banths and beautiful princesses on Mars. No teeming jungles on Venus. But Edgar Rice Burroughs remains in print, touching the hearts and minds of each new generation of fantasy fans. The answer to this contradiction is that what was once read as science fiction can now be enjoyed as fantasy … always provided that the original author had imagination and talent.

Back in 1949, the British publisher W.H. Allen struck gold when he began reissuing Edgar Rice Burroughs novels in paperback. Their appearance paved the way for the British science fiction boom which took off in 1950, fuelled by the launch of the “Vargo Statten” paperback science fiction novels written by John Russell Fearn. Fearn was an English author who had learned his craft in the American pulp magazines, many of his stories appearing alongside the works of Edgar Rice Burroughs in the pages of Amazing Stories and Fantastic Adventures.

These two strands came together in the Fall of 1950, when U.K. publishers Hamilton & Co. (Stafford) Ltd. hit upon the idea of commissioning Fearn to write a series of books inspired by the success of ERB’s John Carter of Mars sf novels. Fearn’s brief was to create an up-to-date modern series: EMPEROR OF MARS, WARRIOR OF MARS, RED MEN OF MARS, and GODDESS OF MARS. Other Burroughsian elements included both green Martians, and a ‘superior’ race of red Martians, underground cities, lost races, monstrous life forms, a beautiful princess, and plot intrigues involving brain and body transplants. But the Fearn novels were not merely pastiches of ERB: Fearn brought to them his own canon of classic science fiction themes and plots which he himself had pioneered in the American pulp magazines.

The result of this combination of influences was a dynamic series that became a best-seller in the U.K. But the series was cut short when Hamilton’s main publishing rival, Scion Ltd., offered Fearn a 5 year contract to write for them exclusively as Vargo Statten. Thus the Clay Drew of Mars series came to a premature end after four novels, and was never reprinted. Now rare, these books have become legendary collectors’ items.

It is against this background that Gryphon Publications and myself are making them available to a new generation of ERB and fantasy adventure fans, with the added bonus of specially commissioned new artwork by Ron Turner. Turner was the original cover artist for most of the dozens of Fearn ‘Vargo Statten’ novels in the 1950s, and has long been recognized as the greatest sf paperback artist of that exciting period. For more details of these works and other contemporary British science fiction, interested readers are referred to my two books (with Stephen Holland) VULTURES OF THE VOID and BRITISH SF PAPERBACKS AND MAGAZINES, currently in print from Borgo Press in the U.S.A. and also available from Gryphon Publications. Just as J. Allen St. John captured the magic of ERB, so Ron Turner brilliantly portrays the sense of wonder and sf vision underlying Fearn’s stories.

Fearn, like Edgar Rice Burroughs, was a born storyteller, with talent and imagination. Like John Carter, Clay Drew’s adventures can now be enjoyed as fantasy adventure. This new Gryphon Books series is sure to become a collector’s item, and is one no ERB and fantasy fan will want to miss!

Philip Harbottle, Wallsend, England, Jan. 1995


CHAPTER 1

Martian Fugitive

For the first time in generations Mars was at peace. The long, bitter struggle between the intelligentsia of Mars, represented by the descendants of Earth’s own Atlantis, and the green skinned, bald-headed Martians themselves, was over. Lexas, the power-crazy ruler who had believed he could lead his people to victory, had disappeared into space, a fugitive from both the Atlanteans and the people of Earth.

He had left behind him many thousands of his race who were content, now they had escaped the whip of an autocrat, to live under the control of the Atlanteans. Their science and tolerance was, after all, to be preferred to the power-lusting of their vanished ruler. True, in their hearts, they could not altogether accept the “usurpers” who had come from another world and conquered Mars by superior science – but since their own science was of a low order they were making the best of a bad job.

At the head of Atlantis was Clayton Drew, Earthman of Atlantean descent, singled out by the dignitaries of the race as the only possible partner for Princess Thalia. He had fulfilled his mission and was now reaping the benefit. Married to Thalia by Atlantean law he was the dominant power of Mars, and master too of the intricacies of Atlantean science.

Some six months had passed since the last battle with Lexas, and nothing had been seen or heard of him since. In that time the Atlantis of the Martian underworld which he had sought to destroy had been rebuilt. On the surface of the planet the ravages caused by metal-eating bacteria had also been repaired and from pole to pole the arid world was clear of alien life …

But, just the same, Mars was still a dying world, and though the Atlanteans had everything they could wish for in their underground city they could never really accustom themselves to living away from the surface of their planet. It was a matter which absorbed Clay Drew’s attention more and more as time passed—until at last he came to a decision.

He called a meeting of the ruling clique in the immense conference room attached to the palace. The clique consisted of three Atlantean dignitaries, all aged males, Empress Thalia, and Axion, a young Atlantean scientist for whose services to the cause had been given the reward of Vice-Controller.

“The position,” Clay Drew said, from the head of the gleaming council table, “is this … To have mastered this planet and defeated Lexas means nothing if we continue with our present enforced imprisonment in this underworld. Up on the surface the Martians are living in cities badly served because of thin air and everlasting sunshine: they feel, and rightly, that as rulers we should do something to improve their lot. And that improvement does not mean that they should come into the underworld. That would merely exchange one unpleasant existence for another.”

The group was silent. The men glanced at one another. The Empress Thalia sat musing—a girl of rare loveliness with her delicately bronzed skin, sea-green eyes, and tumbling masses of golden hair. Thalia, once a timid pretender to the throne, was now a near-goddess in stature and poise. Slavery under the rule of Lexas had toughened her, given her a full and delectable maturity.

“I think,” Clay said, after a pause, “that it is one of those occasions when we can learn something from the enemy. In other words, Lexas had the right idea when he thought of stealing oceans and air from Earth and bringing them here to Mars.”

The assembly looked at him in surprise. He was smiling rather tautly, a young, rugged-looking man with keen blue eyes and untidy black hair.

“You don’t suggest, Highness, that we should do the very thing at which we stopped Lexas?” Axion asked, amazed.

“I do,” Clay answered. “In case I need to refresh your memories let me tell you that Lexas conceived the quite ingenious notion of stealing water and air from Earth by means of a gigantic de-gravitator beam acting through a tunnel of force, by which water and air degravitated over a thousand-mile area of Earth, would automatically have been sucked to Mars here. The idea was brilliant, and had he gone through with it he could have brought much-needed oceans and clouds to this arid, dying planet. We stopped him—but we did not destroy the tower with which he intended to perform his immense scientific feat. All we did was move away the projector and turn the tower into an outlook-post.”

“Isn’t this rather a waste of time, Clay?” Thalia asked, shrugging. “Obviously we can’t do that. Earth people are our closest friends. Now we have space travel established they are our biggest traders. To steal air and water from Earth would cause war, besides half-destroying Earth itself … Much though I wish to see this planet have its surface revived I’ll never consent to a plan like that.”

Clay smiled a little. “It happens that Earth is not the only world within reach of the tower which has dense air and oceans. There is also Venus.”

The assembly began to take interest. It was plain they had never given a thought to the second world from the sun.

“I have not, as yet, made a detailed study of Venus,” Clay continued. “But I intend to. If we find that it will not cause trouble to whatever inhabitants there might be we will take oceans and air from there, and nobody will suffer. Lexas may have been our enemy, but he had one magnificent idea there which is too good to waste.”

“Venus,” Thalia repeated slowly, her green eyes bright. “Why, of course! Why didn’t we think of it before?”

“I did,” Clay answered shrugging. “Then I was worried as to what such a plan might do to the inhabitants of that world. If there are flourishing civilizations on Venus, which I very much doubt, then the scheme is off. We of Mars are establishing ourselves as a just and scientific people—and eventually we hope to bring Venus into our orbit of colonized planets. We’ll never do it if we act as barbarians and kill thousands of Venusians just to satisfy our own climatic needs.”

“You suggest a space flight to Venus to explore, Highness?” Axion questioned; but Clay shook his head.

“I see no reason for that. It would take a great deal of time, and might expose us to numberless hazards No; the better way is to study it telescopically. Our X-ray equipment is capable of both piercing the overhead rock which separates us from the surface of this planet, and it will also penetrate the eternal cloudbanks of Venus.”

“We have records of the planet from past observations,” Thalia remarked.

“I’ve examined them,” Clay said. “They are not particularly conclusive, Thalia. The reflectors used for the purpose were not powerful enough. I have in mind a new reflector incorporating an eight-hundred-inch lens. With that we can bring Venus within a mile of us and study it in detail.”

“Excellent suggestion, Highness,” one of the dignitaries agreed. “Restoration of this planet of ours to the conditions it once enjoyed—on the surface—will quell the final misgivings of the few Martians left on the surface. And it also will mean we can return at last to fresh winds, the ocean, and an atmosphere which is not synthetic.”

Clay nodded. “I still have enough memory of Earth left in my mind to want just those conditions,” he said “That being so I take it I have your unanimous consent to the immediate construction of a super-projector-reflector?”

The hands around the table were raised in assent; so Clay immediately went into action and gave his instructions to the scientific laboratories, passing on to them the sketches he himself had designed over a long period.

For weeks afterwards all the vast resources of the scientific underworld were devoted to creating, grinding, and polishing the enormous mercuroid circle which was to trap and reflect the X-ray controlled light-photons received from Venus’s surface. And during this process the huge projector which had been installed by Lexas on the five-hundred-foot tower in the Martian desert, immediately above buried Atlantis, was returned into position and tested. It functioned perfectly, its colossal power being derived from Mars itself as the planet spun ceaselessly on its axis—being, in effect, a gigantic armature rotating against the ether and generating its own electricity at the poles in consequence. Lexas, war-lord though he had been had also been a scientist to reckon with.

And where was he now? It was a problem which was always with Clay, and which infuriated him because he did not know the answer. As far as possible space had been searched, but no trace of the deposed lord of Mars had been discovered. On the other hand it was hard to think that such a force for evil, bent on the domination of his planet, could just fade away into isolation. Only death could account for that … So, perhaps, he was dead. Somewhere unknown the space ship in which he had escaped Mars might even now be floating with his corpse in it.

Somehow, though, Clay could not believe this. He had the feeling that a day might come when Lexas would spring yet another of his startling surprises and shatter the unaccustomed peace which had come to the red planet.

So, ultimately, the 800-inch lens was complete. It was moved by special cradles and set in position in the greatly enlarged telescopic reflector tube designed for the purpose, and then came the task of linking it up—which took a week of chronometer time, there being no night in the underworld with its eternally blazing, synthetic, atomic sun.

The finished effect was viewed by Clay, Thalia, Axion, and the dignitaries in the darkened observatory as, for the first time, the investigating X-ray fingers of the amazing equipment reached across the void to Venus and penetrated her eternal veil.

There was no sound in the observatory save the humming of the engines which kept the giant turning in relation to Mars’ and Venus’s movement. Then the huge mirror glimmered and black bars traced and wavered across it. Gradually the Atlantean technician and astronomer-in-charge operated the focussing controls until the picture became clear-cut. There were little exclamations of surprise as, for the first time in history, the surface of Venus was bared a mile below.

As though travelling in an aircraft the viewers beheld a tangled jungle landscape—bilious green in shade, from which sprouted titanic conifers, cycads, and trees which had no identity. It was one wild, patchwork pattern, ever changing as growth and expansion took place even as it was studied. Green was everywhere except half-way up the vast mountain peaks. Here it stopped suddenly as snow appeared, the ranges climbing twelve miles into the cloud-girt sky. A weird and terrible world, it seemed, still dreadfully young and in the throes of wild, uncontrollable growth. A world such as Earth might once have been in the Carboniferous Age—steamy, profuse, soaked in the blaze of a sun only 66 million miles away—and yet a sun which merciful clouds forever masked.

The view changed and there were clear spaces where no jungle ventured. But nowhere was there animal life; and certainly no living beings. For an hour the planet was studied. Its bright blue oceans were traversed, its enormous mountains ascended, its jungles examined … but not a thing lived in that young, blindingly colourful wilderness.

“Well, I think that settles it,” Clay said finally, moving from the guardian-rail before the mirror. “We can take it that Venus has no inhabitants, so I see no reason why we can’t have some of her air and water. Being so young she will soon re-create what she has lost, and we for our part will restore our dying surface. I’ll give the necessary orders for our surface to be cleared of all life until the transition of water and air from Venus is over …”

Clay was wrong in assuming that Venus was without life—though he could hardly be blamed because it was of such an extraordinary type. To have seen it through the X-ray reflector would have been as simple as seeing a tiger in its natural haunts a hundred yards away. The Venusians, hundreds of thousands of them populating the jungles, were natural masters of camouflage. At will, by controlling the nerve endings of their doughy-white skin, they could assume any shape or pattern. Nature had given them the gift as the only protection against the weird, deadly life which spawned so rife on the planet, both in its jungles and in the brilliant blue oceans.

There was another type of life, too, represented by one person only. He was an eight-foot giant with a barrel of a chest, bald head, and a face startling in its fierce cruelty. His skin was olive green, gleaming in the enervating heat of Venus’s 120 F. degrees day temperature—and each day lasted 720 hours.

Here, in truth, was the answer to Clay Drew’s problem as to what had become of Lexas of Mars. He had come to Venus as the nearest world to his own—since he obviously could not go to Earth where death awaited him. Alone, but possessing many scientific weapons aboard his space machine, he had left no doubt in the minds of the nomadic jungle-born Venusians that he was their master. Flame guns and paralysers had soon convinced them. Some had run from him in terror and never come back: others believed he was a god, and these half dozen who, in consequence, were loyal to him, were now his servants in the crude camp he had on the edge of the Venusian wilderness. To the front of the camp, built of giant leaves and tree branches, was the jungle: to the rear the foothills of breathtakingly massive mountains.

And Lexas dreamed dreams of revenge. Clay had not been mistaken. The giant Martian, with his able scientific brain, was still a power to be reckoned with.

Mostly he confided his thoughts to Tresna, the male Venusian who had become his most attentive servant. Tresna was of average height, measured by earth standards, with head and torso fairly similar to that of an Earth being, a natural outcome of similar gravity and air pressure. The difference lay in his skin, a queer flabby white which could wrinkle, expand, and take on various colours. Normally, when not using his camouflaging gifts, Tresna was an ugly individual with bulgy grey eyes, a flattened nose, and lank purple-coloured hair hanging down his narrow forehead.

Just the same he had intelligence—and once he learned a thing he never forgot it. This accomplishment, Lexas had discovered, was prevalent amongst all the Venusians, male and female. If they saw a scene or read a page of—to them—foreign words, they could repeat the scene or the words in exact detail. They had photographic minds, and yet were quite unaware of it. Simple folk, mostly, but liable to become very useful tools in the hands of a ruthless, lusting warlord.

“I have to avenge myself, Tresna,” Lexas explained on one occasion, as he and the Venusian sat alone in the crude ‘living-room’ of the tropical bungalow. “I have lost a whole world, and I cannot be expected to sit here and accept that dictum.”

“No,” Tresna agreed simply, having learned the Martian language with his photographic mind.

“It will be hard to conquer my world again, if not impossible … Lexas brooded for a while, his cruel face set hard. “That being so I have one other card to play … revenge. You know what revenge is, Tresna?”

“You will repay,” Tresna said, no expression on his flat, almost repulsive features.

“I have a law, Tresna. What I cannot hold, I destroy!”

Lexas got up from the leaf couch and clenched his enormous fists. Then he began pacing in keeping with the emotions ruling him.

“My whole race has been mastered by usurpers!” he cried. “They have all the scientific resources of the planet at their command: I have nothing except one atomic-powered space ship and a few weapons. Poor material on which to map out a plan of vengeance … Instead of conquering two worlds—my own and the third world, as I had expected, I’m stuck here in this fantastic hole.”

Lexas was silent for a moment, pondering, his eyes fixed on the absurd jungle which expanded and swayed silently in the stifling air. For a moment or two his attention was caught by a queer plant with a bulbous head. The head swelled to capacity, burst, and scattered its thousands of seeds. And each seed became a new plant.

“Tresna, what is the name of that plant?” he questioned, indicating it.

The Venusian rose and looked through the open doorway.

“We call it the dirotax plant,” he replied. “The fastest growing vegetation in our world. Nothing can destroy it except mirocal.”

“Mirocal? What’s that?”

“Another plant,” the Venusian answered imperturbably. “It is a plant-eater. In certain regions it consumes the dirotax faster than it can grow …”

Lexas meditated for a space, an idea twisting through his mind; but when he spoke again he had changed the subject.

“Suppose,” he said, “I sent you on a mission to my own world, Tresna—using my space machine. Would you go?”

“No. I would not have the courage.”

“Not even if it would mean that you and your people, who have now seen what science in a small way can do, could have a kindly scientific world in which to live?”

“Not even then,” the Venusian replied, unmoved.

Lexas did not fly into a rage, though he felt as though he would like to. He was on an alien planet, dealing with very queer beings. If he wanted their co-operation—and he did, desperately—an exhibition of fury was no way to gain it.

“You would not go as yourself,” he explained. “You would look as I do, or perhaps like an Earth man or woman. You can adapt yourself to look like me, surely?”

The Venusian shrugged and then with an effort no greater than taking a deep breath he gradually underwent a metamorphosis. His bone-structure and outward skin appearance altered. At the end of five minutes Lexas found it hard to realize that he was not looking at himself.

“Excellent,” he said, in genuine admiration. “You Venusians are definitely adaptive ultimates—. Suppose, though, you had to take on these forms? Could you?”

From the heavy metal box which contained many of the important documents and instruments he had brought from Mars, Lexas produced two colour-photographs and handed them over. One was of Clay Drew, and the other of Thalia. For a while the Venusian studied them; then he gradually dissolved from seeming like Lexas and became Clay Drew instead to the last detail. Another slight effort and he emerged into a golden-haired woman with sea-green eyes. The exhibition over he relaxed and seemed to “flow” back to his normal self.

“I have been looking for a weapon,” Lexas breathed, clenching his fist. “In you I have it. Listen to me, Tresna: I have a plan whereby I can exact revenge on my world, but to do it demands your help. I must have certain instruments and you, the master of natural disguise, can get them …”

The Martian paused as the Venusian shook his head slowly.

“I have neither the wish nor the courage,” he said. “I am happy on this world of mine and have no desire to expose myself to danger to further a scheme in which I am not even remotely interested.”

“You cannot mean,” Lexas countered, “that you prefer to live on this stifling planet with its eternal dangers from vegetation and wild life, when you can have all the benefits of a mighty civilization? My plan is to destroy every living being on my own world and then return there, with you and your race. I can bring you untold benefits.”

“No, I do not want it,” Tresna said, shrugging, and with that he turned and walked through the doorway to the clearing outside.

Lexas watched him go, his lips tightened in fury. But he did not take any action. Tresna was on his way to rejoin his own kind, and would reappear later to act as servant. In time he might be won over. In the meanwhile there was much to be done.

Lexas put the photographs away and then went out into the clearing himself, studying the fantastic behaviour of the dirotax plants around him.


CHAPTER 2

Cosmic Theft

In the depths of Mars everything was ready for the audacious attempt to transfer water and air from Venus to the red planet. Some three weeks had passed since Clay Drew’s study of Venus through the telescopic reflector, and the time had been spent consulting with the Atlantean mathematicians to determine every split-second detail before the experiment was attempted.

Now everything was ready. All Martians on the surface had been brought below. Not a living thing was on the surface of Mars. In the public squares of underground Atlantis huge television screens had been erected, connected to transmitters which were focussed upon the tower. It reared five hundred feet from the desert, its projector lined up and controlled from the scientific laboratories below. From the tower’s summit, if the attempt was successful, there would ultimately rage the tumult of water and air which was to bring life back to the senile red planet. The success or failure of the experiment would be reflected to the telescreens and viewed by every living creature in the underworld.

Clay, Thalia, Axion, and the dignitaries and scientists had their own particular quarters in Atlantis. They were in the controlling laboratory, surrounded by the maze of screens and mathematical calculators necessary to the project. Clay himself was in charge of the proceedings, but Axion was at the controls, being more familiar with Atlantean apparatus.

“Everything ready?” Clay asked quietly, and Thalia and the other members of the assembly nodded.

Accordingly Axion moved the switches which brought the power surging through the giant transformers. Energy crackled on huge insulation rods; artificial lightning roped its way between polished anode and cathode balls: the whole vast mass of power generated by the spinning planet then began to transmit itself by the countless cables to the projector on the tower top outside.

In the screens nothing was visible except the tower itself and the brazen blue of the cloudless Martian sky. But the dials showed the enormous potential which was building up, waiting for the split second when the force tube would leap forth on its 73-million mile journey from Mars to Venus.

The huge laboratory began to smell of ozone and static discharge. Clay and Thalia could feel the short hairs at the back of their necks rising under the electric influence. A lavender haze from incredible energies hung over everything as, building up to maximum, but as yet unreleased, the energy seized on everything uninsulated on which to expend itself.

Seconds sliced onwards, and still the power built up. Clay fixed his eyes on the meters. They registered 86-million volts of potential energy … Still not enough.

Thalia moved uneasily, her feet affected with cramp from the electricity suffusing the flooring. The dignitaries white and strained, glanced at one another, wondering if the Earth man was risking too much in playing with the terrifying elemental forces of the universe itself.

“Quadrant Seven!” Clay ordered abruptly, watching a needle, and Axion promptly moved a huge power-lever.

Then indeed did the power raging to its climax make itself felt. Shivering purple threads lashed between the anode and cathode globes. With a blasting roar the energy hurled itself from them into the midst of swiftly-rotating copper balls and spinning governors. Tubes flared; dynamos whined. In a far corner of the laboratory mighty turbines began to move, shot through with magnificent amethyst colours.

Bolt after bolt of energy slammed into the transformer chambers of the energy-projecting machinery, hurled thence through the cables to the complicated projector at the top of the tower.

Then came the split second. Clay dropped his hand. Axion closed a lever. Every eye switched to the television screens. The enormous copper hoop which was the projector’s main feature glowed with bright purple energy: then from the hoop’s centre there stabbed a titanic lavender beam, bright against the day, hurtling at the speed of light across the gulf to the destination 73-million miles away.

The desert sands whirled with the heat disturbances: the daylight waned under the glare of unholy fires. Down in the laboratory the mighty engines were shrieking a triumphant song, pouring forth their inconceivable power. The watchers were silent, trembling a little, their faces moist with the heat and emotion of the moment.

The din remained constant: the energy beam flared in unvarying power.

“Six and a half minutes to reach Venus,” Clay said, glancing round for a moment. “And then …”

He watched the chronometer. Nothing else mattered now. The din was in operation and upon it depended the life or death of Mars.

Seconds snapped into minutes. Three—four—five—

Six. Six and a half!

Eyes switched to another screen, connected with the huge X-ray reflector in the observatory. There was no change in the scene, focussed on the exact spot on Venus where the energy beam ought to have arrived—a part of the planet where the blue ocean lay.

“What’s gone wrong?” Thalia asked anxiously. “Nearly seven minutes have gone now: you couldn’t be that far out in your calculations.”

“The answer’s simple,” Clay responded. “It takes another six and a half minutes for the light waves from Venus to get to us.”

So there was nothing for it but to wait anxiously until the time lag had been made up. The noise in the laboratory continued as the power remained constant … More anguishing minutes passed: then exactly on time the observatory-screen revealed what was happening on Venus.

The force beam struck the Venusian ocean in the exact area calculated for it. Instantly, gravity over a thousand miles of its area was rendered of no account. The water writhed and tumbled as though stirred by vast submarine forces. A mighty waterspout, hundreds of miles wide, shot to the zenith—and timed to the second began to travel up the lavender-coloured force tube.

Then the scene began to fade as enormous atmospheric changes took place on Venus, air being sucked through the tube and causing consequent pressure falls in other parts of the planet. In the main the X-ray reflector beam pierced the confusion, but gradually the static interference created by vast thunderstorms and similar chaos caused the view to be blotted out.

“Now what?” Thalia asked, half anxiously, as the screen finally blanked.

Clay transferred his attention to the teleview screen connected with the tower.

“There’s where the next act will take place,” he said. “If we have been successful, and apparently we have, we’ll see the water and air arrive—but only briefly since the transmitters will be destroyed and our screens will blank out.”

Anxious minutes passed. There was no exact foreknowledge as to how long the air and water from Venus would take in its journey. Certainly it would not be at the speed of light since, scientifically, the material was solid and not of the order of radiation.

Actually it was an hour later when things happened. One moment the telescreens showed that queer gleaming hoop with the energy beam stabbing from it; and the next the top of the tower was blurred by the arrival of the first conglomerated mass of air and water from Venus, jetting through the hoop like water from a gigantic hose-nozzle.

A raging tumult of quintillions of ice shards rained down on to the desert, whirling thicker and ever denser. In a few seconds the transmitters reflecting the scene were overwhelmed by the colossal avalanche and the scene vanished.

But not the sound. Though buried Atlantis was some considerable distance from the surface the noise of thundering waters and shifting ice boomed through the rocks and set the laboratory quivering. What was happening on the surface of Mars nobody could guess: they had to wait until the tumult had subsided and then explore.

Clay gave the signal for the power to be cut off, and the whining of the generators into quietness gave the buried concussions from above even more point. But slowly the chaos began to subside and, two hours after the first water and air had arrived in its frozen form there was silence overhead. In every part of the underworld people became less taught and began to discuss the tremendous scientific achievement with each other.

“Apparently,” Clay said, “we have accomplished our purpose. Best thing we can do is follow out the second part of our plan and see how the surface looks.”

“But the ocean is, or should be, immediately over us,” one of the dignitaries pointed out.

Clay nodded. “Quite so, Excellency—which was foreseen. I gave orders before this experiment to have another surface valve made which will bring us out on the other side of this planet where no water—we trust—will have reached. If you will come with me I will show you.”

Clay led the way from the laboratory, Thalia by his side, and accompanied by Axion and the dignitaries they entered a fast helicopter-type of aircraft waiting for them outside the building. Clay settled himself at the controls, driving the machine well above the roofs of buried Atlantis and then flying forward to the limits of the mighty cavern in which the city lay.

At the far end of the gigantic space a shaft had been made, drilled at an oblique angle so that its other extremity opened out at the opposite side of Mars. Steadily Clay drove on, the shaft’s circular walls brightly lighted, the way ahead receding in a string of lamps into total darkness.

When the journey had reached its close, accomplished in comfort and at high speed, a valve ahead opened as the machine crossed a photo-electric eye. Swiftly the flier ascended into a sky where dawn was just approaching.

“Look!” Axion cried in amazement, pointing through the outlook window. “That is something I have never seen in my life before—a dawn with clouds round the sun!”

He gazed at the scene in fascination. The stars of the night were paling, and to the east—where the great experiment had been carried out—there lay a thick bank of cloud from which amber rays of the coming day were fanning. To Thalia also, and the Atlantean dignitaries, it was a sight as rare as a total eclipse. To Clay, with Earth and her sunsets still in his memory, it was not unusual. But it was highly gratifying and spoke well of the scientific miracle that had been attempted.

He turned the nose of the flyer to the east and sped over the lonely desert at five hundred miles an hour, until at last he was within range of the area where change should have been wrought.

It had! It was the most amazing sight that had ever been seen on Mars and, like the sunrise, it spellbound those in the cabin who gazed upon it.

The ocean which had been stolen from Venus lay like a sea of blood in the dawn light, stretching over what had formerly been desert. Its depth was not known—but certainly the 500-foot tower which had created it was missing, either submerged or destroyed. It was a sea which spread to the horizon and vanished under the dense clouds of the sunrise. It had rollers. It dropped fuming waves upon the arid sand below, forming for itself a beach.

“This is magnificent!” Axion cried, his eyes bright. “Look at the clouds gathering …” He nodded at the vapour drifting in the usually brazen vault “Soon there will be condensation, then rain. The break up of warm and cold streams is still going on. See—over there is a thunderstorm.”

He nodded to the north where lightning was flashing vividly from the densest nimbus. The whole atmosphere was still in a state of chaos.

Clay turned to the instruments and examined them. When he had finished he smiled.

“We have succeeded,” he said. “As we believed, Venus’s atmosphere contains a preponderance of oxygen, hydrogen, nitrogen, argon, and krypton. It has mingled perfectly with the formerly thin air existing here and now registers a density equal to that of Earth.”

Thalia turned to the catch on the window and snapped it back. She swung the great mass of warpless glass inward on its frame and a warm fresh breeze came surging into the chamber. It was obvious from the fact that it did not cause any tightness about the lungs that it was of normal density.

“The first fresh wind in generations,” one of the dignitaries said, something close to tears in his eyes. “A sea and a sunrise, clouds and coming rain … Earthman, you have done a wonderful thing.”

“We have,” Clay corrected. Then again he was the leader, bent on business. “Having created desirable surface conditions our next task is to make use of them. I suggest that Atlantis be removed piecemeal from the underworld and be settled here, in this desert, at the edge of the ocean. In time the coming rains will change the sand to a compost capable of growing seeds. As years pass we shall have a world every bit as perfect as my own Earth. According to mathematics this sea will presently establish a tidal law for itself because it will come under the control of Deimos, our only moon. The results, were Phobos in existence, would be unpredictable, so maybe it is just as well that particular moon was destroyed during our war with Lexas.”

“Let’s get back below and tell them the good news,” Thalia exclaimed. “They must be dying to know.”

Clay nodded and closed the outlook window. Turning the machine round he streaked it back to the open valve which led into the underworld.

Upon the return to Atlantis, however, the good news had also some bad mixed with it. Reports were coming in that the underworld city was experiencing rainfalls in some parts, which could only be accounted for by the ocean above seeping through the bedrock into the mighty cavern beneath.

“Which means we have to act fast,” Clay decided, when he heard the news. “If part of the roof over us gives way the ocean will sluice inwards and obliterate us, much as it would have done the original Atlantis. We have got to transport everything to the surface via that shaft we have just followed, and every living being, Martian and Atlantean, must help.”

And so the work began—the dismantling of complicated equipment, the shuttle service of fliers going back and forth along the great shaft to the surface, the gradual demolishment of buildings, each stone and section marked for re-assembly later in the surface. Things worked smoothly enough, but Clay was worried. With every hour there were reports of the “rain” from the cavern roof becoming heavier. It was obviously going to be a race against time.

Those who returned from the surface in the fliers announced that storms were now in progress. The atmosphere, upset by the increase in its density, together with the action of hot and cold currents and static-loaded clouds, was going completely crazy. In all parts of the planet there were cyclonic winds, blinding rain storms, and in places snow and hail. Mars was in the throes of re-birth.

But eventually a time must come when the confusion would settle down and the surface would establish itself into zones of temperate, tropical and arctic. Meantime Atlantis had to be saved from the depths before the waters could plunge inwards.

On Venus, also, Lexas was preoccupied with a problem.

When the force beam struck the ocean some thirty miles from his tropical bungalow he had become involved in the hell which had broken loose throughout the planet. The removal of an entire ocean and some fifty per cent of the atmospheric content had certainly not been accomplished gently. Venus had been struck by a tremendous hurricane and tidal wave. Jungles had been flattened; other oceans had shifted position, wiping out thousands of Venusians and jungle animal life in the process, and Lexas himself had spent some twelve hours huddled with Tresna under the very inadequate protection of trees.

Vast thunderstorms, something the Venusians had never experienced before, had added their quota to the chaos—until at last the disturbances began to settle, oceans found new beds, and the appalling winds abated.

Lexas, who knew exactly what had happened, rebuilt his bungalow, collected his belongings in so far as he could, made sure his space machine was still safe, and then set himself to think.

The Venusians were in a bitter mood, as they had good reason to be. Thousands of them were dead; the survivors were compelled to breathe an atmosphere which had become much thinner, and hurt in consequence. In fact the men and women of Venus were anxious for revenge . . which was exactly what Lexas wanted. He wasted no time in telling Tresna the cause of their woes, and he in turn told it to his people.

“And those,” Lexas said to Tresna, nearly a week after the onslaught, “are the people whom I wish to destroy—and you will not aid me.”

The Venusian did not speak for a moment, so Lexas went on talking deliberately.

“You have seen, from what they have done, that the powers ruling my world are utterly ruthless, and that they have the mastery of scientific power. You do not suppose Tresna, that they will stop at just that, do you?”

The Venusian, tidying up the new-built bungalow, paused in his work and gave Lexas a sharp look of enquiry.

“What more can they do?” he questioned. “They have stolen an ocean, killed thousands of my race, including my own family, and have taken half our atmosphere …”

“Next time,” Lexas said, “they will take all of it. And the remaining oceans. I know their plans and their heartless cruelty. Only one person can prevent that happening … you.”

Tresna reflected, then he came over to where Lexas was resting his gigantic figure on the couch.

“You still believe I can help,” he said slowly. “But how? What can you do against such science as this?”

“Destroy them, my friend, before they can destroy us. We have not the material to launch an attack, but we can defeat them from a distance—if I can get your help. From my own planet I need two hundred space rockets. They are smallish cylinders, telescoping into a very small space, each with a complete atomic motor to enable them to travel through a hundred million miles of void without re-fuelling.”

The Venusian looked puzzled. “And you cannot make these rockets here?”

“No. There are not the mineral ores necessary for the metal cases, nor have I any machine tools or the essential atomic units for the motors. The only way is to get them from the laboratories of the ruling city. You could do it, if you made yourself look like me.”

“As before I still fear the danger,” the Venusian said, “though I admit I lean more willingly to the plan because of what I have suffered, and also because I want to avenge those of my own particular family who died.”

Lexas gave his ugly grin. He knew he had won his point. He straightened up from the sofa and motioned Tresna to sit beside him. Then he continued:

“I will school you thoroughly in what you have to do, Tresna. There will be nothing hurried about it. It will be some weeks before you need to set forth——”

“And if, in the meantime, there is a second onslaught on this planet of mine?”

“I hardly think there will be. Having accomplished their purpose for the moment, the scientists ruling my planet will probably remove their underworld city to the surface, and that will be a gigantic task which will keep them fully occupied. Unfortunately,” Lexas sighed, “I am not able to see what they are doing: it demands X-ray telescopic devices to sec through this Venusian cloud blanket. However, I think my guess is right——”

He paused, struck by a thought, then his eyes brightened.

“But I can see what they are doing!” he exclaimed. “I have my space flyer and it possesses telescopic equipment—which, though not very powerful, will be enough to show how my world is faring. I think, my friend, we had better take a short trip into space and see for ourselves. I will show you at the same time how to control the vessel. You will need to know for later on.”

Tresna nodded and accompanied the gigantic Martian from the bungalow, across the clearing, and then through the writhing, fantastic jungle to the rocky area at the base of the mountains where the space machine was lying just within the protection of an enormous cave.

Tresna, who had never flown before—and certainly had not travelled into space—was in a condition of blank wonder as the machine hurtled upwards through Venus’s perpetual clouds, beyond the mountain heights, and so out into space. Then, using a force beam to keep the vessel steady, Lexas peered into the void with its hosts of endless stars.

“There is my world,” he said finally, and indicated a red glowing planet amidst the backdrop of nebulae.

“That—is a world?” Tresna asked blankly.

“About half the size of this one,” Lexas replied; then as he saw the look of incredulity still on Tresna’s dough-white face he realised what a lot he had yet to explain. The child-like Venusian had not the remotest idea that vast distance meant decrease in the size of an object.

“To me,” Tresna said, viewing space, “there seems to be a big roof over us—a roof filled with millions of holes through which one sees the daylight And you refer to worlds!”

“Worlds—stars—suns—galaxies—— That is what they are.” Lexas tried not to sound irritable at having such an ignoramus to deal with. “You will understand better when you look through the telescope.”

He turned to it and adjusted the focussing screws. For a long time he peered through the twin eyepieces at the surface of Mars, amazed at what he saw. There was an ocean, clouds floating in the atmosphere, and here and there, patches of green which could be the beginning of foliage. The feat he himself had tried to accomplish had been done, with magnificent results. But he failed to detect any signs of a surface city as yet, though the marks of the underworld valves, looking very like the streaks of canals, were plainly visible.

“Look for yourself,” he said at last, motioning Tresna.

The Venusian gazed long and earnestly, but when at length he withdrew from the eyepiece it was plain that he still could not believe he had been looking at a world.

“That is where you are to go,” Lexas said, gazing at him. “In due time, of course, when everything has been arranged. The distance is about seventy-three million miles and it will take you a long time. By then you will have mastered this ship and will know how to make a landing without damaging yourself and your vessel.”

Tresna accepted the dictum, even though he was mystified.

“I am to get rockets,” he said. “But to what purpose? How can rockets help you to destroy the people of that—world?”

Lexas gave a grim smile. “I am going to do something, my friend, which will be similar to a trick they played on me when I was fighting them. They shot a moon out of the sky and allowed it to fall to my planet because it contained a type of life which eats metal. That was my downfall … I have a similar idea but much more efficient. When we return to the bungalow I will explain it to you … For the moment let me instruct you how to handle this vessel. With the kind of mind you have got you will not forget a single detail. Now, this is the main power lever …”


CHAPTER 3

Master of the Red Men

And whilst Lexas furthered a subtle scheme of vengeance 73-million miles away, Clay was in the midst of whipping his followers into a last desperate endeavour. Night and day, ever since the ocean had established itself over Atlantis, he, Thalia, and Axion had allowed no respite in the removal of the city’s buildings and valued equipment to the surface.

Now it had come to the point where the last of the equipment had been transferred to the surface and the people, Atlanteans and Martians alike, had been sent on their way from the dangerous underground to help in the reassembly of the city on the surface. As the rulers, Clay, Thalia, and Axion had stayed until last, moving ankle-deep in the water which had seeped into the underworld from the ocean above.

In fact the mighty cavern was no longer a happy region. Water was pouring into it from a dozen places; the synthetic atomic sun had disappeared with the removal of the power-houses—which meant that the trio who now made a last survey before taking the helicopter for safety were using atomic flashlights, the brilliant radiance casting on gleaming walls remotely far away.

“Well, we managed it,” Clay said, his voice booming in the empty spaces. “Might as well follow the rest of them to sunlight and fresh air.”

He returned the atomic lamp to his forehead, where a band about his head held it in position. It cast a steady beam before him as he began moving over the waterlogged rocks, his arm about Thalia’s waist. Ahead of them both went Axion, leading the way. He seized the cabin door of the helicopter and held it open—then he glanced up in alarm.

Clay and Thalia stopped and gazed fixedly. At almost the same instant there was a sudden vast roaring as tons of rock crashed inwards perhaps half a mile distant, just beyond the range of the atomic-lights. Then came the rolling thunder of water surging downwards in a titanic flood.

“It’s through!” Thalia cried hoarsely. “The ocean’s broken in—— Quickly, the flyer!”

She dashed towards it—it was still fifty yards distant—but she forgot the uneven rocks invisible in the water round her feet. Helplessly she crashed headlong. Clay stopped and tried to pick her up, but by then the deluge had come. In a deafening roar a wall of water some fifty feet high cascaded out of the darkness and Clay found himself swept up in the midst of it. He had the presence of mind to hang on to Thalia and draw in a lungful of air before he went under.

Then he was kicking helplessly in the raging torrent, his sealed atomic lamp blazing in the riot of waters. He found himself turning and twisting wildly amidst weird types of fish which must have been in the Venusian ocean in spawn form when it had been sucked to Mars. They shied away from the glare of his lamp.

His lungs ached and he allowed a trickle of bubbles to escape. Thalia was still conscious, her own lamp brilliant upon her forehead. She no longer needed holding. Her supple body, hardened from the time when she had been a worker, glided and swept up and down in the waters as she tried to reach the surface …

But there did not seem to be any surface, so possibly the waters had struck the cavern roof. She allowed some breath to escape, and then her swimming became more urgent as she realised drowning was the answer if she did not get air quickly.

Near to her Clay struck upwards with all his power, but in spite of his efforts he failed to locate any point where he could reach fresh air. He allowed more of the precious gas to escape and his lungs were commencing to ache. Thalia swam up and down desperately, blood vessels beginning to throb behind her eyes with the continued struggle to hold her breath——

Then she swung urgently in a half somersault and pointed below. Clay saw what she meant. Rising out of the depths was the nearest thing to a giant octopus he had ever seen, its ten tentacles armed with sucker-studs. It differed from the normal octopus in that is was double-headed and of vast size. It was evidently some denizen common to the oceans of Venus, matured here in the warmth and life of Mars since the ocean had been transported. In colour it was a hideous red.

Clay took one look at the four eyes of the monster and then began to swim desperately towards Thalia who, being nearest to the enormous squid, was making frantic efforts to escape it. She did not quite succeed. One sucker arm closed round her right ankle and dragged her back. Unable to save herself she found her entire body seized in the loathsome tentacles. Air began to escape her mouth in a fury of bubbles as her body was tightly held.

Clay swept down from above, his only weapon the ray-gun he always carried on his belt. Geared to fire under water it ejected a blinding purple pencil at the monster, and one tentacle was ripped off. Not that it seemed to make any difference. Thalia was struggling weakly in the remaining tentacles, fast losing her senses as her breath gave out and water began to roll into her mouth.

The depths became red coloured as Clay battled on, firing from every point he could where he was sure he would not strike the girl—then one of the mighty tentacles lashed out and struck him across the face. He spun helplessly in the depths, heels over head, swinging back to behold Thalia unconscious, probably drowned, in the grip of the sea-beast. From the slack way her body was tossed around by the tentacles it seemed to Clay that the worst had happened and that she was drowned.

He plunged in again to the attack, his own senses fast leaving him as the last drop of air escaped from his clenched lips. He fired blindly, straight into the eyes and jelly-like belly of the creature. The water around them became tinged with red—as a vital spot had been struck—but at the same moment other things happened too. There was a tremendous down-surging current which Clay could feel dragging at his legs. He had a fleeting, near-death delusion that he was a fly being sucked down the waste pipe of a bath as the water went out.

His senses reeled wildly and he gulped madly as water came surging into his lungs. Down and down into hopeless chaos and the battering din of all-powerful waters.

Quietness. A great peace on the world, and the consciousness that his arms were being worked gently up and down.

Slowly he opened his eyes. He was in somewhere quite brightly lighted. There was a polished white roof, instruments around him. There seemed to be red faces everywhere looking down on him. Red faces and bald heads. He stirred weakly and his gaze settled on something else. It was Thalia. She had been strapped to a framework by her ankles so that she hung limply upside down. Two massive red-skinned individuals were at work on her, tubes leading to her mouth.

“What the devil are you doing to Thalia?” Clay demanded, suddenly sitting up—but dizziness forced him back.

The red men around him straightened and looked at one another; then one of them spoke in a bass voice. He talked in the Martian tongue of the green men, but there was a rich quality in his intonation, a definite breeding, which Clay had never heard before.

“You have nothing to fear, Clay Drew,” he said. “Neither has her Highness. We are merely draining the water from her lungs and stomach preparatory to reviving her. Just as we did with you. Both of you were, to all intents and purposes, dead when the waters came through—and were later checked.”

For the moment nothing made sense to Clay. He relaxed again and surrendered himself to the giant who was working on his arms. Then he felt the stab of a needle and, very gradually, strength began to return to him. He looked across at Thalia. She had been unstrapped from the frame now and was flat on her back, the two red men still at work on her with curiously fashioned instruments.

A thought stirred in Clay’s mind. He looked at the man who had spoken.

“Did you say—dead?” he asked incredulously.

“Yes, Clay Drew. You and her Highness were quite dead when we found you. Apparently the weight of waters above this cavern of ours forced a fissure, through which the water came, sweeping her Highness and yourself with it. A monster octopus was also swept down and promptly slain. Since then we have scaled the fissure by flowing the rocks into place over the gap. Electronic processes.”

“But who are you?” Clay demanded. “You look just like the Martians I have met, only your skin is a different colour. You are red men: they are green.”

The Martian smiled and inclined his bald head in greeting.

“I am Qonal,” he explained. “I am neither a king nor an emperor. I am referred to as Master of the Red Men.”

“Then you are Martians?”

“That is your name for our race, Clay Drew. Yes, we belong to this planet. Just as you have black and white races on your world, with the white dominant, so we have the red and green races on this world, with the red dominant.”

“The red!” Clay ejaculated. “But I’ve never seen you before! All power was vested in Lexas, a green Martian, until—until I came here. Wherever I am?” he finished vaguely.

“You are a mile and a half below the surface of the planet,” Qonal answered. We have been here for longer than we can remember, ever since the day of the Segregation.”

“I’m still in the dark,” Clay said, shrugging.

“The Segregation refers to the time in long gone history when the intelligentsia were weeded out from the mentally sluggish. We, of the red race, have always been the thinkers of the planet, the scientists and experts: the green skins were the workers. They were isolated from our race and stayed on the surface after we—foreseeing the day when the surface would become cold and inhospitable—came down here. We were here when the Atlanteans came from Earth and made their habitat above us, all unaware that we were beneath, studying them and their science. Not that their knowledge was much use to us; ours is thousands of years older.”

“Then you are a cleverer race than the Atlanteans?” Clay questioned.

“Definitely.” There was quiet confidence in Qonal’s voice. “However, the operating table is no place for a discussion. You and her Highness, who now seems to have recovered, must hear the rest of the details over a banquet in my ruling house.”

Qonal turned aside and spoke to his fellow Martians. Clay, feeling completely recovered, rose from the operating table and went across to where Thalia was now standing unsupported. She smiled in relief as Clay put an arm about her.

“We seem to have the gift of pulling through crises into the most extraordinary places,” he commented. “Did you hear what this red Martian was telling me?”

“Most of it.” Her blonde head nodded. “And it’s as big a surprise to me as to you. I never knew there was any other race except the green Martians.”

“They’re cleverer than we are,” Clay said sombrely. “How that will affect our future relations I don’t know. Fortunately, they don’t seem particularly unfriendly.”

He did not say any more for at that moment the commands of Qonal brought two robots from the far wall of the surgery. They had raised Clay and Thalia gently but firmly in their metal arms before they realised what was intended. Thereafter they found themselves carried from the great building in which the surgery lay and to a conveyance which was extraordinary in design. It looked like a cabin perched on a gigantic metal ball.

Qonal, entering behind Clay and Thalia as they seated themselves, explained matters briefly.

“We call this the omnicraft,” he explained. “The rotating ball can travel in any direction without steering: most handy. Especially with solar energy for the driving unit.”

“Solar energy?” Clay repeated, surprised. “How do you manage to get that down here?”

“We are scientists,” the red Martian answered, as though that explained everything. “We had the resources for storing sunlight many generations ago when we were on the surface, just as you on your third world store power in batteries … There is little about your world I do not know, my friend,” he added, as yet another red Martian took over the controls of the machine. “I know all about you—your language, your reason for being on this planet. There is just one difficulty … There cannot be two rulers of one planet.”

He did not qualify this observation and Clay wondered what he meant. He caught a significant glance from Thalia’s green eyes, then the vehicle got on the move—with a vengeance. It travelled at a dizzying speed along a specially designed track which curved in S-pattern from the ordinary level of the city to lower regions. Its course took over yawning canyons of streets, under massive metal bridges and pedestrian ways, and down slopes with the velocity of a roller-coaster. Clay and Thalia held instinctively to their seats and tried not to notice the look of quiet amusement on the Martians lips.

From what they could see in the brief time allowed them the city was in many ways similar to Atlantis, only much bigger, and it descended to far greater depths. In fact, when Qonal’s palace was reached on the lowest level of all the facades of the buildings above loomed up like the sides of mountains, glittering brightly in the glare of gigantic globes which generated cold light, the dream of every scientist.

At the palace more robots were waiting. They carried Clay, the girl, and Qonal into the great reaches of the palace, finally setting them down in a corridor.

“Suites have been prepared for you,” Qonal said, pausing before a pair of mighty bronze-coloured doors. “The robots will take you there and bathe and dress you.”

“We don’t do anything ourselves apparently?” Thalia asked, and Qonal smiled.

“Why should you wish to when mechanical servants can do it for you? Long ago we ceased working for ourselves. Physical action detracts from mental pursuits. Just surrender yourselves to the robots and tell them exactly what you wish done. They will do it unfailingly.”

They did, and at the end of an hour Clay and Thalia, bathed, and dressed in clean and comfortable garments, were carried carefully to the banqueting hall. Here they were faced with the vision of countless numbers of red-skinned Martian dignitaries in their robes of office, all of them standing before an immensely long table upon which were the choicest offerings of Martian science.

There was a silence in the vast hall as Clay and Thalia were carried to their vacant seats and set down. Then Qonal, in a brilliant red costume cut away from one shoulder, raised a hand.

“Greetings to His and Her Highness of the upper world,” he exclaimed. “Emperor and Empress of Atlantis.”

“Greetings,” boomed the assembly; and the introduction over they sat down and the meal commenced.

Thalia glanced tacitly around her for signs of red Martian women. She spotted four—no more, and they seemed to be completely overawed by the preponderance of males.

The feasting and wining occupied an hour, then Qonal seemed in the mood to carry on the story he had commenced in the surgery.

“I have spoken of the Segregation,” he said, “which marked the parting of the ways between the intelligent and unintelligent members of the race. Down here there are seven thousand red-skins, men and women. We are a flourishing community who have brought science to such a degree of excellence that we do not move hand or foot when there is a machine to do it for us …”

Qonal moved and accidentally knocked his wine glass to the floor. Instantly a robot moved forward silently and picked up the pieces, using a tiny heat beam to evaporate the spilled liquid. With similar silence the robot poured more wine. Qonal continued as though nothing unusual had occurred.

“We have mastered crime, old age, and illness,” he added. “We seek nothing but the pursuits of science—and nothing would please us better than to move to the surface of our world from which we originally came.”

Clay raised an eyebrow. Glancing sideways he saw that Thalia’s full-lipped mouth was somewhat tight, her expression hard.

“I would remind you, sir,” she said quietly, “that we of Atlantis have taken over the surface—and been through a good deal of effort to do it.”

“Indeed so, Highness,” Qonal agreed. “You, Clay Drew, used science very cleverly in taking air and water from a neighbouring planet. You have made the surface habitable—but there is no reason why we, as well as you, cannot live up above. Like you we also have grown tired of the circumscribed limits of the underworld. We have already made our plans for going to the surface and, even had you not accidentally been thrown into our midst, would have emerged to join forces with you.”

“Suppose,” Clay said quietly, “the Atlantean people do not take kindly to that idea? They imagine they will be the surface race, with her Highness and myself at their head. The sudden arrival of seven thousand people of whose existence they had never suspected will hardly please them.”

Qonal shrugged. “We are too scientific a race to care whether lesser powers approve of us or not. We go where we please, and shall continue to do until stopped by a superior force. When that happens we will consider the situation … You of Atlantis have not the science to prevent us moving to the surface—and, if it comes to that, you have not the legal right either. The green-skins of our race who have called you the “usurper race” are quite correct. You are not the natural denizens of this world. I think,” Qonal added, contemplating the wine, “that you have been treated very tolerantly in Atlantis. Though we were not far below you we never interfered with you.”

“And why didn’t you?” Thalia asked curtly.

“Because there was nothing to gain by so doing. We are a peaceful people, our every want attended to. All I suggest is union with yourselves, the combination of the Atlantean and Martian sciences. That can be accomplished and our races remain forever separate.”

“It is not so easy as that, Qonal,” Clay said. “I have fought and struggled desperately beside her Highness to make of ourselves the Emperor and Empress of this planet—which means that we have undisputed sway. I cannot possibly allow that authority to be taken away from me.”

“That is what I meant when I said there cannot be two rulers for one planet,” Qonal responded. “I see only one solution. You of Atlantis, and the green race whom you have taken under control, must occupy one half of the surface, and we will take over the other half. We will remain good neighbours with respect for each other’s boundaries.”

Clay was silent, frowning. Thalia gave him an anxious look.

“It’s a good idea, Clay,” she said.

“I wonder …” He looked up and then at the faces of the red men and women round the table. “I see in it the seeds of a conflict far mightier than anything yet—the struggle between two scientific races for the domination of all the surface. We of Atlantis because we have fought for it, and you, the Red Martians, because you believe you are entitled to it. We have similar conditions on my own world at the moment, with east and west having opposed ideologies.”

“There is no comparison,” Qonal said, shrugging. “We are scientists. Scientists do not fight: they co-operate. And do not forget that you still have not entirely finished with Lexas, the one green Martian who has the intelligence of we the red race. A menace indeed.”

“He is dispensed with,” Clay said.

“Not until you know he is dead, Clay Drew. You do not know that. He is somewhere—and he is still dangerous. If he should find some mightily scientific race somewhere to aid him he might very easily overwhelm you in an attack. With us aiding you, however, that could not happen. Our science is absolutely supreme.”

Thalia changed position slightly as though she found the Red Master’s tremendous egotism irritating. It was the same trait which had been so noticeable in Lexas, only he had none of the polish of this far more cultured creature.

“True, our combined forces could stave off any attack,” Clay agreed, his brow wrinkled. “It is the people I rule I worry about. They may not see it as I do.”

“If you are a good ruler, Clay Drew, you will make them. In any case there are very few Atlanteans: that I do know. As for the green-race, they are only workers who do as they are ordered …” Qonal poured out more wine and then added slowly, “I hate to make a point so obvious to you, Highness, but do not forget that only my courtesy will permit you to return to Atlantis. And further, had I wished you ill, I could have allowed you both to die. I did not do that, because I respect you and the fight you have made for the race to which you belong.”

Clay was under no delusions. Qonal of Mars was a skilled diplomat. Under his cloak of good manners and hospitality there was hidden a sword. He had offered co-operation, but at the same time revealed that if he had to use force he would do so unhesitatingly. In many ways he was perhaps a good deal more dangerous than his green opposite number, Lexas.

“Very well,” Clay said finally. “We will try dividing the planet’s surface into two spheres, Qonal. As you say, we are scientists, and for scientists to squabble is the highest form of anarchy.”

“Just so,” Qonal agreed, smiling. “I will make arrangements for our city to be transported to the surface, as yours was. The necessary tunnels have already been made. You will return with us, of course. It is to be hoped your people are not thinking that you are both dead otherwise the green-race may have tried to revolt. We can soon see,” he added, and lazily motioned a robot.

Impelled by thought waves the creature of metal, glass and plastic closed a switch hidden in the wall ornamentation. In response the room dimmed to twilight and a monster screen in the ceiling came into being, concealed loud-speakers giving accompanying sound.

In silence Clay and Thalia watched the uncannily clear view they had of the surface. There were scores of green Martians at work, and several Atlanteans, all busy on the task of re-erecting Atlantis as it had been brought from the depths. In the background was a bank of cloud, the ocean, and the unseen sun gleaming upon it.

“Apparently,” Qonal said, as the lights came up again, “there is no revolution yet.”

“Just the same, it would be as well if her Highness and I returned to the surface immediately,” Clay said. “There is no proper authority whilst we are absent. We cannot possibly wait whilst you dismantle your city. It will take months.”

“Only a matter of hours,” Qonal smiled. “Everything will be disintegrated into atomic patterns and reassembled in the same way. The essence, as it were, will be preserved. However,” he concluded, as the vanes of a nearby robot gently massaged his forehead, “your Highnesses had better leave ahead of us. I will make the necessary arrangements.”


CHAPTER 4

Agent from Venus

An omnicraft, driven at demoniacal speed through the newly-bored tunnels of Mars, brought Clay and Thalia to the surface of the planet. They emerged in open desert, almost on the other side of Mars to where Atlantis lay—so the pilot of the strange craft promptly continued driving it across the desert, at the same tremendous pace, pausing only when the ocean came into view in the distance. Then he turned to Clay and Thalia as they sat at the rear of the cabin.

“The Master has instructed me not to make myself evident to the green-race,” he said. “I must ask your Highnesses to continue alone from here.”

Clay nodded and opened the cabin door, helping Thalia down to the sand. They then continued the journey on foot, the hot sun burning down upon them, the omnicraft already a mere speck in the distance.

“It’s never going to work out,” Clay said grimly. “No matter how peacefully we and the red Martians try to live together there will come a time when something will happen for us to fight over. Then there will be the worst carnage this planet has ever known—Atlantean science versus that of the red Martians! It’s so infuriating. I thought we had just got everything on a level keel.”

“There is just one thing which may prevent a conflict,” Thalia responded, thinking as she trudged along. “The red men are obviously a lazy race. They have accomplished so much and have such vast science to attend to their few physical needs that they hardly stir hand or foot. I somehow cannot see a people of that type bent on conflict.”

Clay mused. “Well—maybe not.” He did not sound too sanguine. “The fact remains I think there’s a lot in what Qonal said—that there cannot be two rulers for one world. In the end there’ll have to be a showdown.”

On that he dropped the subject and half-an-hour later he and the girl had reached the tremendous site of operations at the edge of the ocean where the base blocks of Atlantis were already in position. A cry went up from the few Atlanteans at the sight of their Emperor and Empress back in their midst, and before long they had borne them almost shoulder high in joy to where a very harassed Axion was in charge of proceedings.

“I just can’t believe it!” he exclaimed, shaking them by the hand thankfully and with something approaching tears of emotion in his blue eyes. “I had given you up for lost! I managed to get inside the aircraft and escape before the tidal wave caught up with me. Since then I have taken control. To relinquish it back to you will be the greatest joy of my life! It means that at last we have achieved everything, Highnesses! Atlantis can spread over the planet. Our progeny and yours can increase the race. Dignitaries and scientists, as it was once, when our ancestors were——”

Axion stopped, puzzled. “Is there something wrong?” he asked.

“There is another race on this planet,” Clay told him grimly. “We can tell you all about it at headquarters—— Where are they?”

Axion motioned to a temporary building and led the way to it. Before long he was in possession of the facts and his face was troubled.

“We defeat one race to find another far cleverer,” he muttered. “I don’t like it.”

“You’re both making a lot of fuss over nothing,” Thalia said. “I’m sure you are! An effete race like the red Martians are not going to start a fight without terrific incentive—and they haven’t got that, and won’t have … Come, to more practical things!” she insisted. “Is everything going on properly in regard to rebuilding, Axion?”

“Everything,” he assented. “In a few weeks our entire city will have been rebuilt.”

“Weeks,” Clay mused. “And these red Martians dissolve their city into atomic aggregates and then rebuild it—a scientific achievement of which we know nothing. I wish I could rid myself of the feeling that we’re up against it—as we say back on Earth.”

“No use meeting troubles half way,” Thalia said, with a shrug. “We’d better start getting our own house in order first—— And incidentally, I’ve been wondering about something. What difference did it make to the ocean level when so much of it subsided underground?”

“None,” Axion told her. “There is so much of it; and in any case we have been having periodic rains, all of which have helped to make up the leeway. In time there will be other oceans, I suppose … However,” he concluded, turning to a big filing cabinet, “here is the layout of plans I have made to date to restore our city.”

And whilst he described the situation there was travelling through space a lone flyer, moving from Venus, and at the moment, about half-way between the “Evening Star” and the red planet. Tresna was at the controls, every detail of them clear in his photographic mind. As usual he looked entirely unemotional, his eyes fixed on the red ball of Mars growing ever larger amidst the hosts of heaven.

Tresna, fully schooled by Lexas, had embarked on the dangerous mission set for him, a task which Lexas had considered would not be too difficult now that Atlantis had been moved to the surface—a fact which had been visible through the space machine’s telescope.

So the Venusian drove on and on steadily, only putting in the automatic pilot during the periods when he rested; and at length there came a time—when about a quarter of Atlantis had been erected by the side of the great ocean—when all Mars filled the void ahead. So Tresna slowly used his adaptive gifts and changed from the dough-skinned Venusian into an eight foot hairless giant with all the fierce expression of a green man of Mars.

He brought his vessel down as he had been taught to do—in short rocket bursts, and by daylight, which he was sure would not give away his arrival. He chose a position many miles from the site of Atlantis and struck the desert sands without undue force. Then he gazed through the outlook port, puzzled by the sight of yet another city in the course of erection not far from the near horizon.

“Lexas did not mention a second city,” he muttered. “I do not understand it.”

For quite a while he stood watching the miracle of building being enacted several miles away from him. Edifices were appearing at magical speed and streets were looming between them. Pedestrian ways snapped into view as suddenly as in a trick movie film. Having no means of knowing that atomic assemblers were at work in the hands of the red Martians the whole business, to Tresna of Venus, seemed like so much magic.

Then he remembered his mission. Into his carrying-bag, not unlike a rucksack, he packed provisions and water-flasks and also a series of outfits which would fit a Martian worker, an Atlantean man, and even those of a high female dignitary like Thalia. Tresna, in fact, a natural wizard of camouflage, was prepared for anything.

Then, a duplicate of Lexas’s ray-gun in his belt and the rucksack on his shoulder he set off across the blazing sands in the direction of partly-built Atlantis. He did not attempt to complete the trip in daylight. He waited until the dense clouds had swallowed the sun for the night, then proceeded on his journey.

A careful study of operations from a distance satisfied him that his guise of a green Martian would be suitable. There were hundreds of them at work on the building: one extra, unless a check-up were made, would never be noticed. So he donned the brief costume of a green Martian worker, buried his rucksack in the sand, hid his ray gun inside his costume, and then set forth to join the nearest workers. They did not even notice him amongst them, helping to move numbered blocks of stone or metal into place. He was simply another worker in their midst. There was no possible means of telling that he was perhaps the cleverest interplanetary “agent” there had ever been.

Just the same, Tresna was up against a problem. His orders were to steal two hundred space rockets, complete with atomic driving units, and return with them to Venus. That meant that many weeks had to go by before the city was built and he was able to locate the laboratory where the rockets would be kept. And every minute he stayed on Mars there was the chance he might make a false move which would give him away.

He resolved to take the risk, not because he had courage but because he had an all-unswerving ambition to repay the damage which had been done to his planet, and exact vengeance for the loss of his mate and children.

So he remained, living with the green Martians, speaking little, eating their foods, doing their tasks, watching the enormous Atlantean buildings growing up around him. He saw the hated Clay Drew and Thalia at times and felt prompted to draw out his ray-gun and blast them into extinction; then knowing it would only mean his own death he held his fire.

The hardest part came when the city was at last completed, block for block, street for street, machine for machine just as it had been underground. The only differences were the abolition of the synthetic sun and institution of new lighting equipment to illumine the nights. By day there was the glory of the natural sun, the warmth of the wind, the smell of the sea … Tresna was not interested in these things. He had to solve how to get into a laboratory which was closely guarded.

Finally he made up his mind and returned to the place, by night, where he had buried his rucksack and marked the spot. He metamorphosed back into his normal self and then gradually changed again until he had become the living image of Clay Drew, whose habits and mannerisms he had had ample chance to study in the past weeks. Quickly he donned the attire of an Atlantean dignitary which, though dissimilar to Clay’s own, he considered near enough. Then, ray-gun in his belt, he set off on the most daring part of his assignment.

Arriving at the closely-guarded brilliantly lighted laboratory he walked purposefully up the steps. It seemed to him that the guards hesitated for a moment—all of them trusted Atlanteans—but finally they raised their ray-guns in the royal salute. Satisfied, Tresna went on his way down the broad hallway. He knew exactly whither he was bound since he had helped to construct this particular building, and had made it his business to find out where the rockets were kept.

He passed the guards outside the entrance to the main laboratory, returned their salute, and then found himself in the great sprawling wilderness where scientific instruments and machines filled nearly all the floor space. Technicians were at work, Atlanteans. They glanced at him, bowed gravely for a moment, and then went on with their tasks.

Fighting hard to show no sign of fear Tresna walked through the laboratory and into the smaller adjoining hall where all the stores were kept. Here there were no workers—not even a guard, since there was no way in except past the laboratory workers who would, of course, raise any alarm which was necessary.

Tresna looked about him in the bright light and then moved quickly to the spot where the rockets were kept. They were within heavy cases, clearly labelled, fifty rockets to each case. To transport them? That was his next problem. Since he was the “Emperor” there was nothing to stop him giving orders for the stuff to be carried into the desert. But that would seem suspicious and the real Clay Drew would probably hear of it.

Tresna frowned, considering ways and means. On the steps of the building the guards were facing a problem too. Not five minutes before Tresna had arrived, Clay Drew himself had made an unexpected call at the laboratory to check some notes. It seemed more than odd that he should return so quickly, and in a different regalia.

“Do you suppose there’s something wrong?” one of the guards asked his companion, jerking his head towards the building’s hallway. “Don’t forget that duplicate synthesis was used once. That man who’s just gone in may be a double of his Highness who was not caught when the round-up was made.”

“I’ll see to it,” the second guard responded, and moved to the emergency visiphone nearby. In a moment or two he had contacted the royal headquarters and was speaking to Clay Drew himself.

“Hold him, whoever he is,” Clay ordered. “I’ll come over right away.”

“Very good, Highness.”

The guard put the instrument down, motioned to his comrade, then signalled the remainder of the men around the building. In a body they sped through the hallway, and into the laboratory.

“Seen anybody resembling his Highness?” the head of the guard demanded.

“In there,” a technician responded, surprised, and nodded to the nearby door. “Why, what’s wrong?”

“An imposter,” the guard retorted, and strode on.

Reaching the neighbouring door he pushed on it and walked into the big area beyond, his gun cocked ready for action. Then he slowed down. There was only one person present—a green Martian, with a case of rockets supported on each shoulder. For a worker he was unusually lightly clad, wearing only an extremely ornate loincloth.

“Who are you?” the guard snapped.

“Nilo,” Tresna responded, giving the name he had been using as a worker. Then he waited. He had heard the approach of the guards and rapidly switched his identity, throwing his royal regalia into a corner and retaining only the loincloth—the most suspicious thing about him because of its richness.

The guard looked about him sharply, his men grouped around him. He was baffled, and showed it. Finally he looked back into the laboratory, motioning Tresna forward at the same time.

“Any of you here see this worker enter?” he asked, and he was answered by a slow shaking of heads and puzzled expressions.

“They were too busy to see me,” Tresna said. “I came here for these cases, under orders from his Highness.”

“You did?” The guard gave a grim smile and glanced across the laboratory. “Here is his Highness now, so perhaps he can verify it.”

Tresna glanced at Clay as he came striding across the laboratory, his face grim. He looked at the guards and then at Tresna.

“There’s some confusion somewhere, Highness,” the guard explained. “We saw a man whom we took to be you entering this laboratory: when we searched we found no trace of him: instead we found this worker. He says you gave him orders to remove these two cases of atomic rockets.”

“I did no such thing,” Clay snapped; then he glared at Tresna. “Who are you? What sort of “game are you playing?”

Tresna’s eyes strayed about him. Guards were everywhere, it seemed. All of them had been drawn away from their usual posts to come here—which meant that beyond the laboratory he would probably have a clear field. He also had the added advantage that as an eight-foot Martian he had tremendous strength and running power.

“Answer!” Clay commanded.

Tresna reacted without speaking. He suddenly toppled the case on his right shoulder forward so that it fell downwards towards Clay’s lesser figure. He automatically jerked backwards and simultaneously received a smashing blow on the jaw from Tresna’s right fist. It knocked him spinning into the storage room. The guards stared for a moment, then gazed in alarm as they saw Tresna had yanked out his ray-gun and had it levelled.

“What I am doing is my own business,” he said deliberately, slowly backing and keeping a wary eye on the technicians, quite unarmed. “I’ll kill the first one of you that makes a move …”

One case still firmly held on his left shoulder he continued his backward movement until he reached the door. Clay, on his feet again, and the guards around him did not dare disobey orders with that deadly gun trained on them, but the moment the door had closed behind Tresna, Clay sprang into action.

“After him!” he shouted. “I don’t know what his game is but get him. I want to question him … This may be some kind of plot on the part of the Martian red men.”

The guards hurtled out into the corridor and looked up and down it. It was deserted. At top speed they raced to the main doorway and looked about them. The half-completed street outside was deserted too. The green Martian had apparently quite disappeared. The only person in sight was a lightly clad Atlantean man carrying a box under his arm. He presently disappeared round a corner.

A box? The guards looked at each other. Though they could not understand the weird changes in appearance they did remember the box of rockets. Instantly they raced in a body to the corner round which the “Atlantean” has disappeared—but he had completely given them the slip.

Tresna, in fact, with his gift for lightning changes of appearance, had eluded his pursuers completely. He was now in the desert, clutching the one precious box he had succeeded in obtaining, and moving within the protection of vast sand dunes, coming ever nearer to the spot where he had left his space machine well concealed in a sandy hollow.

There were no further signs of pursuit. That their quarry would take to the desert was something the guards—and Clay—never reckoned with. Instead they conducted a search of the city until they saw a shower of sparks lifting from the direction of the wilderness and climbing steadily into the night sky. Gradually they were lost in remoteness.

“A space machine,” Clay said slowly, his eyes narrowed. “None is authorised to leave at present, and I am pretty sure the red men have no purpose in space exploration. Our fugitive is the only person who can explain it … Get a fast machine and follow him,” he added to the guard. “I have got to question him. This smells very strongly to me of Lexas.”

The guard nodded and hurried away to the space-machine quarters of the city. In a troubled mood Clay dismissed the remainder of the guard and then returned to the palace. Thalia and Axion, who were busy on city records, looked at him questioningly as he came in.

“Well, Clay, who was it?” Thalia asked. A synthetic double who hadn’t been restored to himself?”

“No; somebody much cleverer.” Clay sat down to think, his brow wrinkled. “I just don’t understand it.

Somebody, it seems, with the absolute mastery of disguise, able to change in a matter of seconds. He’s now headed into space, his machine obviously concealed in readiness. But why should he want to steal a couple of boxes of small rockets? It doesn’t make sense. And if Lexas is at the back of it I can hardly imagine him being satisfied with a few small rockets, used only for signalling and space-test purposes.”

“But you’re not letting this spy get away with it, are you?” Axion demanded. “How about following him?”

“I’ve sent the head of the guard to do that. Nothing more I can do but await results.”

But in this Clay was underestimating the enemy. Once free from the drag of Mars Tresna opened up the power of his space machine to absolute limit, deliberately shrinking his body into the smallest compass to prevent undue strain and setting the automatic pilot in position whilst he himself lay flat to give his labouring heart and lungs a chance of functioning.

The guard in pursuit found it an almost impossible job to keep up the chase. At first he tried it by using Tresna’s own methods—using the automatic pilot whilst he himself lay down, but doing this prevented him seeing where his quarry was heading, so he either had to stay upright at the outlook port and controls, or else admit himself beaten.

In the end the guard gave it up. Grim-faced he switched on the short-wave radio which connected him with Mars. He spoke to Clay himself.

“I can’t keep up the pace, Highness.” he explained, when he had given all the details of his position. “Whoever this man is he is capable of standing tremendous acceleration strain. More than I can do.”

“Where is he headed?” Clay asked soberly.

“He’s outdistanced me now, Highness, and I can’t see him anywhere. He seemed to be heading towards the outer deeps, unless that was a bluff to mislead me.”

“Very well, return home,” Clay instructed. “We’ve lost this round, apparently. But I’m willing to wager that Lexas is mixed up on it somewhere.”

The guard switched off, took a final look at the black of space with its endless stars, and then slowly turned his vessel round so it headed towards Mars … Meantime Tresna was still streaking with stupendous velocity though the gulf. He was aware that he had been followed and was relying on sheer speed to give him the advantage. How successful he had been he knew an hour later when the telescopic mirrors showed that no pursuer was in sight.

Nevertheless he still maintained his high velocity, keeping it up until he was well within range of Venus’s gravitation; then he slowed down and began the awkward space navigation demanded by Venus’ obscuring cloud-banks and lofty mountain peaks. So complete was his training, however, he managed to land successfully, almost in the exact spot whence he had taken off so many weeks before.

Taking the case of rockets on his shoulder he left the vessel and set off through the dense, expanding jungle, arriving at the clearing where stood Lexas’s bungalow about half an hour later. The great Martian looked up from his leaf-couch quickly as he heard the footsteps, then his ugly face cracked in a grin as Tresna entered.

“Congratulations,” he said, in genuine earnestness. “I told you you could do it.”

“I very nearly didn’t.” Tresna replied sourly, dumping the case on the makeshift table. “This is all I could get—fifty rockets. I nearly lost my life getting this much.”

“Fifty?” Lexas tightened his mouth for a moment, then he shrugged his enormous shoulders. “Well, perhaps it will be sufficient for my purpose. Just what happened to you?”

The Venusian explained in detail and Lexas’ face became grimmer.

“So Clay Drew suspected trickery? Why couldn’t you do the thing properly instead of blundering into it like that, you idiot? This means that Clay Drew will be on his guard—though I hardly see that he can guess my plan,” the Martian added, thinking.

“Just what is your plan?” Tresna asked. “You have only given me hints. Surely after all I have been through I am entitled to the fullest details?”

Lexas nodded and returned to his couch, sprawling himself full length upon it.

“Get some wine for us and I’ll tell you,” he said.

Tresna brought the wine from the cupboard, poured it out into glasses, and then waited.

“I’ve been experimenting with the dirotax plant,” Lexas said. “Remember telling me about it?—that it is the fastest growing form of vegetation on this world?”

“I remember.” There was no expression on the Venusian’s doughy features.

“I have subjected dirotax spores to various radiations from the equipment I have with me,” Lexas proceeded. “And I have succeeded in speeding up the germinating power of the seeds by something like four times. Whilst you have been away I have prepared about ten thousand spores. My intention is to load up the heads of the rockets you have brought with dirotax spores and set the mechanism of the heads to open the moment the rockets strike a solid object—which will be the surface of my planet. The spores will be released, and in the warmth and dampness of the planet’s surface—thanks to Clay Drew having renewed the atmosphere!—the spores will start to grow, and at a stupendous speed. Roughly eight times faster than they do here. I have created a fourfold increase by radiation, and the remaining increase will come from Mars’ lesser gravity, it having a pull only about half of what it is here.”

A latent gleam came into the eyes of the Venusian.

“So that is your plan! To cover the surface of your world with dirotax?”

“Just so. To watch it smother and destroy everything this usurper race has built up. As fast as they slay the plant it will overwhelm them, and the only plant which can cure the trouble is mirocal, and of course none of that will be sent.”

“And you really believe that, despite their great scientific resources the people on your world will be overwhelmed?”

“Yes.” Lexas set his jaw. “I have weighed up the situation very carefully. These spores multiply at such an incredible speed that all the science available will not be able to deal with every one of them. Further, they will be blown about in the wind and get into machinery, having the same effect as fine sand. Yes, my friend, I am convinced that dirotax can wipe out the usurper race completely whilst we look on from afar. After all, Clay Drew defeated me by using fast-growing metal-eaters, so I shall use a similar method to beat him. Then, when everything has been strangled you and I, and those of your race who wish it, will fly to my world and take over control of the survivors—and I mean the survivors of my own race. Any Atlanteans who have escaped will be annihilated.”

The Venusian was silent for a long time and then he nodded slowly.

“Yes, I like the scheme,” he decided. “I only hope that it will obliterate these devils who so denuded this world of mine.”

“Hope it will?” Lexas repeated, staring. “There’s no doubt of it! I know just how much science the usurpers possess, and I don’t believe they will be able to master a growth like the dirotax plant.”

“But what of the other science?” the Venusian questioned. “The science which can build a city within a matter of minutes?”

Lexas frowned. “What science? What city?”

“There is something about your planet which I do not quite understand,” Tresna explained. “I saw the city you spoke of, which you call Atlantis, half built. I also saw another one some miles distant, being created in sections by tremendous scientific processes.”

“But—but you couldn’t have!” Lexas sat up in amazement.

“I did not visit it because I was not sure what I would find. But it was there—and when I left your world I saw it from the air, complete and mighty, far greater in extent than Atlantis. Buildings upon buildings, supported not by metal but by some invisible power which I can only assume must be force beams.”

Lexas looked genuinely worried. “I don’t understand it,” he said. “There should only be Atlantis on my world, and maybe one or two small surface towns belonging to my own race. I have not been able to observe my world whilst you have been away with the space machine, but we will do so now. Come.”

He led the way quickly from the bungalow and out into the clearing. For half an hour he and Tresna hacked their way through the vegetation until, led by the Venusian’s uncanny “bump of direction” they came upon the space machine in its little clearing. Lexas clambered into the cabin and settled at the controls, Tresna closing the door.

In a matter of minutes the vessel was hurtling upwards, broke free of the cloudbanks, ascended high over the mountain tops, and then slowed to a standstill. Lexas moved from the driving seat and settled before the telescopic eyepieces. As the surface of Mars came into sharp focus be studied it intently—first the partly completed Atlantis with its thousands of workers milling like ants about it; and then the completed city of the red Martians, a place of invincible majesty and design. Lexas’ greatest annoyance was that his telescope was not powerful enough to bring the inhabitants of the extraordinary place into range.

“Is that the place you mean?” he asked Tresna, and moved aside.

The Venusian looked for a moment or two and then nodded. Lexas pondered for a while.

“I don’t understand it,” he confessed. “Plainly that city has been constructed by methods far in advance of those of Atlantis, and the race inhabiting it may be from another world—perhaps a race the Earth man has contacted and asked to help him. In any event their machinery should be as liable to destruction by the dirotax plant as any other. I am going to carry out my plan and see what happens.”

Tresna nodded but did not speak. Whatever the risks involved his only concern was that the denizens of the fourth world should be obliterated.


CHAPTER 5

Death of a Master

Clay and Thalia, for their part, had so much to occupy their minds that they completely forgot about the mysterious affair in the laboratory as time went on. They had the task of seeing that Atlantis was reconstructed in all its original glory—as indeed it was, with many things added. In the final stages terraces were built reaching down to the ocean, which had now established itself into definite tides under the dual control of the sun and Deimos.

Atlantis, in fact, with its parks and open spaces, its terraces and stately buildings of either white stone or gleaming metal, was definitely a city of beauty, having none of the cold efficiency and methodical lay-out of the red Martian’s city some ten miles distant.

Around Atlantis the desert sands were under cultivation, synthetic soil being used as top dressing for crops and the planting of new trees. Altogether Clay had every reason to feel satisfied with the outcome of his struggle … except for the thought of that other city not so very far away.

It seemed that Qonal was of the same mind, for by radio he announced that he was coming for a conference—so there came a day when he arrived with his retinue and was admitted to Clay and Thalia’s council chamber with all the pomp and heraldry Atlantis could offer.

As usual Qonal was calm in manner, languid in his movements. Three robots were attending him. They set him down, removed his scarlet cloak, stood by their master for his least want. Clay remained at his controlling desk with Thalia beside him. In the background, by the mighty sunlit window, Axion kept a watchful eye on the proceedings.

“The initial work of reassembling our cities and rearranging our respective communities is done.” Qonal said. “Therefore it becomes expedient for us, Clay Drew, to draw up the dividing line between our two spheres of influence.”

He signalled a robot and the metallic creature laid upon Clay’s desk a mathematically exact map of the planet, hair-line divided.

“That is my proposal,” Qonal explained. “Across this world runs what is called the Zero Line. I suggest that we take the western half, and you the eastern.”

Clay looked at the map and then frowned. “But there must be something wrong here, Qonal!” he exclaimed. “According to this map the Zero Line runs across the planet in such a way that the whole ocean would fall into your hemisphere, leaving us with desert! The line runs between Atlantis and the edge of the ocean.”

“Yes, I know.” Qonal smiled enigmatically. “Most unfortunate, of course, that the geographical situation should be that way, but it cannot be helped. Had you managed to get the ocean more to the eastern half of the planet you could have enjoyed its amenities.”

Clay rolled the map up suddenly and handed it back to the robot. There was a glint in his eyes.

“I reject the proposition,” he said briefly. “Our science alone produced that ocean and made the surface habitable: the last thing I intend to do is hand its control to another power. Without the authority to use that ocean our lands could die for lack of filtered water at the right time: we should have to apply to you for every drop of water we needed, both for maintaining life and powering some of our machinery. No, Qonal—think up a better scheme than that.”

“We need the ocean as much as you do,” Qonal said, undisturbed. “And I am afraid we mean to have it. If you agreed to this proposition I would not withhold reasonable concessions for your own city and peoples to use the waters.”

“Nice of you,” Clay said sourly. “I don’t do things like that. If you want the ocean, try and get it!”

The red Martian reflected. “How true it is—there can only be one ruler for one planet,” he mused. “I never thought you and I would have a difference of opinion so soon, Clay Drew.”

“Let me ask you something,” Thalia put in. “Why is it so essential for you men, when you have power, to wish to fight to retain it? Haven’t you ever heard of compromise? You said yourself, Qonal, that scientists do not fight.”

“I am not fighting, Highness,” the Martian responded, shrugging, “I am afraid it is Clay Drew who is forcing the issue. I have not invented the Zero Line. It was marked out when our race was very young, and is the only demarcation of the two hemispheres of this planet which is recognised.”

“Then it has to be altered,” Clay retorted. “I’ve fought hard for everything I have and I mean to hang on to it. What is more, Qonal, I believe you——Well, what is it?” Clay broke off impatiently, as an Atlantean servant entered. “I gave instructions that this conference was not to be interrupted.”

“Yes, Highness, I am aware of it—but something most unexpected has happened and demands your immediate attention.”

“Nothing can be that important,” Clay responded. “I will send for you later …”

The servant did not go, however. Coming across to the desk he leaned over and whispered something in Clay’s ear. Clay gave a start and debated quickly, then he looked at Qonal who was impassively watching.

“I think, Qonal,” he said, “that this matter may concern you as much as me. My servant reports that a new type of plant has just been discovered near Atlantis, in the desert. It is growing at phenomenal speed. Perhaps we should go and look at it?”

“As you wish,” the red Martian responded, and he moved a listless hand for a robot to raise him.

Clay and Thalia, though they had no real wish for it, were transported in a similar manner from the palace, the servant leading the way. About a mile from Atlantis, under the blazing sun, the plant he had mentioned was plainly visible, only by this time it was a complete wall of vegetation, swaying in fantastic, hungry life on the sand, presumably digging down its roots into the areas where recent rains had settled.

“You said a plant!” Clay exclaimed, as the robot set him down; and the servant looked discomfited.

“It was little more when I saw it, Highness,” he asserted. “I was inspecting this area with a view to turning it into arable land when I caught sight of the plant. I noticed how rapidly it extended so came immediately to tell you. I assume it is some kind of growth which was prevalent here in the days when the surface was normal.”

“No,” Qonal said. The robot had set him down and he had been studying the plant intently. “Nothing like this ever existed in the early days. All vegetation was slow growing …”

There was silence for a moment. Under the influence of the blazing sun the livid green stuff was growing at the rate of about four feet every minute. Then presently a seed-sac bulged to maturity, exploded, and cast its rain on the sand. Instantly hundreds more plants started to sprout.

Clay cast Thalia an uneasy glance. Axion stroked his chin. Then Qonal turned.

“I think, Clay Drew,” he said, “that our own particular point at issue is overshadowed for the moment by this. I do not know what it is, but it is plain it can be dangerous. It must be destroyed. What do you suggest?”

“Supersonic waves destroyed metal-eaters: they might do the same with this,” Clay answered. “Otherwise, flame-guns.”

“I will try my own methods,” Qonal said. “Asphyxiators, which will deprive it of air, may be useful. So may disintegrators and force-bombs. I will return to my city and see what can be! done. You try from your end.”

Clay nodded, glad of the chance for common union if only for a while. With Thalia and Axion and the servant he turned back towards Atlantis, only to meet with another shock when he got there. Something was visible out to sea, something dark floating on the bosom of the waters.

“It—it can’t be!” Thalia exclaimed, gazing fixedly with her hand shading her eyes.

“Soon see,” Clay responded, and headed for the open area where aircraft and space machines were kept lined up for immediate use.

Dispatching the servant with orders to have the militia turn every available weapon upon the desert growth, Clay settled at the aircraft’s controls, Thalia on one side of him and Axion on the other. Then he swept the small fast-moving craft over the bosom of the ocean, heading for the black patch. But as the distance decreased it became plain that the stuff was not black but bilious green, and covering an area of perhaps five square miles. It was spreading ropy tentacles outwards and upwards even as it was watched, and its roots went down to an unimaginable depth in the heaving waters.

Clays’ face had become taut. He glanced at the others.

“This is no natural phenomenon,” he said. “It grows too fast to belong to anything on this planet. There’s only one answer—Lexas! Now we know why that agent who escaped wanted rockets. Obviously they were for Lexas. He’s fired the rockets at Mars and they have been loaded with some kind of vegetational seed which grows at a stupendous pace.”

“Seems about the only answer,” Thalia admitted. “If only two rockets have produced these two plants, though, what happens if every rocket is used? There were fifty of them!”

“The very worst can happen, unless we act fast,” Clay told her. “This stuff is deadly and produces thousands of new plants from every seed sac—— We’ve got to hop back to the city right away and conduct the offensive ourselves.”

He swung the plane round and darted it back to Atlantis. Upon arrival he was informed that the militia were doing all they could to deal with the desert plant; so Clay detailed the air force to set forth and tackle the plant in the ocean. Then he set off with Thalia and Axion to direct operations in the desert.

Mighty operations they were, too, with the red men of Mars using their own deadly scientific devices from the one side, and the Atlantean weapons battering from the other. Between them they scorched and blistered the growth, blew it out of the sand, set fire to it—and indeed believed they had smashed it utterly. But they found that tens of thousands of new plants sprang up instantly from the blistering ashes. When they in turn were destroyed they broke to scatter more seeds and they spread again. At the end of two hours battle amidst the smoke and blazing sunlight, there was not one giant plant but as many as six, all of them stretching and creeping silently, blowing in the wind.

“I believe this is the work of Lexas.” Clay told Qonal as he conferred with the red Martian ruler during a lull in the onslaught. “You were evidently right when you said he might be waiting for a chance. This trick is clever—and I’m none too sure that we can beat it. Fighting natural growth is the hardest thing imaginable, even with the weapons.”

“We certainly cannot stand still,” Qonal responded. “Given free growth this stuff will soon cover the desert; then it will attack our cities. I will give orders for the robots to keep up an unceasing fire on the stuff until I have worked out some other way of dealing with it. Possibly the brain machines within my city will conceive an answer. All I have to do is give them the facts of the problem, mentally, and they will work out the solution.”

Clay moved impatiently. “I prefer to do my own thinking, Qonal,” he said. “It’s the only way we’ll ever find a way to beat this business. We’ll confer again later. I’m returning home to see how they are faring with that plant out to sea.”

It appeared, however, that the fight to destroy the sea plant had met with just as little success as the one in the desert. Destroying the stuff only made it grow all the faster. And it appeared that the shocks were only just commencing. Far ranging fliers examining the surface for possible new lands for cultivation, reported more plants in existence—one of them to the north already extending over fifty square miles and as thick as an African jungle.

Lexas, in fact, with his “devil weed “had pulled a master-stroke. Though all the forces of Atlantis were turned on the ever increasing numbers of plants, it proved of little use—and the superior science of the red Martians was also of little avail against the crawling life which slowly extended its ropy tentacles towards Atlantis on the one side and the red Martian city on the other.

At the end of three days and nights Clay and Thalia, both of them harassed and nearly dropping from lack of sleep, knew that they were beaten. Atlantis was right in the track of both the plant from the ocean and the one from the desert. It was only a matter of hours perhaps before the two plants joined forces; then they would proceed to crawl over the city, their tentacles and roots tearing down the buildings, clogging the valuable machinery—— Clay did not dare to think of the rest. Frowning worriedly he stood at the window of the controlling office, watching the green wall swaying in from the ocean. Above it the air force was still pounding and battering at it with disintegrators and bombs …

“Clay …” Thalia laid a hand on his arm. Her face was troubled. “What’s the answer to all this? Try and go underground again?”

He shrugged. “The stuff is probably down there too, springing from root growth.”

“Well then, what do we do? Go into space and try and find some other home? Earth, perhaps? We could tell our people to prepare. There’s still time.”

“And give up everything we’ve fought for? No, Thay, that isn’t my way.”

“But there is nothing we can do!” Thalia insisted, her eyes watching the coils of green spreading upwards towards the deserted terraces. “The people are looking to us for a lead——”

“We are not going to leave this planet,” Clay broke in, his voice hard with decision. “There will come a time when this growth will cease—Lexas will see to that.”

“Why should he? His object is plainly to destroy us and everything on the planet. Once that’s done he’ll be satisfied.”

“Not Lexas.” Clay shook his head. “He’d never ruin a whole planet just for the fun of it. His objective as I see it, is to make us incapable of fighting him—then he will do something to bring this growth to a standstill and kill it. He will try and take over, possibly aided by a race we haven’t yet encountered. This is the time for which we must wait—and we must try and beat him when that time comes.”

“With what?” the girl asked bitterly. “In a matter of hours every scientific device we ever had will be overwhelmed!”

Clay turned decisively. “I’m going to see Qonal. He’s supposed to have a science superior to ours; now is his chance to use it. Meantime our own people will have to fight as best they can to stave off the vegetation.”

Wasting no more time Clay left the palace with Thalia beside him. It was only a matter of minutes to reach the airfield and enter a helicopter-plane. Clay flew it across the tangled waste of writhing green where desert had formerly been, heading for the city of the red Martians fifteen miles away—but the nearer he came to it the more puzzled he became.

“Is that it?” Thalia asked in amazement, peering at the gleaming tops of edifices poking from the mighty vines and branches.

“Uh-huh,” Clay acknowledged. “From the look of things Qonal and his boys have done even more badly than us, super-science or otherwise. Makes you wonder if he was bluffing.”

For nearly fifteen minutes he cruised the helicoplane over the green area where the city lay, looking for an opening. In the end he took a chance and brought the machine down swiftly on to what had once been a square. Immediately the light of day disappeared and instead there was a green glow over everything as sunlight filtered through the creaking, swelling leaves and vines.

“Like a couple of flies in a hay-field,” Clay murmured, looking about him. “Apparently the vegetation has gone upwards over the buildings, finding no root-hold in this metallic street. Just a chance we can try moving around. I want to reach Qonal’s headquarters if I can. They should be on this main square somewhere. Feel like taking the risk?”

Thalia nodded and gave a taut smile. She took her flame gun in her hand and opened the machine’s cabin door. Clay followed her outside and they considered the “sky” of quaking greenery, twining threads hanging down from it and moving with a life all their own.

It was more than obvious that the devil-weed had smothered the red Martians’ city completely. Branches over two feet in thickness had plunged through many of the buildings, splitting them in twain. Clay and Thalia were walking in a dream world where the only sound came from the soft whisper of the growing life around and above them: they walked in a vista which had death at every step, for if one of the branches happened to lace around them they would probably never be able to escape its ruthless coils.

“I don’t understand it,” Clay kept on repeating. “Why have such master scientists let themselves be wiped out in this fashion? It doesn’t make sense——”

He broke off as through a window half obliterated with leaves he caught sight of an enormous hall filled with machinery. There seemed to be red Martians sitting about in chairs. Instantly he headed towards the window, grasping Thalia’s arm. In wonder they looked into the immensity. Most of it was choked with greenstuff, but in the clear spaces the Martians were seated in high-backed chairs, robots still in attendance upon them.

“There’s Qonal!” Thalia exclaimed, pointing quickly, and Clay nodded. The Master of the red men was seated listlessly before a silent machine, its outlines hidden with swelling leaves. He seemed to be lost in thought.

“Qonal!” Clay called to him sharply. “Can I speak with you? It is urgent!”

The Martian turned his head languidly and looked vaguely surprised. Then he motioned a lazy hand.

“Please enter, Highnesses. I was wondering how I might get in touch with you.”

Clay climbed actively through the window frame and helped Thalia down after him. They hurried over to where the ruler was seated.

“You can’t just sit here doing nothing!” Clay told him urgently. “Our own personal differences are swallowed up in the fact that the whole planet is being strangled. I need your help, and you need ours.”

Qonal sighed and then glanced at his fellow Martians as they lay sprawled about in chairs and upon hassocks and couches.

“There is no point in fighting, Clay Drew,” he said at length, and stifled a yawn.

“No point?” Thalia gazed at him incredulously. “But—but look around you, Qonal! Everything is——”

“Yes, being strangled,” the Master admitted. “We have tried everything and lost the struggle. Now only a few robots remain and they are losing their efficiency because of the clogging of the power-houses. When they become useless so shall we.”

“But you can fend for yourselves “Clay cried. “You have to in this emergency.”

Qonal shook his shining bald head. “No, Earthman. We have forgotten how to fight for ourselves, so long has machinery done it for us. Observe this mathematical calculator which could have solved this entire problem—It is blocked! I cannot think for myself: I have grown beyond it.”

Regardless of Qonal’s high rank Clay seized him by the shoulders and shook him violently.

“Qonal, listen to me! You and your race are virtually committing suicide because you’re too lazy to save yourselves! Do you realize that?”

The Martian gave a weary smile. “I realize, Clay Drew, that education and refinement can be a dangerous thing when faced with a crisis. We have lost the power of physical action and mental concentration. Either we have all our amenities about us—or we are lost.”

Far above part of the roof fissured under the intrusion of a mighty branch. Clay waited for the disturbance to subside and looked helplessly at Thalia. This vision of the dignitaries of a mighty race submitting meekly to destruction by an alien plant was something they could not properly understand. In their own youth and tremendous vigour they found it impossible to conceive of bodies and minds refined out of all ability to act without assistance.

“At least one issue is settled,” Qonal said, after a moment or two. “There are no longer two rulers of this world, Clay Drew—only one, and that is you. I freely hand over to you the control of this planet, if you can ever achieve it. I myself can struggle no more without my instruments and robots to help me. There are others of my race scattered about the planet, the less intelligent ones who still remember what it is like to move on their own two feet and think for themselves. Take them under your banner: I think they will follow you in this crisis. As for me … and those around me here … there is only death.”

“The rulership of a planet choked by weeds isn’t exactly a glorious heritage,” Clay retorted. “I need help to get the better of this damned weed.”

“I can do no more,” Qonal shrugged, relaxing. “However, there is one thing you should know—— Not all the machines I possess are here. We left many of the bigger machines in our underworld cavern, chiefly because of their size. We were intending to bring them later, had not this weed interfered. If you can ever reach them you may find them useful. Possibly the weed will not have penetrated that far.”

Clay gave Thalia a quick glance; then he looked back at Qonal.

“That is information worth having, Qonal,” he said quickly. “Your machines and ours are blocked. With some in the underworld still free we might do something——”

He could proceed no further for at that moment the vine which had been threatening the roof plunged through with a rending of metal plates and cracking stanchions. Clay threw himself backwards, narrowly missing a hail of sharp-edged metal plates. A vast limb of green snaked downwards, coiled along the floor, and began to spread itself.

At top speed Clay and Thalia made for the window and blundered through the framework; then they glanced back. Where Qonal had been was a smothering screen of leaves swelling constantly. They thought they heard a faint, dying cry from the ruler who had been too civilized to struggle; then the plant burst its seed-sac and thousands of weeds began to secure a foothold in the cracks in the metal floor.

“Let’s get out—quickly,” Clay muttered. “If we ever can.”

Holding the girl tightly he led the way down the main square, back towards the spot where the helicoplane had been set down. In the interval, however, the onslaught of the devil-weed had greatly increased. It had made the vista narrower and the tendrils hanging down from above were lower. At a half-run, dodging branches as they lashed towards them, Clay and Thalia parted company and kept a look out for themselves.

Clay, some distance ahead, turned as he heard the girl scream. Instantly his gun was at the ready. A double vine had caught in her thick blonde hair and was coiling up on itself with resistless power. She reached over her head and tore savagely at the greenery, sap trickling down her upraised arms. Just the same she was lifted from her feet, shouting hoarsely at the near-scalping pain which hit her.

Clay leapt forward to save her, slashing his ray-gun pencil through the weed. It exploded in a hiss of steam and Thalia dropped heavily to the ground. Clay, his face sweating, helped her up. The incident had lost them valuable seconds and ahead, the pathway to the helicoplane was becoming less easy to find.

“You okay?” Clay asked briefly, and Thalia nodded as she rubbed her head.

“As near as can be after having my hair nearly torn out by the roots … And we’ve got to move fast,” she added anxiously.

“Blast your way through,” Clay said.

They broke into a run, their guns cocked. They fired livid pencils at the green screen swaying and closing in around them and, briefly, succeeded in making an avenue for themselves, but it was only a narrow one. They were in the midst of writhing tendrils and foot-thick snaking branches before they realized it. And, according to Clay’s judgment, the helicoplane was still two hundred yards ahead of them.

“Burn and cut our way,” Clay said. “Nothing else for it.”

He took his knife from his belt and Thalia took a smaller one from her own. Together they both hacked and blasted at the merciless stuff as it coiled about them, It demanded every scrap of their concentration and physical strength, but in this direction at least they were both well supplied. With flailing arms they forced a way through the screen, dragging their feet away from the ground roots which strove to leg them down. Until presently they came suddenly in view of the helicoplane. It was half smothered in leaves by this time, but granting the engine was not clogged it would be able to pull free easily enough.

But the battling pair had overlooked the fact that the vegetation was still not finished with as far as they were concerned. They realized it when, in pausing for a moment at the sight of the helicoplane, the vines instantly filled up around them. Clay found himself with a foot-thick coil curving round his waist with the tautness of a boa constrictor. He gasped as his breath was cut off by the terrific pressure. Down came his knife, time and again, hacking at the limb which spurted green sap in all directions—sap which crystallised oddly and began to sprout hundreds of new feathery plants.

Clay was forced to his knees, his face purpling as he still failed to draw breath. Thalia, vines gripping her knees and twining up her thighs tore herself free and stumbled forward, levelling her flame gun. A tendril came down and locked itself round her gun arm, dragging it upwards violently. She pulled hard and snapped it, training the gun again. But to even stop for a moment in destroying the vegetation spelled disaster. The weeds around her legs crawled tautly from her knees to her thighs and beyond them to her waist. She was held as securely as though by knotted rope.

Clay, his efforts becoming weaker, was bent double, fighting with anguish to get some breath, his face blackened. His arm still drove in the knife. The gun he could not use at such close quarters.

Thalia made a last desperate effort. She turned her flame gun on the weeds about her legs, wincing as she felt the searing edge of it blister her flesh—but it also snapped the ropy mass holding her legs together. She staggered forward and ejected a continuous stream of fire at the colossal branch. It fizzed and exploded in steam, and then broke. Clay fell on his face, sucking in great lungfuls of air. He tore free of an interlacing which coiled murderously about his neck.

Thalia struggled forward to help him, great blisters across her bare calves and thighs where the ray pencil had struck. She reached him as he got on his feet, kicking and slapping savagely at the greenery as it wriggled about him.

“Close shave,” he panted. “Come on—we might just make it——!”

He whirled Thalia forward. Using his knife he slashed the last remaining pieces of green and finished the journey to the covered helicopter. Here the less dense foliage yielded to the flame gun and at last he stumbled into the cabin, dragging Thalia in behind him.

She staggered to the small wall couch and relaxed upon it, tenderly fingering her burned flesh and reaching out to the first-aid box over her head. Clay slammed the door and started up the power. With explosions like gunfire the vegetation snapped under the strain of the rising machine—then it had broken free and was speeding rapidly over the growths.

“Not exactly a peaceful journey,” Clay commented, looking for Atlantis ahead.

“And worse to come, I fancy,” Thalia muttered, binding ointmented bandage about her legs. “The part I can’t get over is Qonal and his boy friends just sitting waiting to die. It doesn’t make sense!”

“It does when you consider that one can be so civilized as to lose one’s individuality.”

“Anyway,” Thalia reflected, “you are the ruler from here on … and I suppose that is something.”


CHAPTER 6

Treasure of the Red Men

Clay did not answer immediately: he was looking ahead towards where Atlantis should have been, and observing nothing but twisted greenery. For a moment or two he was seized with the fear that the city had been completely overwhelmed whilst he and Thalia had been away, but when he came nearer he could seen that certain parts of it were still free, though they would not remain so for long. In this region, too, Atlanteans and green Martians alike were crowded, using all manner of scientific weapons to try and hold back the devouring tide.

Clay brought the helicopter down amidst the battling hundreds as they made way for the machine, closing round it again as he landed. Using the cabin door of the vessel, which perched him some distance above the heads of the crowd, he took the opportunity to address them.

First he gave details of his last interview with Qonal, and then proceeded.

“There is no point, my friends in trying to defeat this vegetation. It now seems more or less certain that it has been fired here by Lexas from some other world—possibly Venus, the nearest planet to us excepting Earth, and he certainly would not go there. Our problem is to find safety until such time as the growth is destroyed and the surface becomes normal again—— That time will come, I am convinced, because Lexas must have a purpose behind his acts. Our only way out of this dilemma is once more to go underground—not to where our cavern was overwhelmed, but lower still into the caverns of the red Martians. There, if Qonal spoke the truth—and I cannot see why he shouldn’t—there are scientific machines which may help us. They may even give us mastery over Lexas if he returns to this world, as I think he will. How many of you are willing to sacrifice the surface for the underworld again until this mad growth has somehow been checked?”

It was a question which was hardly needed. The creaking and swaying of the vegetation steadily advancing down the street and over the buildings was sufficient.

“It is the only course, Highness,” Axion responded, in the forefront of the defence faction. “But how do we get to this underworld of the red Martians? Surely not down through the ocean? It is so clogged with weed——”

“There is another way, on the opposite side of the planet, if I can find it,” Clay answered. “And that is also granting this weed had not covered it. I shall send out a radio call for all the people on the surface, red and green Martians alike, wherever they may be, to follow the course of the aircraft they will presently see crossing the sky, and thereby find temporary sanctuary. Axion, see to it that every available plane is made ready to transport the people. Thalia, you can check the people off into sections, using this helicopter as your headquarters. I’m going to see if the radio still operates. There are loudspeakers in various parts of the planet for relay purposes, so my message should be heard by almost all the absent ones.”

With that Clay left the helicopter and hurried down the main street of Atlantis to where the laboratories stood, which included the radio transmitting and receiving rooms. So far the growths had not spread to this point, but the space of an hour would probably see their first crushing tentacles probing into the delicate machinery.

Clay’s message succeeded in penetrating to all parts of the Martian surface. At various points he had had loudspeaker equipment erected when Atlantis had been reassembled, the main reason being so that he could contact those who were at a distance engaged in transforming desert wastes into arable land. So over all the Martian globe his words travelled forth, reaching Atlanteans, green Martians, and red Martians, some of them fighting the growths others exploring the pole caps, still others—like the red Martians—looking helplessly for safety from the green jungles pursuing them. The keynote of the whole message was, “Look for the air fleet and follow its direction.” By no other means could Clay hope to indicate to the scattered hundreds where the entrance to the red Martian underground world lay.

His part of the job done Clay returned to help Axion and Thalia with the assembly of the hundreds of aircraft—of all types from helicopters to flying saucers—which Atlantis possessed. The battle against the weed had ceased and it held undisputed sway. The only thing to do was get out quickly and abandon everything. There was not even time to take any machinery or equipment, though a certain amount of concentrated food and drink was shipped aboard every available vessel.

And behind the hundreds who worked and had their names checked with Thalia’s ever-growing list there swayed the relentless devil-weed, approaching the crowded air and space fields, expanding in the late afternoon sunlight, crawling out from the sea and desert—exploding, growing, exploding—endlessly.

On far away Venus Lexas was keeping a constant check on the Martian situation, and becoming more pleased with every telescopic observation he made. For the time being he had made a base camp in the Venusian mountains, high above the cloud level, The air was thin and gave he and Tresna, still at his side, plenty of difficulty in breathing—but it had to be endured. They considered the discomfort amply compensated for by the vision of Mars’ surface slowly being obliterated by the ubiquitous devil-weed.

“We have succeeded beyond our fondest hopes, my friend,” Lexas said, when at length all Mars revealed itself as a world shrouded in green jungles, save for the bare patches at the polar caps where even dirotax could not gain a firm hold. “We have strangled the two cities and have possibly destroyed whatever human or animal life there was. Certainly we have ruined the Earthman’s dream of a surface world dominated only by him.”

Tresna took a look through the eyepiece of the telescope and then nodded silently. He looked at Lexas as he settled in a chair in a corner of the base camp, a shaft from the blinding Venusian sun illuminating his ugly face in intense detail.

“We will wait a while,” Lexas said, pondering. “The longer we wait the denser will become the jungles on my home planet and the more chance there is of the scattered hundreds of Atlanteans and those of my own race being destroyed. Thuswise opposition will be practically negligible when we decide to go to the planet and take it over …”

“You still have twenty-five rockets left,” Tresna remarked, and the Martian nodded.

“I am aware of it, but they will be needed to carry the mirocal spores for destroying the dirotax. The result should be the normal balance of nature. Dense jungles levelled to natural size, the oceans freed, and those two cities of use to me. They will both function perfectly when the weed has been wiped out. I don’t think,” Lexas concluded, “that there ever was a simpler, more efficient way of gaining the mastery.

The unemotional Venusian considered for a moment and then asked a question.

“Since the time is approaching, Lexas, when you will wish to ask how many of my people want to accompany you to your planet to enjoy the benefits of its perfect surface conditions and two scientific cities, the point will arise concerning transportation. We have only one space machine, and that is a small one. What do we do?”

“We will take them from my home planet,” Lexas responded. “There are hundreds of them there, and I am convinced they will still be there. Certainly none have taken off into space: I would have seen them. It is quite obvious that Clay Drew and the mysterious inhabitants of the second city have flown for their lives and left everything behind them. You and I will go to my home planet, and bring with us a hundred spaceships, guiding them by radio beams. A very simple plan. On my small machine we have weapons enough to protect us in case the survivors try attack. At best it cannot be anything to worry about.”

Tresna nodded, satisfied that the egotistical Martian knew exactly what he was about … In other quarters, however, Mars was also the main focus of attention. On Earth, to be exact.

Mount Wilson observatory, largest in the world, had had Mars under close study ever since the green growths had first appeared, and their rapid extension had called for conferences between scientists and governments. Mars was now no longer just a planet for astronomers to chart: it was a vital trading centre and regarded as a colony of Earth since the ruler of Mars, Clay Drew, was an Earthman by birth.

Enquiries were radioed to Mars at regular intervals but met with no response, so on Earth anxiety deepened, culminating in the summoning of Commander Perrins, who had led the first Earth expedition to Mars, to Government headquarters. Here the dogged faced astronaut found himself faced with delegates from various countries, with his own Prime Minister presiding.

“Commander Perrins,” the Prime Minister said, “we have every reason to believe that there is something very much amiss on Mars. As you are aware from confidential reports, a mysterious green growth has appeared on the surface and has very rapidly covered the planet, excepting the poles. It would seem that the surface city of Atlantis with which we were doing considerable trade, has been obliterated. There was also another city, about which we could get no details, and that too has vanished under this—this greenness.”

“I am aware of the facts, sir,” Perrins acknowledged.

“Our trading space ships only visit Mars once every three months at present, due to the vast distances and time involved,” the Prime Minister continued, “otherwise enquiry or examination of the situation could have been made at first hand. The present position is serious because we cannot get any radio communication from Mr. Drew. So, we are detailing you to make an investigation immediately and report back to us.”

“Very well, sir,” Perrins acknowledged; “but might I make a suggestion?”

“Please do so, Commander.”

“I am thinking of Lexas of Mars,” Perrins said, musing. “You will recall the trouble we had with him—how close he came to invading Earth only to be stopped by Mr. Drew? Lexas, you may remember, disappeared into space after being beaten, and has not been heard of since. I am wondering if perhaps he may not be connected with this curious Martian disturbance.”

“Possibly.” the Prime Minister admitted. “That is something you will have to find out, Commander.”

“I would like permission in that case, sir, to use an entire armada in my investigation. Lexas, if he has obtained scientific power from somewhere, can be an extremely dangerous enemy, and there is no reason to take unnecessary risks. One investigating ship could be very soon destroyed: an armada could give an account of itself.”

“We had hardly thought of—so large a number of machines,” the Chancellor of the Exchequer remarked.

“I am a military man, sir, concerned only with the movement of forces, and I know the enemy I may have to fight,” Perrins answered. “Mars is a colony of Earth, and under the protection of this planet. If it has been reduced to its present strange fate by Lexas then he must answer to a force able to deal with him and—if possible-obliterate him. There will never be peace in space until he is wiped out.”

“You shall have your armada, Commander,” the Prime Minister responded. “Leave as soon as possible.”

Perrins saluted and left the great chamber.

For many days after Clay, Thalia, Axion, and the advance guard of green Martians had reached the enormous underworld caverns of the red Martians, more “fugitives of the devil weed “kept arriving, all of them having trekked across burning desert or fought their way through jungles, following the track the Atlantean aircraft had taken and thereafter guided by scouting helicopters until they had found for themselves the entrance which led by numberless underground passages to the rocky sanctuary a mile and a half below the surface.

Clay’s first move was to have the area lighted. It did not prove too hard a task. Each aircraft had three atomic lamps, which in all gave a total of nearly three hundred of them, each with centuries of life. They were placed in the rocky corridors and set in various positions about the monster cavern, until something approaching daylight illumination was achieved.

Then first essentials were attended to. The foodstuffs were rationed out to the people; various men and women were delegated as leaders of their sections. A certain amount of order began to appear out of the chaos. Living conditions were the hardest, but with no climatic vagaries to worry over and the seats and beds stripped from the many air and space machines to form the basis of camps, some degree of comfort was achieved.

Only when the last survivor had arrived did Clay feel it was time to explain matters. He linked up space machine amplifiers to carry his voice to the far ends of the cavern and surveyed the people from the high niche of rock where he and Thalia had formed temporary headquarters.

“In all, my friends.” he said, “there are ten thousand of you present—a not inconsiderable number—made up of Atlantean men and women, green Martians, and red Martians. The last are in the minority—and to them I say that their former ruler, Qonal, handed to me all authority when he found he could not defeat the devil-weed. I, and I alone, am the ruler of this planet—its Emperor, with her Highness Empress Thalia at my side. Is that understood?”

There were one or two murmurs of assent chiefly from Atlanteans, but that was all.

“Those of you who resent my authority should remember this,” Clay continued. “We are the victims of an onslaught by a green Martian who has a power complex—Lexas. You green Martians know how ruthlessly he treated you when he was in power, but I do not think you have had any cause for complaint whilst under my control …”

“The Earthman is correct,” a green Martian admitted. “He gave us many benefits which Lexas did not. We have had peace since Lexas went.”

His words seemed sufficient to sway the remainder of the green Martians for there was a nodding of their bald heads in various directions.

“On this planet there now exists only one power,” Clay continued. “The power of Atlantis. It exists because the Empress and I are still alive, as the ruling heads of the race. For that reason we take control … You red Martians have no ruler. Do you wish to become nomadic, enemies in your small numbers of the green men and the Atlanteans, or do you prefer to swear allegiance to me?”

“We are intellectuals, Earthman,” a red Martian responded. “How can we be expected to be on the same level as the green race, whom we outlawed long ago?”

” You will not be on the same level,” Clay responded. “I need intellectuals in my ranks as much as I need workers. All of you will fit into the scheme according to your ability. If you hesitate, then remember this—— There will surely come a day when we shall again have to defeat Lexas. This weed with which he has driven us underground is, I believe, only the beginning of another struggle for the mastery of this planet. So it comes to the issue of whether you wish to be wiped out by him, or stand by me and destroy him.”

“Certainly he must be destroyed,” a red Martian agreed, “but with what weapons? We have none …”

“Of that we are not certain yet,” Clay said. “Qonal told me of equipment left down here which we have yet to find. Before we do so, I wish to know how I stand—— Are you all with me in the struggle that lies ahead?”

This time there was an almost complete acclamation of raised hands, and the few who did not comply presently raised their hands also. Clay smiled and gave a satisfied glance at Thalia and Axion standing beside him.

“That being so,” he said, “we will later arrange you into sections of given size, each with a leader, and each section following a particular task. We have to make this underworld as comfortable as we can until we know exactly what we are going to do … Meantime we have the pressing problem of food to solve. My hope is that some of the machinery in this underworld, wherever it may be, may be capable of producing synthetic food, in which case that will be one worry less. Now, I require fifty of you—red, green, or Atlantean, it does not matter—to form a search party with me and we will try and locate the lost machinery.”

The required fifty began moving, some arguing with each other when there proved to be too many—but at length Clay set off with Thalia, both of them holding atomic lamps, for an investigation of the underworld, of which the giant cavern formed only a part.

In fact the mixed party explored cavern after cavern. In some cases they found nothing, but in others they came upon enormous stores of scientific instruments, too complicated for immediate analysis—and in one cavern isolated from the others Clay himself discovered synthetic foods and rare essences in sealed metal containers, provisions which the departing red men had obviously not considered it worth their while to take.

The red Martians themselves, though helping in the search, could offer no guidance. Qonal, it seemed, had kept all things to himself and his immediate retinue and the location of much of the valued equipment had never been revealed … But at length Axion’s party came across a great chamber wherein nothing had been touched. It was exactly as it had been when the red Martians had had their city down there. He sent word immediately to Clay, and finally every member of the party was standing in the cavern archway, their lights trained on machines of every conceivable design, mute testimonies to the brilliant science of a race which had been too pampered to save itself from destruction.

“Like Monte Cristo’s treasure,” Clay murmured, his eyes gleaming.

“Monte Cristo?” Thalia repeated, moving forward beside him.

“Nothing you’d understand,” Clay smiled, then he turned his attention to the looming masses of machinery, all of them in perfect condition and, fortunately, ready tagged with labels which explained their various parts. The red Martians had done everything in readiness for moving the equipment and then had failed to do it.

“Do you understand any of this stuff, Clay?” Thalia asked, looking about her in wonder.

“You, who know all about Atlantean science, are asking me!” Clay exclaimed. “No, I don’t understand a thing about it—but I’m going to …” He looked about him on the assembly in the cavern. “From here on, my friends, our time will be devoted to discovering the use and control of these various machines. It begins to look as though there is enough material here for us to give a very good account of ourselves if Lexas tries anything. Now let’s get down to business!”

So forming into groups, their atomic lamps blazing, the assembly of three races began their inspection, reporting the results of their findings to Clay and Thalia. This was only the beginning of a long, exhaustive analysis of the equipment which, with breaks for returning to the base camp for rest and food, lasted through several Martian days and nights. Finally the machines had been identified some as weapons of defence and some scientific instruments. There was one instrument in particular which was useful—a powerful X-ray telescope of the type used by the Atlanteans, capable of penetrating the surrounding rock barrier and the vegetation above and giving a clear view of the Martian sky. The instrument was powered by solar batteries and functioned perfectly the moment it was switched on.

Thalia, with her upbringing in Atlantean science, was able to discover the nature of the remaining machines. Most of them were mathematical calculators—which defeated even her knowledge with their intricate design—but there were also synthesising machines for the creation of food essences, apparel, and products like endless metal tape and artificial rubber. Amongst the weapons of defence were remote-controlled disintegrators, four-dimensional rotators, which Thalia dimly understood, and one or two machines capable of creating solids out of the atmosphere, much the same as the red Martian city had been built on the surface.

One thing was certain: the motley hordes gathered in the underworld caverns would not want for necessities. The solar batteries would keep the machines going constantly and they in turn could produce synthetic products from rock, metal filings, or even the air itself. The only thing that remained was to form some co-ordinated plan and teach the masses how to handle the equipment against the time when Lexas made an effort to return—if he ever did. If be did not, then some means of destroying the still-growing vegetation must be devised.

And towards this end Clay, Thalia, and Axion worked steadily in the weeks which followed. Then, in one of his surveys of the surface through the X-ray telescope, Clay discovered that the mighty jungles were on the wane. At first he could hardly credit the wonderful fact and immediately summoned all those closest to him to verify his findings.

The X-ray telescope, using a foreshortened beam, reflected itself back from the thin ionic layer about Mars’ upper atmosphere limit, thereby giving a mirror-like view of the surface of the planet seen from above. And in the telescopic screens there was left no doubt of the fact that the all-embracing green had gaps in it—brown, withered gaps where something had struck and destroyed completely. It looked—from the height from which the view was taken—as though acid had been splashed on a thick green carpet. Possibly the area of devastation was some twenty or thirty miles square.

“No doubt that it’s dying,” Axion said in delight. “But how has it come about? Do you think that perhaps the stuff reaches a certain stage of maturity and then just fades away?”

Clay shook his head. “That stuff did nothing else but come to maturity, and scatter its seed for new growths. No, something alien to it has arrived—and I still think it’s the work of Lexas. If he started the weed off in the first place he’d be certain to have something which could also kill it. I think the best thing we can do is go up to the surface and see if we can find an explanation. This high-altitude view is too remote.”

So the journey through the shaft was made, the party including Thalia, Clay, Axion, and one red and one green Martian, who had been delegated as the leaders of their respective races. On the surface the swaying vegetation had practically covered the underworld entrance and was still growing avidly—but as the party, armed with flame guns against the deadly tendrils, explored further they found limbs of the stuff here and there which had lost their greenness and were sickly yellow. Here the tendrils had shrivelled. In other parts there were brown sticks where all life had ceased and in the brown areas a new type of life had come into being—of a normal type which did not grow as it was watched. It sprouted a delicate purple flower.

“That seems to be the answer,” Clay said, looking at the flower attentively. “Another kind of growth which restores the balance.” Then as Thalia and Axion looked at him questioningly he added, “Its the law of Nature. Rampancy is only held in check by another form of life—otherwise the oceans of every planet would be choked and landscapes would be cracked under the weight of vegetation. It’s the law of Natural Selection—or put more simply, the survival of the fittest. An Earth scientist by the name of Mendel worked that out long ago.”

“Which means that the surface will finally return to normal?” Thalia asked.

“It should become more normal than it has ever been because the desert spaces will be cloaked in verdure, held in check at last by this other life. We will have a bountiful planet, much as Earth is now … But before we can take over the re-habilitated surface we’ve something else to fight. Lexas!”

“You still believe that?” Axion asked. “You don’t think this weed business was some natural phenomenon which just happened because we brought air and water to this dying world?”

“There was nothing natural about it. Clay shook his head. “Lexas is somewhere behind it, and before long he’ll reveal his hand. Our job is to keep ceaseless watch for him and the moment he appears we attack. There cannot be peace anywhere in this solar system until he is wiped out … Now let us return below.”


CHAPTER 7

Lexas Prepares

Commander Perrins, in charge of the fifty “flying saucer “space machines which comprised his investigative fleet, was also aware of the changes on Mars’ surface as he pursued his course through the void. Hour by hour reports kept reaching him from the telescopic department of the vessel, that areas hundreds of miles wide on Mars were turning brown and, even, glimpses were being obtained of ocean and actual landscape. To understand these changes was not the Commander’s job: he had been detailed to contact Clay Drew—or Lexas of Mars—and sort out the business first hand … So he drove on steadily, the look-outs keeping a constant watch for any signs of an unexplained space machine, or perhaps an armada.

And whilst Perrins was pursuing the 45-million mile trip from Earth to Mars, Lexas and Tresna were also voyaging—but ahead of them was 73-million miles, so they were considerably to the rear of Perrins’ fleet, and certainly well beyond all visual range of it at present. Lexas’ machine, however was moving at a far greater velocity than that of the Earth fleet. The vessel was infinitely smaller than the enormous flying saucers and, further, Lexas was desperately anxious to reach his home planet and appropriate a fleet of space machines before any survivors of the devil-weed had the chance to realise what was intended.

It was inevitable, therefore, that after he had crossed the orbit of Earth—far enough away from the planet to be beyond visual range of telescopes—and started on the final hop to Mars, Lexas should see the flying saucer fleet far ahead of him. At first he could not credit it. He mistook the fifty sparkling points of light for reflective matter in space—but the telescope soon told him otherwise.

“Fifty of them,” he breathed, clenching his fist in fury as he sat at the control board with Tresna beside him. “And they must be from Earth, Clay Drew’s home world.”

“You mean this possibility didn’t occur to you?” Tresna asked, gazing into the depths.

“No.” Lexas gave a scowl. “It did not. I had reckoned on Earth minding its own business—or if not that, on us reaching my home planet before anything could develop. As it is we dare not continue. There are fifty machines there: we would be blasted out of space.”

Tresna did not say anything, but his expression showed that he was not pleased. After all he had been promised it was infuriating to realise nothing was going to be accomplished. Lexas glanced at him and then sat pondering, his eyes on the faraway gleaming points—and at the same time the look-out on Perrins’ leading vessel caught sight of the machine thousands of miles to the rear. He focussed the telescopic apparatus sharply and pinpointed the little vessel in the sights. What he saw made him reach to the intercom. ’phone.

“Machine sighted, sir,” he reported to Perrins, in the control room. “Approximately fifteen thousand miles to the rear.”

Immediately Perrins handed over control to his navigator and hurried through the great machine to the observation department. He made a long study of the tiny vessel, only just visible in the brilliant clearness of airless space, and then looked at the observer with a gleam in his eye.

“Possibly Lexas,” he said briefly. “If so, now’s our chance.”

He returned quickly to the control room and gave his orders. Immediately the armada began to check its Marsward direction and slowed down to a standstill; then it began to move in the opposite direction towards the lone vessel in the gulf—— But Lexas also had a telescope and saw what was happening. He had never been a coward, but he was not foolhardy, and he knew that against the Earth fleet he did not stand a chance—so he turned tail, putting on all the power of which he was capable, streaking back through the empty reaches of space towards Venus where he knew he would be more or less safe until he could think out the next move.

Down in the Martian underworld Clay, Thalia, Axion, and a gathering of the red and green Martians, saw exactly what was happening—nor were any of them particularly pleased about it. Perrins, in fact, in his determination to wipe out Lexas had upset Clay’s plans completely. He had been all ready to allow the Martian to arrive, and then deal with him effectually. Now the chance had gone.

“This is damnable!” Clay muttered in fury, watching the flying saucers sweeping in majestic array across the void. “We had Lexas right at our mercy, and the chance may never come again—— Axion, power up the radio,” he broke off. “I must speak to the Commander of that Earth fleet.”

Axion obeyed, switching on the short wave apparatus close at hand. Clay deserted the telescope and settled before the complicated instruments, speaking into the microphone.

“Clay Drew of Mars calling Earth fleet. Come in, please. Over.”

There was an interval, then an operator answered:

“Message received, Mr. Drew. Go ahead. Over.”

“Connect me to the fleet commander,” Clay ordered. “It’s very urgent. Over.”

Another pause, then the voice of Perrins himself spoke.

“That you, Mr. Drew? Thank heaven to get news of you—Perrins speaking. Over.”

“Oh, it’s you, Commander?” Clay was well acquainted with Perrins from earlier experiences. “I might have known it … I want you to call off your chase of Lexas—assuming it is him, as I believe. You’re wasting your time. Over.”

“But why are we?” Perrins objected. “We have him in our telescopic sights and——”

“You will never catch him,” Clay interrupted. “He can move far too rapidly for that. Further, if his destination is Venus—the only possible planet where he can hide—you have to know a lot about that planet before you can follow. It’s a mass of complicated jungles and dangerous forms of life. I suppose I shouldn’t say this, Commander, but you’ve ruined the chance of a lifetime of catching Lexas. Over.”

“I have? But how? Isn’t our whole endeavour to destroy Lexas? Over.”

“Yes,” Clay agreed, “but not with an armada which he can see thousands of miles away. He had been lulled into the belief that Mars here had no life surviving. He would have landed; then we could have destroyed him. The chance has gone. What I wish you to do, Commander, is come to Mars and we’ll work out a plan of campaign. In the meantime I’ll keep a watch on Lexas and see if he really does go to Venus. My telescopic equipment is more powerful than yours.”

“Very well, sir, I’ll come,” the Commander answered, not with very good grace. “In my own defence, though, I would add that I am following out the orders of the British Prime Minister.”

With that Perrins switched off and Clay returned to the telescopic mirror. He waited until he saw the entire flying saucer fleet turn aside from its journey towards Venus and head towards Mars instead, then he glanced at one of the red Martians. “Keep a watch on Lexas and see where he goes,” he ordered. “I am returning to headquarters to await Commander Perrins.”

He motioned to Thalia and Axion and with them beside him returned through the long underground passages to the mighty cavern where his temporary base was settled. Then he dispatched two green Martians with orders to take a small ’plane to the surface and thereafter cruise around so Commander Perrins could be directed to the correct point both by radio communication and visual observation.

And some hours later Perrins arrived, the fleet settling in the midst of the fast dying jungle around the underground valve. When he reached the underworld in the company of the two green Martians he looked about him in some amazement upon the thousands of makeshift camps and assortment of three races.

Clay himself was cordial enough, his first disappointment at having lost Lexas by now evaporated.

“Have a seat, Commander,” he invited, drawing up a collapsible chair. “We have a plan to work out.”

Perrins complied, and then waited, his sharp eyes straying from Clay to Thalia and Axion as they sat nearby to join in the conversation.

“We have only one course open to us,” Clay said. “And that is to pursue Lexas to Venus—which I believe is his hide-out. I’ll know definitely before long since I have him under telescopic observation.”

“Which was just what I was going to do,” Perrins pointed out.

“Quite so, but without prior knowledge of the kind of planet you were going to contact. This expedition has got to be worked out in detail beforehand. Venus, what I have seen of it in very close telescopic study, is one of the most dangerous worlds in the system. How dangerous you can judge from this deadly weed which smothered the Martian surface.”

“You mean a Venusian plant caused all the trouble?”

“There seems little doubt of it—a super fast-growing plant from the jungles which abound on Venus, fired here by rockets controlled by Lexas. Now the plant is being killed by another type of vegetation, which is also Venusian in origin … The point I am making is that a planet like Venus, choked with weird and dangerous growths, is not going to be any playground. We might search for years and never find Lexas. And he knows it, which is why he has selected that planet for a hiding place, I expect.”

“Then what do we do?” Perrins asked. “I have fifty flying saucers and I’m at your command.”

“The answer lies in an eight-hundred inch telescope in our surface city of Atlantis,” Clay answered. “That is the most powerful telescope in the System, as far as I know. We have to try and get it in action again immediately, which should not be too difficult now the growths are dying. With it we can follow Lexas’ course before he arrives back on Venus—which I believe is his destination—then we will pinpoint the spot where he lands. The telescope uses X-ray processes, of course, so the Venusian cloudbanks can be penetrated. Once we have seen Lexas’ approximate point of landing on Venus we can map out a strategy as to how we will attack him—a complete military operation. Agreed?”

“If the telescope will still operate after being buried under this weed, yes,” Perrins agreed.

“Very well. Have your men stand by in their machines They have all needful facilities within them. I’ll see what I can do to getting Atlantis restored——”

“There is a better way,” Thalia said, surprisingly, and Clay and the Commander looked at her.

“There is?” Clay asked. “Then by all means let’s have it.”

The girl leaned forward intently in her chair. “I haven’t mentioned this before, Clay, in case it looked as though I was trying to look superior to you in science, which is hardly becoming in an Empress. The fact is that amongst the red Martians’ scientific instruments there is a marvellous device for picking up and detecting the auras of living beings. I can understand how it works since I’m pretty well versed in Atlantean science—as you know.”

“Aura?” Perrins repeated, frowning. “How do you mean, Highness?”

“Every living thing gives off an aura,” Thalia explained. “Scientists have known that for long enough, both on Earth and this planet. It’s an electrical radiation and no two auras are alike, anymore than are fingerprints. We have a fairly similar device in our science, but nothing like so efficient—or of such long range—as the one devised by the red Martians. It can make an aura reading with apparent infinity as its minimum.”

“Which means that if we could only get an aura reading of Lexas we could follow him?” Clay asked quickly.

“With the aura compass—yes. It has a special needle which moves to follow the object upon which it is trained.”

Perrins shrugged. “Clever though this device seems to be, Highness, I fail to see its purpose without knowing Lexas’ aura.”

“We do know it,” Thalia said quietly. “Whilst Clay was so busy preparing for Lexas coming here I had little to do, so I tried out the apparatus and it gave me a reading on Lexas’ aura, even across seventy-odd million miles of space. It has the numbers 8975. By tuning those numbers on the compass and applying the power the needle constantly follows that particular value—which in this case is Lexas himself.”

Cay gazed blankly. “Then you mean that all this time you have literally had tabs on Lexas and said nothing?”

“There was no point in doing so: we thought he was coming here. I took the reading to follow his course when he reached this planet, never dreaming it would be needed to follow him when he turned tail … I only mention it now because you want a foolproof way of finding him.”

Clay got to his feet quickly. “Let’s be on our way to the machine hall. I want a close look at this miracle instrument.”

He led the way from the headquarters and down the tunnels, back to the great area where the red Martian machines lay. Thalia hurried on ahead in the bright atomic light, and finally indicated an instrument not unlike a radio in its main design, except that all the wires and connections finished at the base of a large transparent globe. In the centre of it, balanced by an invisible force pointer, was a needle with a glittering tip. It was swaying very gently up and down.

“Here is the numbered scale,” Thalia explained, indicating a metallic chart with pointer attached. The numbers were so designed that the movement of a switch changed them from one to ten ciphers, indicating the enormous range the instrument possessed.

“And here is the distance calculator,” Thalia added, and laid her finger on a shielded drum slowly turning. It gave a reading of 50 million miles, slowly coming up to the next series of digits.

“More plainly,” Clay said, thinking, “this needle sways up and down slightly with the movement of Lexas inside the space machine in which he’s travelling—and this distance indicator shows how far away he is?”

“That’s it,” Thalia assented. “It means that wherever he goes he can always be found: this compass will follow him. My suggestion is that you try and get the Atlantis telescope to work, as you planned, and note the point where he settles—then work out your strategy. I for my part will devise a compass like this on a small scale so it can be carried in one of our space machines: then we can use it to find him.”

“You think you can work out such details?” Perrins asked in surprise, and Thalia shrugged.

“I’m a trained scientist. It’s only copy work, and I have the equipment around me for constructing a similar device on a smaller scale.”

“That’s good enough for me,” Clay decided. “Let’s get busy.”

So he gave immediate orders for both green and red Martians to prepare for activity on the surface and there began shortly afterwards the tremendous job of ridding Atlantis of the colossal brown growths under which it was buried. Perrins helped too by having his flying saucer machines go to work with disintegrator beams, which blasted the vast mounds of mouldering, rotten vegetation into ashes. In record time Atlantis began to reappear from the dying jungle, none the worse for being submerged by the vegetation. What dust and seeds remained were blown away by artificial wind.

By the time Clay had received the news that Lexas’ space machine was definitely heading in the direction of Venus, Atlantis was in action again as a workable city. The power engines were restarted, the normal amenities functioned, and most important of all, the mighty eight-hundred inch telescope was in action. In the darkened laboratory, upon the screen, it gave a view of Lexas’ spaceship against the dazzling albedo of Venus. It looked like a black speck against a volcanic crater.

This blinding view remained until the spaceship plunged into the cloud blanket; then Clay altered the controls quickly so that the X-ray apparatus followed the vessel as though no cloud intervened. It became visible against the dense green of the Venusian jungles, with a distant vision of vivid blue sea.

Down, and still down, below the colossal mountain heights, across endless areas of jungle—then at last it disappeared at a spot where the interlacings of green seemed thinner. Clay waited for a moment or two, then as the space machine did not reappear he glanced at Perrins standing beside him.

“That’s the spot,” the Commander said, with a grim nod. “How do we pinpoint it?”

Clay nodded to the photographically exact map of Venus on the wall, marked out in scale divisions as was the telescopic mirror itself. He placed a flag in the exact spot where Lexas’ ship had been seen to vanish.

“Good enough,” Perrins agreed, as Axion got the signal to cut off the telescope’s power. “Now perhaps we can work out a plan of attack. The only difficulty is that Lexas may have his actual headquarters a long way from the spot where he vanished in the jungle.”

“Hardly,” Clay answered, shaking his head. “He won’t go very far from his spaceship, and he certainly can’t fly it without going above the jungle. No, he’ll be around that spot. I’ll see what Thalia has to say.”

Clay switched on the radio and was soon speaking to the girl as she worked in the underground on the reconstruction—on a smaller scale—of the aura compass.

“How’s the needle trained on Lexas?” Clay asked. “On the move or motionless? He’s apparently landed on Venus.”

“Motionless—except for slight tremors,” the girl replied after a pause. “I think he’s in one spot. The distance indicator isn’t moving. It’s rock steady on seventy-two million, four hundred thousand miles.”

“Then that’s his camp,” Clay decided, a gleam in his eyes. “How about that smaller compass, Thay? Anywhere near ready?”

“A few more hours yet: just putting the finishing touches.”

Clay switched off and looked at Perrins and Axion as they surveyed the wall map.

“Do you suppose,” Perrins asked thoughtfully, “that Lexas has any weapons?”

“Not that matter,” Clay responded. “The few he has on that one space machine can’t be of much use.”

“Then the problem is fairly simple. We’ll use a frontal attack—blast him out of the air. Use a dozen machines for overhead onslaught, and the remainder in a circle to block any attempts at escape. He’ll never get free. We’ll gouge him right out of the planet.”

Clay did not argue. He was not a military strategist. As far as he could see there was nothing wrong with the plan …

Lexas himself, however, was well aware of the dangers ahead and not being by any means a fool, he set his agile brain to work to circumvent them the moment be landed back on Venus. Though he did not suspect a powerful X-ray reflector had followed his movements, or that an aura detector revealed exactly where he was, he did know that pursuit was the most likely thing to happen.

“So, we have to prepare a surprise, my friend, and if possible turn it to our advantage,” he said to Tresna, as he sat musing in his bungalow with the Venusian preparing a meal.

“I begin to lose faith,” the Venusian said briefly. “I told my people we would return with machines, ready for the great migration. I have not the courage to face them and admit that we have failed.”

Lexas gave him an ugly look. “I’m carrying the whole responsibility for this business, Tresna, and it doesn’t call for remarks like that! Had we gone on we’d have been wiped out!”

“As it is we get nothing,” Tresna answered. “No machines, no hope of taking over your planet—— All we seem to have done is free your world from the dirotax plant so that the usurper race can take over again—if they still exist that is. And if they do not, then the people of the third world will take over in their stead.”

Lexas mused for a moment or two, taking the food which Tresna handed to him. Then presently the Martian gave his ugly grin.

“It is just possible,” he said slowly, “that we have been saved a great deal of trouble! An armada of fifty ships coming here can perhaps save us the trouble of trying to appropriate any from my planet.”

“Meaning?” The Venusian ate mechanically and waited.

“It is almost certain,” Lexas continued, “that that armada will follow me here eventually, even though it detoured for the time being to my home planet—perhaps to decide what to do next, or see if there were any survivors on the planet. If we could somehow claim those fifty machines and destroy the crews and commanders we would be well on the way to achieving our end—the control of my own world again.”

“True,” Tresna agreed, pondering. “But suppose enormous forces are sent from Earth to deal with the situation? Can you fight them?”

“With the resources of restored Atlantis—yes. The point is: how to trap the armada if it comes here after me.”

This produced a baffled silence for a while, then at length Tresna said slowly,

“There is, of course, the trenophix.”

Lexas glanced at him. “What are you talking about?”

“A monster flying creature which is the scourge of the skies on this world. We suffer no harm from it down here because its enormous size prevents it flying where jungle abounds. It lives in the mountain heights. In the clear areas of the jungle you can see flocks of them hunting for food. It’s only one of the hundreds of gigantic creatures which infest this world—including the ocean. Against such monsters we have our adaptability, which makes us nearly invisible against any background.”

“You don’t suggest a few birds could deal with an armada armed to the teeth, do you?” Lexas snapped.

“The trenophix, by your standards of measurement, is two hundred feet in wing span and some one hundred long,” the Venusian answered. “It is armed with powerful, pincer mandibles, an almost indestructible body of hard shell and has wiry tentacles instead of legs and claws like the smaller birds. Our space ship, for instance, would only be a toy in its grip. It could crush it in its beak alone. If several thousand of those birds attacked the armada nothing could save it. The birds would be at such close range it would be impossible to reach them with the weapons inside the machines.”

Lexas sat up and began to pay more attention.

“But if the birds smashed the armada to pieces it would be of no use to us!” he objected.

“Even the trenophix would not be able to smash machines that are really strong,” Tresna assured him. “But they would force the machines down to the jungle. After that the occupants would have the alternative of staying in their vessels indefinitely—or coming out and searching for you. Naturally they would come out.”

“And then?”

“This world, as I have said, is alive with monsters. They would make short work of the Earth fools.”

Lexas relaxed again and considered, drinking some wine meanwhile. Then he frowned.

“All this assumes that the birds and monsters will be on hand when we want them. Where’s the guarantee of that? They never attack us, so why should they attack the armada?”

“Bait,” Tresna answered, without emotion. “Amongst the smaller animals there is one in particular—the alnorat, as we call it—which is particularly tasty to the trenophix and ground animals alike. It is also easily captured. If we find the armada is approaching we only need to cover the tree tops for miles around with dead alnorat bodies, and put them on the ground as well, to have a perfect bait for birds and ground beasts. They would come in their thousands. Then seeing the armada they would attack that because they naturally try and destroy anything strange in their domain. It is all so simple.”

“Except putting alnorats in the tree tops,” Lexas said.

“That, too, is simple. I have only to inform the other members of my race that we need alnorats in the tree tops and on the ground in order to gain the mastery of an armada, and they will do the job for us at my command.”

Lexas looked surprised. “They will be as easily fooled as that after us failing to get the ships we planned?”

“I can talk them into it,” Tresna responded. “I have become a leader because you have taught me so much. That is our best plan … The next thing to do is to watch, if the Earth fleet does come this way—by the space ship telescope. In the meantime I will give instructions to my race. Agreed?”

“Definitely,” Lexas responded, and finished his wine.


CHAPTER 8

Defeat

Clay wasted no time in leaving Mars in pursuit of Lexas. In a matter of two hours after he and Perrins had arrived at their decision, the fifty flying saucers were on their way, the leading machine, in addition to the crew, carrying Perrins, Clay and Thalia. Axion had been left behind with his fellow Atlanteans to rule the destinies of the red and green men and clear Mars of the final traces of the devil-weed.

“One thing is certain,” Clay said, studying the view of Venus through the look-out port. “Lexas is still on Venus. The planet has been watched without pause ever since he landed there and he could not possibly have left it without being observed. So this seems as though it might at least be the end of him.”

“There’s no doubt he’s still there,” Thalia confirmed, studying the aura-compass she had erected near the control panel. “The needle has been in this position, at this reading, ever since he was known to land on the planet.”

“Which leaves nothing to do but keep going,” Clay said. “Good enough—— That gives Thalia and me a chance to rest. We certainly need it.”

So they retired to their quarters in another part of the “hub” of the mighty machine, and thereafter throughout the 73-million mile journey they left all details to Perrins—which, as commander of the fleet, was his particular sphere. Then, gradually, Venus grew from a mere brilliant speck in the firmament to a gigantic ball of blazing white, the sunlight reflecting back from the cloud layers with blinding intensity. Protected by purple spectacles, Perrins, Clay, and Thalia watched the planet coming ever nearer as the journey neared its close—until at last they were in the clouds themselves and the radar and X-ray screens came into operation. So accurately had the navigator charted the course they had arrived within five miles of the spot where Lexas had last been seen, the screens giving a picture of incredibly lofty mountains, snow capped, vegetation commencing where the snow ended and spreading after that into the endless carpet of green which comprised the impenetrable wilderness covering nearly all Venus’s surface.

“Not so far now,” Thalia said, watching the object compass with her spectacles now removed. “He’s only three miles distant according to this and the needle is at an oblique angle, showing he lies below.”

There was a silence as the machines cruised slowly, their altitude lessening until they were no more than three hundred feet above the tops of the vast trees upthrusting from the jungle.

“Two miles,” Thalia said tensely.

“What’s that?” Clay demanded, pointing.

Perrins and the navigator peered intently through the window. Thalia, too, struck by the urgency in Clay’s voice, came over to join them. After a moment or two several more came behind it—then still more. The tree-tops had apparently been covered with the green-coloured monsters which were winging their way to investigate.

“Birds!” Perrins gasped. “But whoever saw birds that big! Old-time pterodactyls were sparrows by comparison——”

In the few moments it took the party to decide what was happening the flying monsters had reached them. They swooped, colossal beaks yawning, giving a momentary vision of triple rows of teeth. One plunged downward and the tremendous impact of its collision made the flying saucer quiver and reel, for a moment, out of course.

“We’re being attacked!” Clay cried. “The things are hostile. Quick—give orders to fire.”

Perrins was already at the intercom. “All weapons to action,” he snapped. “Wipe out this fleet of flying monsters. No delay——”

He hurried back to the window to become even more startled by the increase in the numbers of the flying horrors. They were now in their hundreds, colliding with each other in their anxiety to get at the “invaders” of their domain. They fought and bit each other, their tentacle legs lashing with savage force. One such tentacle slammed violently across the outlook window and the group before it jumped back in alarm. The perspex glass cracked, but did not break.

And still the trenophixes came on, blotting out the molten white of the cloud banks, choking the air lane ahead.

“This is damned serious,” Clay said at last, his face strained. “We’re not only outnumbered but we’re fighting birds which, for blind ferocity, don’t seem to have any equal. I’d better go below and see how they’re faring with the weapons.”

He hurried away and Thalia and Perrins remained at the window. They saw the stab of the disintegrator and heat rays from the nearby vessels. This was the only way in which the monsters could be attacked, so close were they—but even in this there was danger in case a flying saucer got the blast instead. Here and there an atom bomb was released, the air itself seeming to rip apart under the concussion. In this way dozens of birds were accounted for at once, but the gap almost instantly closed up. Finally, when two saucers had also succumbed to atom bombs Perrins gave the order to stop bombing and use rays only.

But it did not really signify what orders he gave. The Venusian trenophix swarm had the mastery. To guide the flying saucers amidst such a surging, snapping mass of monsters was impossible—and to rise was equally out of the question because of the tremendous weight of the horrors forming a sky of armour-plating overhead. So, inevitably, the forty-eight machines remaining in the fleet were finally hammered as low as the tree tops themselves. Here all control was lost and the flying saucers plunged through a wilderness of branches and tangled vines, collapsing amidst the dense undergrowth in the heart of the Venusian forest.

Here things were quieter, but not for long. What appeared to be a vast and silent glade was presently disturbed by the arrival of lumbering quadrupeds standing a full eighty feet in height. Saucer-eyes inspected the fallen fleet, then the monsters came thundering forward.

Here, however, the fleet stood a better chance. They turned their guns on the monsters and destroyed them as fast as they approached—until at last the creatures seemed to grow tired of meeting violent death and retreated. The forest became still again.

Perrins mopped his face and looked about him. The heat in the control room was terrific, absorbing Venus’s 120° F. day temperature. Clay came hurrying in from the weapon range, his face smudged and his hair untidy.

“We don’t seem to be particularly welcome around here,” he commented. “It’s as much a surprise to me as anybody: I did not know Venus possessed any life at all—of this sort, anyway. I gather it possesses a human type, like the spy who came to Mars and stole those rockets.”

“Do you suppose we’ve had a journey in vain?” Thalia asked, turning. “Lexas may have been destroyed too by these monsters.”

“Your compass doesn’t say so, does it?”

She gave a start. “Of course! I’d forgotten all about it in the excitement. If Lexas is dead the needle will be at zero. A corpse does not give forth an aura—— No,” she broke off quickly, “he’s alive all right. And somewhere in the air …”

“Air?” Clay hurried over to her. “You mean in an aircraft?”

“Can’t be. It’s motionless. And the angle isn’t steep enough to suggest an aircraft. According to this he is only a quarter of a mile away, mid-way between the ground and the tree-tops.”

The problem was puzzling for a moment; then suddenly Perrins snapped his finger and thumb.

“I have it! Ridiculous though it may sound, I’ll gamble he is up a tree! That way he will be clear of the monsters on the ground—and the flying creatures won’t be able to get at him.”

Clay reflected, then he nodded. “Yes, I think you’re right, Commander.

“He’s still quarter of a mile away,” Thalia confirmed, looking again at the instrument. “And in a northeast direction,” she added, indicating the compass.

Clay pondered again, surveying the deceptive quietness of the forest. Then he made up his mind.

“Nothing else for it but to take a chance,” he said, taking down a ray gun and slipping it in his belt.

“We came here to get Lexas, so let’s get on with the job.”

He strapped a compass to his wrist, checked it carefully with the direction needle of the aura-apparatus, and then glanced at Perrins.

“Better give orders, Commander, for a volunteer party to come with me. This is too dangerous a job to issue a direct command.”

Perrins nodded and turned to the inter-com. Clay gave a glance at the girl as she also took down a ray gun and put it in the belt about her shorts.

“Not you, Thay,” he told her seriously. “Far too big a risk. Those monsters are likely to come back when we step outside.”

“I’ll take my chance,” she said briefly. “I’ve as much wish as you have to be rid of Lexas.”

Clay shrugged. He had learned long ago it was no use arguing with Thalia when her mind was made up. So, presently, he stepped out of the vessel and helped her down to the dense undergrowth. Perrins came too, and by degrees the trio was joined by the men who had decided to risk the dangers. They were grim, sweating freely, but entirely unafraid.

“That way,” Clay said, nodding towards the vast screen of slowly growing vines and tangled verdure. “Somewhere in that is Lexas. Let’s go and take a look …”

He started forward in the sticky, cloying heat, Thalia at his side with her gun cocked. The feet of the party crackled in the undergrowth and they kept themselves constantly on the alert for signs of attack—but the further they progressed the more it seemed evident that the Venusian monsters had been thoroughly frightened off by the blast of rays and invisible beams which had made short work of their numbers. They did not reappear. Indeed the chief danger seemed to be from the vegetation itself, constantly on the move, twining strangling coils which unless broken instantly could gain a fatal hold.

“No doubt of the fact that that devil weed came from here,” Clay commented presently, tearing away a tendril from round his arm. “This is the same stuff, held in check somewhat by the other types of vegetation.”

The others in the party did not speak. They were too busy looking about them for signs of their quarry, and defending themselves against the forest. Then it gradually began to dawn upon them that there were other sounds besides those of the forest’s own movement. The sound of stealthy feet, the crack of a branch here and there——

The party stopped and looked about them, perspiration streaming down their faces from the overpowering heat.

“I don’t like it,” Clay muttered, passing the back of his hand over his face. “I get the idea we’re being followed or watched, or something.”

The words had hardly been uttered before he started at the sight of a surprising phenomenon. What he had taken to be tangled vegetation became alive, resolving into creatures with doughy skins, naked save for loin cloths, carrying in their hands queerly designed weapons.

“We’re surrounded,” Perrins said thickly, wheeling.

He was right. The entire clearing was not entirely vegetation. It had had a ring of Venusians as well, all of them using their gift of absolute camouflage to deceive the uninitiated explorers.

“Give ’em hell!” Clay shouted abruptly, realizing the danger—and he fired savagely with his gun.

His action broke the smouldering tension. Two of the Venusians, their bodies ripped asunder by the deadly flame, collapsed. Thalia went on one knee beside Clay and took aim steadily, halting an onrushing Venusian in mid-tracks. Then the remainder of the Earth party took up the fight and fired constantly and with deadly precision.

Since the flame-guns made no noise there was no sign of monsters being attracted, and for this Clay was thankful—but he certainly had nothing else to be pleased about. The Venusians used their own weapons with deadly effect, firing from them curious ball-shaped shot which, whenever it struck human flesh, produced a flaming red patch and brought the victim down in writhing anguish.

“Poison, I suppose,” Clay muttered, as Thalia still kneeled unhurt at his side and levelled her gun.

He fired abruptly, and cut a Venusian in twain. But still they came on. One by one the members of the Earth party were struck by the ball-shot and collapsed. Always it was the same—brief writhing in excruciating pain, and then stillness.

“For some reason,” Clay said slowly, “we’re not being hit, and we could have been several times. If anything smells of Lexas, this does!”

He went on fighting because there was nothing else for it, but the Venusians came in such numbers and acted with such recklessness there was only one answer to the conflict. In the end Clay and Thalia found themselves alone, their comrades, including Perrins, motionless in the growing mass of undergrowth. It was all the more tragic since the flying saucers, which could have sent reinforcements, were not more than a quarter of a mile away, screened by the vegetation. But having heard nothing there had been no action.

Clay got on his feet slowly, helping Thalia to hers. Both of them were grim-faced, hair untidy, their almost naked bodies gleaming with perspiration. The hordes of Venusians came slowly forward; then one of them appointed himself as spokesman.

“I am Tresna,” he explained, in his unemotional voice. “You may not be aware of it, Earthman, but you have met me before—in one of your laboratories when I was carrying a case of rockets.”

Clay gave him a grim look. “And I suppose Lexas is the one from whom you take orders?”

“Correct,” agreed a voice to the rear, and Clay and Thalia turned to behold the gigantic Martian only a few yards away and coming forward slowly, his gun ready in case of any sudden move against him.

“I take it you deem it safe to come down from your perch in a tree now these Venusians have done your work for you?” Clay asked bitterly, and the Martian’s ugly face showed momentary surprise.

“I have been in a tree, yes—the safest point with flying creatures above and monsters on the ground, though I am at a loss to know how you knew that, Earthman.”

“Let is pass,” Clay retorted. “Now you’ve won this round and wiped out all my men, what’s your demand?”

“For once,” the Martian responded, “I have no demands, Earthman. I intend to use you and her Highness because you can be very helpful to me—after which you will cease to be of interest. I gave strict orders neither of you were to be hurt. Had the monsters destroyed you it would have been annoying—but fortunately that did not happen. The rest of your party is, of course, quite near, in the vessels of the Earth fleet?”

“Near enough to cause you plenty of trouble if you try anything,” Thalia answered, her green eyes bright with anger. “You can’t possibly manage any tricks this time, Lexas. You are only one Martian against nearly a hundred and fifty men, all of whom are sworn to kill you—and who have weapons with which to do it.”

Lexas gave his hideous grin. “You seem to have overlooked the fact that those who were with you on this immediate exploration have all been dealt with …” and he nodded to the sprawled bodies about the clearing. “I have close on seven thousand Venusians who will help me in any way I command—because by that means they will be enabled to come with me to my own world and form the nucleus of a new population over which I shall hold complete domination. There are so few of my own race left,” Lexas finished viciously. “You have seen to that, Clay Drew! I shall need interbreeding of my own and the Venusian races if my planet is ever to be properly populated again. Then, once I have taken over my own world, I shall turn my attention to Earth—and you, Clay Drew will act as the chief decoy. For that reason I have protected you. Earth people will do as you say—under my orders.”

“Earth people may, but my own won’t,” Thalia retorted. “You will have no easy conquest of my world, Lexas. Your own race has turned against you, and the even cleverer red men are only awaiting the chance to turn their superior science upon you.”

Lexas expression changed and Clay gave the girl an expressive look. Too late she realized she had said too much.

“Red men?” Lexas repeated, thinking. “You mean a race like my own, but red?”

Thalia nodded silently, afraid to say anything more.

“Now I begin to understand,” Lexas muttered. “That accounts for the second city on the surface, which I could not explain away. The red men! The scientists and master-minds who segregated us, the green men, hundreds of years ago. And they are on the surface!” he finished in sudden fury.

“Living peaceably side by side with the green men, what is left of them,” Clay said. “With all your food hopes, Lexas, you can never have your world back again. There is science lined up against you in such force that even with fifty space machines armed to the teeth you won’t stand a chance!”

Lexas was silent for a long time, obviously beaten for the moment by the unexpected news. Then presently he glanced at Tresna.

“Take your men,” he ordered, “and deal with the remainder of the Earthmen in those space machines. I place no restriction on whatever methods you choose to use—guns, poison sacs, or even hand to hand struggle, but destroy them I Not one must be left alive.”

“Very well,” Tresna agreed, without a flicker of an eyelid, and Clay and Thalia stared at him in horror.

“Lexas, you can’t do this!” Clay shouted angrily. “It’s sheer killing for the sake of it, and up to now you haven’t indulged in that. You’ve fought a war with nothing barred—but this is plain massacre. You can’t win even when you’ve done it. Mars is forever barred to you!”

“Perhaps,” the Martian answered, with an enigmatic smile. “As for the Earthmen, my orders stand. Carry them out, Tresna—— And you two,” he added, motioning to Clay and Thalia with his gun, “follow me. I have my ‘home,’ such as it is, a little distance in the jungle.”

Clay and the girl gave a helpless look about them, wondering how they could warn the unsuspecting Earthmen in the machines that almost invisible killers were stealing upon them—but there was nothing could be done. Lexas forced them to move and in silence they fought their way through the jungle until they came upon the clearing where lay his small machine, and a little way behind it, his bungalow.

“The pity is that these ground monsters haven’t destroyed you and your home by this time,” Thalia commented.

“I take that risk,” the Martian answered. “As a general rule the monsters only attack something new, and by this time my bungalow is an accepted part of the jungle. True, I might be wiped out at any time: that is one of the drawbacks of this alien world. And keep going,” he added, as the two paused to listen to him.

The two complied, and finished up in the roughly furnished living room. Lexas motioned to chairs, then he took the guns Clay and Thalia still had at their waists. Contemptuously he flung the weapons through the glassless window into the jungle outside.

“You will both need refreshment,” he said. “After all, you are my guests, and will continue to be for a long time.”

Clay and Thalia looked at each other, listening at the same time to the sound of distant concussions, presumably as the men within the flying saucers hit back with explosive at their enemies. Lexas listened too for a moment or two, grinned to himself, then came across to the rough table and set upon it food concentrates, Venusian edible fruits, and two bottles of Atlantean wine from the supply he had stolen from Mars upon his departure.

“Eat and drink, Highnesses,” he suggested dryly, seating himself and keeping his gun ready. “I believe you both think that as long as you are alive you have a chance of winning this long, grim fight against me.”

“We’ve won it this moment only you are too stubborn to admit it,” Clay replied, pouring wine for himself and the girl. “I have already explained why. Why can’t you be as mighty a loser as you are a fighter and let the System think more kindly about you? The best thing you can do is stay here in voluntary exile and admit yourself finished.”

“Perhaps I would—if I were finished,” Lexas replied. “I admit that you gave me something of a shock when you mentioned the red men of my planet, against whom I well know I do not stand a chance … but how different the picture would be if I returned to my world as you, Earthman, taking with me her Highness who would not dare tell the truth on pain of death. Better still,” Lexas mused, “it would perhaps be safer to kill you anyway, Highness. I could mourn over your dead body and seem most convincing.”

Clay put down his wineglass, his eyes hard. “Are you suggesting synthesis again?” he demanded. “You tried it once, and came to grief.”

“I know. No, I am not suggesting synthesis—just a repetition of an experiment we made once before. My brain into your body, and your brain into …” The Martian shrugged. “It would not matter. Your brain could be destroyed. I should continue to be you I Think of the possibilities. Nobody would know the real facts because I would tell them Lexas had been destroyed. As for the Venusians I would take them back with me, they could all very easily duplicate themselves to resemble the Earthmen who now lie dead. Yes, even including a duplicate Commander of the fleet. These Venusians find no disguise too difficult, and the clothes are there for the taking, on the corpses. Yes, the Venusians would verify me as you, Earthman … Could any plan be easier or more far-reaching? I could take over my own world without opposition, and at the right time destroy all the unwanted elements and then, with fully laid plans, launch my long hoped-for attack on Earth.”

Clay could see the danger easily enough and so could Thalia—but Clay at least did not betray his reactions.

“Never tire of dreaming up conquests by the most ingenious methods, do you, Lexas?” he asked, eating some of the concentrated food. “This time, though, the transplanting of your brain into my body, though surgically possible as we know from previous experience, can’t be done. There is no surgeon to perform the operation.”

“There can be,” Lexas said calmly. “And the operating theatre will be one of the machines in which you came. I know they are fully equipped to handle any surgical matter. Do not forget I once had a fleet of my own like yours.”

“And you imagine a surgeon will appear out of thin air and obey your wishes?” Clay asked dryly.

“You will summon one yourself, Earthman—ostensibly to attend to her Highness who has suffered a severe injury, which injury I will use later as an excuse to bring about her death.”

Clay’s jaw began to tauten. Once again he was having a demonstration of Lexas’ gift for nimble thinking. He seemed to have the ability to turn a defeat into a victory without any great mental effort.

“I shall not summon any surgeon here,” Clay said at length. “And no power of your devising will make me. That would mean the domination of two worlds by you! Do you think I would ever be a party to that?”

“I recall, Earthman, that you have been stubborn over certain issues in the past—and I have always broken your resistance by using her Highness as a—er—‘persuader.’ I would not hesitate to do so again. You will either do as you are ordered, or watch her suffer until you do.”

Clay put down his glass so fiercely it broke. For a moment he sat looking at the remains of the wine running into the cracks on the table then he considered the cuts on his hand.

“That was foolish,” Lexas commended, handing over a length of bandage from a steel box on the bench behind him. “Here, tie it up.”

Clay took the bandaging—then just as quickly acted. He leapt to his feet, overturning the table on top of the unwary Martian. Using the bandage like the noose of a lariat Clay flung it over the Martian’s head and drew it savagely tight about his neck. Gasping hoarsely he toppled backwards in his chair and hit the floor with a resounding impact.

Immediately Thalia dived for the gun and would have picked it up, only Lexas’ groping hand seized it first. He tried to bring it round, but seizing it with her strong fingers Thalia wrenched and tugged until she had dragged the weapon free. Just the same she could not immediately fire it in case she hit Clay as he sprawled on top of the giant, holding desperately to the knotted bandage, blood from his cut hand staining it.

Tighter and tighter still he drew the noose whilst Lexas fought savagely for air and to free himself. Then Thalia saw her chance. She levelled the gun, but before she could fire it there was a sudden swift rush of footfalls. Her arm was seized and yanked backwards violently. She spun round giddily and fell helplessly into a corner, striking her head sharply against the wooden wall. Dazed, she lay looking at Tresna and a party of his fellow Venusians, all of them dirt and blood-streaked from their jungle battle.

“Get up, Earthman,” Tresna commanded.

Clay glanced up and around him, then with his lips tight he savagely yanked the bandage from about the Martian’s neck and stood upright, using the bandage for his hand. Turning, he went over to Thalia and helped her to her feet.

Lexas rose, his ugly face still twitching with passion. There was no doubt that had he not needed Clay and Thalia so badly in his plans he would have killed them there and then.

“Lucky you came when you did, Tresna,” he commented, forcing himself to calm down.

The Venusian gave his usual imperturbable nod. “I came to inform you that we have dealt with the Earthmen. It was hard, and quite a number of my race were lost to flame guns and disintegrator rays, but weight of numbers did it—and the poison sacs. The Earthmen were not expecting those.”

“And they are all disposed of?” Lexas asked deliberately.

“All,” Tresna confirmed.

“You filthy butcher!” Clay shouted at him, striding forward. “Lexas, as I told you before, this isn’t——”

“That will be enough from you, Earthman,” Lexas spat at him, his throat still paining him after the terrific pressure which had been applied to it. “You have done well, Tresna,” he added. “Now we come to the final point. I have decided to have my brain transferred to this Earth man’s body, and he will send for a surgeon to do it.”

Clay glared but he did not say anything. His arm closed round Thalia’s slim bare shoulders. He could feel that she was trembling slightly in anticipation of what the ruthless Martian was going to do next.

“I am not going to delay over this matter, Earthman,” Lexas said briefly, crossing over to him. “You can contact my planet by means of radio from one of your fallen machines.”

“I don’t know of any surgeon who could do such a delicate job,” Clay snapped. “The Atlantean surgeons are dead, and the green men of your race are no use.”

“Amongst the red men there will be surgeons in plenty,” Lexas told him. “I freely admit they are clever in all branches of science. You will order a red man who can undertake a brain operation—you will not say what type of operation—to come here immediately.”

“Even if he does it will be useless,” Clay argued. “Once he knows what he has to do he will kill you—and you will have to be present for the operation to be performed.”

“There is such a thing as hypnosis,” Lexas replied. “Do I have to remind you that the making of a hypnosis amplifier is fairly simple, providing you have good radio apparatus which can be converted? There is ample material to work on in the ships comprising your fleet lying in the jungle. By the time the red surgeon has arrived I shall have everything ready. He will do all that is necessary, under post-hypnotic command since, obviously, I shall not be able to control him whilst the actual operation is taking place. The guards during the operation will be these Venusians here.”

Clay rubbed his forehead worriedly. He had been forced right into a corner and there did not seem to be any loophole. Just the same he burst out defiantly.

“You still assume that I will send such an order. You believe you will make me do it rather than see anything happen to my wife. Suppose you are wrong?”

“Suppose nothing you can do to me will make Clay obey you?” Thalia demanded. “I’m not afraid, Lexas. In fact I would prefer Clay to keep silent and let me die than deliberately hand over two worlds into your power-lusting hands—for that is what it would amount to.”

Lexas grinned. “You have something in your make-up, you of an alien race, which I can always appeal to with success,” he said. “I think you call it affection. This queer emotion makes one unable to see the other suffer. We of my race have no such unfortunate weakness. I will tell you this, Earthman. If you do not agree to my command and send that message immediately her Highness will find herself enduring tortures far more severe than anything she has ever known. The destruction of her body nerve by nerve—and until you break under the strain of hearing her cries for relief you …”

“I’ll do as you ask,” Clay interrupted, his voice brittle. “There’s no need to start tearing my wife to pieces. I shall have to give in finally.”

Thalia gave a glance of amazement. “But, Clay, I don’t see why you——”

“You’re flesh and blood, and very dear to me,” he answered. “Lexas may as well win his point without you suffering.”

“You reveal sense for perhaps the first time,” the Martian commented. “We’ll leave for the space ships immediately. You can send the message and I will decide how to make a hypnosis amplifier from the radio equipment. Tresna, bring your men with you, just in case of trouble.”


CHAPTER 9

Red Man’s Strategy

When they had returned to the silent fleet of space machines already half buried under the growth of Venusian vegetation, Clay and the girl tried not to notice the scenes of carnage around them. The bodies of the crews who had fought to the death were everywhere, nearly all of them plainly having succumbed to the attacks by poison-sacs which had killed instantly.

Lexas for his part took no notice of the bodies: to him they were but offal of a race he loathed. He gave orders to the Venusians to throw the corpses into the jungle and then motioned to the radio equipment. Clay sat down before it, his face grim and sweating. He switched on the power and waited for the beam to leap the void to Mars.

“Any hidden signal or word,” Lexas warned, clutching Thalia under her armpit and holding her tightly to him, “will mean the instant death of her Highness. I’m in no mood for tricks.”

“Since you intend killing her later that’s a vain threat,” Clay retorted.

“I think not, Earthman. You cling to the belief that as long as there is life, hope also lives. Now get that message sent!”

For a long moment Clay looked at the Martian bitterly, then at Thalia’s set features as she was held immovable by that giant hand. For the moment there was no way out of this particular predicament.

“Message received,’ a voice said abruptly, in Martian. “Signal checked. Who is speaking?”

“Your Emperor, Clay Drew,” Clay answered slowly. “I am speaking from the second world.” He hesitated, then forced himself to continue. “We have landed heavily, and several of the crew have been injured—especially the Empress Thalia. I need an expert brain surgeon immediately. Over.”

“You mean one of your own race. Highness? An Atlantean? Over.”

Clay was about to answer, then Lexas nudged him. The Martian switched the microphone off for a moment and said.

“I want a red man of my own race, and none other. I don’t trust your own scientists: I can handle my own race better than any.”

Clay shrugged and switched on again. “I require a red Martian who is an expert in brain surgery. And he must come immediately. It seems to me that Plicalf would be the best man to send. He has done brilliant work in the past. Over.”

“I will give him your instructions, Highness, and tell him to leave immediately. Over.”

“He will be informed by radio how to find us,” Clay said. “That is all.”

He switched off and then glowered at the Martian as he stood grinning. He released Thalia and pushed her away from him.

“You did it quite well, Earthman,” he commented. “Which brings my difficulties to an end. You will now both be kept under close guard whilst I set about the task of making the hypnosis amplifier. Tresna,” Lexas added, turning to him, “take these two to my retreat and keep them there. See that six men are always guarding them.”

The Venusian nodded and motioned with his gun, following the girl and Clay as they went out. Lexas watched them depart, then with a grim smile he turned to the radio equipment and began to dismantle it—and thereby making the first moves in a task which kept him occupied for a considerable time afterwards.

The 720-hour long Venusian day had passed into the misty, cloying darkness of moonless night before his job was finished, the apparatus looking much the same as hitherto except that a wafer-thin circle of metal had been added, an extremely sensitive pick-up plate, which reacted to brain frequencies and then amplified them ten to a hundred-fold as desired. Well pleased with himself Lexas summoned Clay and Thalia back to him in order to make a test.

Thalia was the first to feel the effect of amplified hypnosis. Not that it was new to her for the art had been perfected in her own scientific sphere—from which Lexas had culled his knowledge—but she had certainly never before been at the mercy of a ruthless enemy, forced to do whatever his mind commanded.

For her own part she retained, to a great extent, her own individuality in that she was able to understand what she was doing, though she did not know why. Clay, looking on, watched her perform all manner of tasks under Lexas’ silent orders, until at length he seemed satisfied and Thalia emerged from the daze into which she had been plunged.

“Quite admirable,” the Martian said, grinning. “Our surgical friend will do exactly as he is told—— All right, take them out again,” he added to Tresna. “I am going to a neighbouring machine to prepare radio equipment in readiness to guide the surgeon here. You, Earthman, will give him the instructions when the time is near.”

Clay did not respond. He gave Thalia a glance and then they were led side by side through the steamy, night-ridden jungle back to Lexas’ bungalow. Within it they were allowed all the freedom they needed, but to escape it was impossible with the armed guards surrounding the place and Tresna and another equally vindictive Venusian in command of them.

“I don’t think,” Thalia murmured, as she sat close to Clay at the table and idly ate some concentrated food, “that Lexas’ hypnotic apparatus is as foolproof as it might be.”

“Oh?” He looked at her in sudden interest. “How do you mean?”

“I was able to retain my own individual will all the time I was being hypnotized. That is unusual in hypnotism: one usually has no knowledge of one’s actions under hypnosis. Doesn’t that point to a defect somewhere?”

Clay shook his head moodily. “Probably only because he was not using very much power. You did do the things he ordered, and that is our only criterion. I’m afraid that surgeon is going to fall under the influence as much as you did … Then the damage will be done! If only we could think of some way of escape! That’s our problem.”

And it was a problem without a solution: the guards saw to that. There was nothing Clay and Thalia could do but count the hours and sleep and eat and wait, until they finally received news from Lexas that the red surgeon was not very far away from Venus. Accordingly Clay was ordered to the radio apparatus to give instructions—and once again Thalia was used as the “lever” to be sure he did not try to convey any hidden message.

Clay found that the instructions he had to give were all written out for him—very detailed instructions because the Venusian night was still in being which made flying particularly difficult, and finding a chosen spot even more so.

On the X ray screen a view of the approaching fast flier, still some two hundred miles beyond the Venusian atmospheric belt, became visible. Clay began to read the instructions mechanically.

Following them, the solitary traveller brought his vessel successfully into the atmosphere, out-manoeuvred the mountain heights, and flew high over the dense jungles in mist which had reduced eye-visibility to zero. X-ray screens, however, helped his task immensely and, by degrees, he found the spot pin-pointed by vibration beams which told him exactly where to land. The sound of his arrival, branches smashing as his machine came hurtling down, was heard by all those gathered in the flying saucer from which the transmission had been made; and it was also the signal for Lexas to go into action. Holding Thalia to him as a hostage he motioned Clay with his flame-gun.

“Greet our friend, Earthman,” he ordered. “Don’t give him any reason to suspect anything. Tresna, and you other men, seize the surgeon the moment he enters this machine.”

His face grim, Clay moved to the open airlock in the hub of the machine and looked outside. Mist wraiths eddied past in the light streaming from the control cabin. Not far away he could hear sounds of movement.

“Here!” he called, cupping his hands. “This is the spot! Can you hear me?”

“I hear you, Highness,” came a response from the fog; then the sounds came nearer and presently there appeared one of the huge red men of Mars, attired in the customary scanty garments of his race.

“I am fortunate in finding you easily in such conditions, Highness,” he said, after a little obeisance. “How is her Highness? No worse?”

“Step inside,” Clay invited, and wished that Thalia were not the guarantee of his good behaviour.

The red Martian obeyed and stepped into the huge control room, then he paused. His eyes moved quickly over the assembly of Venusians with their weapons in readiness, then across to Lexas as he pushed Thalia roughly out of his way.

“I don’t understand, Highness,” the red Martian said, his voice sharp. “When I swore allegiance to you with the rest of my race I assumed——”

“The whole thing is a trap Plicalf,” Clay broke in morosely. “It’s obvious, isn’t it? I had to drag you into it or her Highness’s life would have been forfeit.”

“So that is the situation?” The red Martian gave Lexas a contemptuous glance. “Another of your subtle tricks, Lexas?”

“Trick or otherwise I have the mastery,” Lexas retorted. “You are here for only one reason—to transfer my brain into the body of the Earthman. His you can destroy. As for her Highness, I will deal with her when the operation has been performed. I have not yet made up my mind whether to take her with me back home, or kill her. For the moment the operation is the main issue.”

“You are wasting your time, green man,” the surgeon said coldly. “I have sworn allegiance to Clay Drew and the Empress and nothing will make me break it. If you decide to kill me because of my allegiance—so be it.”

“You have overlooked the powers of hypnosis, Plicalf,” Lexas said. “For perhaps the first time in history a lowly green man will make the detested red man do his bidding. That in itself is a rich reward for effort—and the operation will make it a masterpiece.”

The red Martian straightened in majestic dignity. He was a fine specimen of his race, over eight feet tall and heavily muscled.

“You direct me by hypnosis?” he asked. “Ambition is running away with you, Lexas. No green man has ever been able to hypnotise a red, and never will.”

Clay and Thalia exchanged looks, their eyes momentarily hopeful. Then Lexas brushed the objection aside.

“I am aware it is impossible by ordinary hypnosis—but not when an amplifier is used.”

Plicalf looked momentarily surprised and then watched as Lexas, motioning Tresna and the Venusians to keep on guard, moved over to the hypnotic amplifier. He tapped it significantly.

“This is my guarantee, red man, that you will do as you are told,” he said bitterly. “Around you in this control room you behold the surgical instruments you need, together with two surgical benches. You are clever enough to do the task without assistance, especially as one of the brains—that of the Earthman—can be destroyed. In his case no transference will be necessary.”

The red man gave a contemptuous smile, but a second or two later his expression changed as Lexas abruptly switched on the amplifier and swung round the directive plate. The red Martian made an effort to dodge, but he was not quick enough. He relaxed almost in mid-movement and then all trace of expression left his face as, evidently, he came under the sway of the orders Lexas was drilling into his brain. Clay and Thalia stood watching anxiously as, for perhaps three minutes, Lexas maintained the influence. Then he switched off and eyed the surgeon as he slowly began to recover.

“I think, red man, that you have now every reason to amend your earlier remark,” he snapped. “I have given you post-hypnotic commands, which you will be compelled to obey five minutes from now.”

“Perhaps,” Plicalf responded stonily.

Lexas merely shrugged and went across to one of the surgical benches. He laid himself upon it in readiness for the operation, revealing once again that rugged courage which had brought him through more than one crisis in his power-crazy career. He turned his head and motioned Clay.

“Lie on this other table, Earthman, You have no alternative.”

“No, Clay, don’t!” Thalia clutched at him desperately. “If once you do that you’re finished! You——”

“No use, Thay, I have it to do,” he broke in gently. “All the argument in the world can’t alter this situation.”

“But Clay——”

Clay patted her arm gently and then turned away. He gave the red surgeon a grim look and then went across to the second table and lay upon it. Plicalf stood looking at the two prone men as though wondering what he ought to do next. A heavy silence fell on the big control room, converted for the moment into a surgical laboratory. Thalia made a sudden move forward but was dragged back and held by Tresna.

“I think not, Highness,” he said curtly. “You and your race have had things your way quite long enough!”

The red surgeon hesitated and passed a hand over his forehead. He glanced at the chronometer and seemed to go through a tremendous struggle with himself, but obviously the struggle was unavailing for at last he moved mechanically and went across to the table on which Lexas lay. Lexas gazed at the expressionless face bending over him and grinned cynically.

“I told you you’d do it, red man,” he murmured. “And take care you do it properly.”

With movements like those of a mannikin Plicalf turned to the instrument stand and picked up an anaesthesia needle. He sank it into the green Martian’s arm and watched him slowly relax into unconsciousness. Thalia, her eyes wide, struggled uselessly in the grip of the Venusians as they too fixedly studied the proceedings, ready to act on the least suspicious move.

But apparently Plicalf was now under the complete post-hypnotic influence. He cleansed his hands with a powerful antiseptic and then picked up an electrical trepanner. With it he carefully removed the top of Lexas’ skull and then began the task of removing the living brain from within. He worked with dispassionate calm, a blank fixed stare in his eyes.

For nearly fifteen minutes his electrical instruments were at work removing the brain. Invisible beams finally removed it from its fleshy casing and transferred it to a waiting globe filled with a watery fluid. Clay lay watching it all, perspiration trickling down his face as he realised the moment had come when he was to die.

He steeled himself as the surgeon turned to him. Thalia gave a scream and was knocked back violently against the wall so that she whimpered. The red surgeon, his eyes blank, picked up the bowl of preserving fluid, surveyed the malign brain within it, then carried it carefully to the bench beside the hypnotic amplifier. His next move was a complete surprise. With one tremendous sweep of his mighty arm he flung the bowl and the brain within it clean through the open porthole into the misty night outside.

Almost simultaneously his other hand flashed down on to the hypnotic amplifier switch and the directive plate swung on the startled Venusians. Uncertain whether to shoot or not, they now did not have the chance. Thought waves of battering power, mental compulsion in excelsis, had them in shackles. They relaxed numbly, their faces blank and their senses reeling, their guns dropping from their hands. Thalia, too, swayed giddily as she felt her own brain succumbing to the order to march into the jungle and keep on marching.

Clay, though, realised what was happening to her. He slid from the operating bench and hurtled across the control room, dragging her to him and out of range of the amplifier. She stood clinging to him, her limbs shuddering, as she watched the Venusians leave the control room mechanically one by one. When the last one had gone Plicalf switched off the instrument and went over to the carcase of Lexas. Seizing it in his mighty arms he carried it to the airlock, then with a heave that brainless body was pitched into the clearing.

Plicalf slammed the airlock and jammed home the clamps. He was breathing hard as he came back to where Clay and Thalia were standing.

“That was magnificent work, Plicalf,” Clay said earnestly, gripping his hand. “Even though I don’t know how you did it.”

The giant Martian turned to the porthole and closed it.

“We are capable of rising?” he questioned.

“Far as I know.” Clay responded. “Only trouble will be with flying monsters, unless it being misty and at night they don’t give us any trouble. Anyway, we’ll risk it.”

He settled at the control board and switched on the power. The atomic plant responded instantly and with a lurching heave the flying saucer dragged free of the vegetation and began an upward surge, tearing down branches and smaller trees in the process. Watching the X-ray screens Clay drove straight upwards, past the mountain tops, through the topmost cloud layers, and finally into outer space. Then the flying saucer was hurtling away from Venus, deep within the planet’s shadow as the night still reigned.

Clay slipped in the automatic pilot and turned.

“How did you break that hypnosis?” he demanded.

Plicalf shrugged his vast shoulders. “I was not hypnotised, Highness. I merely conveyed the impression that I was and then awaited my opportunity.”

“But Lexas turned the power right on you!” Thalia cried in amazement.

“True, Highness, but as I told him at the time, no green man has ever been able to hypnotise a red man. Amplification did not make that fact any less tenable—though Lexas fell into the error of thinking it did. He was sure that with amplification I would succumb to his mind. What he did not know, with all his hurried grasp of things scientific, is that the brain of a green man is differently constructed to that of a red man, which accounts for the green man always having taken second place. In his brain there simply was not the physical construction necessary for him to produce hypnosis, and all the amplification in the world did not alter it.”

“But he tried his hypnosis on me, and I felt it,” Thalia pointed out. Certainly I retained my individual will at the same time, but I still had to obey his orders.”

“Because you are nearer to the green than the red in the make-up of your brain,” the surgeon explained. “We red men have additional areas in our brain which no hypnosis can reach. It accounts for us being a master race … So,” he finished, shrugging, “Lexas beat himself. By what one might call ‘shock’ tactics I succeeded in getting mastery of the situation and sent those Venusians into the jungle with orders to keep on marching. They will do so until they either drop from fatigue or are picked up by others of their race.”

“We left behind forty-eight space machines and Tresna knows how to fly the void,” Clay muttered. “I wonder if that constitutes a menace?”

“With the science of Atlantis and my city again available?” Plicalf asked. “Hardly, Highness! When I left our home world both cities were functioning normally, and any invasion which a Venusian and his ragged hordes might attempt would be smashed before it could start. Infiltration by means of their clever disguising tricks will not avail them anything either, for they will have to use space ships to reach our planet, and a constant look-out will be maintained … No, Highness,” the surgeon finished, “it is the end of the menace. Lexas is destroyed and with that goes the ill-starred tyranny he tried to enforce. All he has really succeeded in doing is welding together the green, red and Atlantean races into a thriving community content to live as good neighbours—with your Highnesses to rule our destinies.”

Clay smiled and drew Thalia to him. It was hard after all that had happened to believe that peace had suddenly come. Yet it seemed that it had … With the flyer’s movement the sun came forth from behind Venus and filled space with his unholy effulgence.

The same sun brought day back to the night side of Venus and sent up the temperature of the primeval forests. Deep in the undergrowth lay an overturned culture bowl and within it a still living brain. It had no body, but around it were all the rich chemicals of a very young planet. It gathered nourishment into itself because it still lived.

A sentient thing of grey; disembodied, but not dead. No, not dead. Nothing could die in that wilderness of swelling growth and tremendous youthful vigour. The corpse of Lexas was already rotting, its life extinct from the poison Plicalf had administered instead of anaesthetic.

But the brain lived on. And the brain was growing.
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