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Enter the SF Gateway …

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


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



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

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

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

Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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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

The Super-Brain

Mars, the planet of endless deserts, gasping for water from skies which never clouded, its arid surface broken only here and there by roughly designed cities or the canal-like lines of valves leading to the underworld, was no more. Scientific genius had changed it into a thriving planet. It possessed clouds, regular rainfall, and its savage bareness had been replaced by fertile fields and pastures. There were two cities—the one set close to a new-born ocean and inhabited by descendants of Earth’s Atlantis, and the other known as Redopolis, city of the red men of Mars, true intellectual inhabitants of the planet.

In both cities there were scatterings of green Martians, tall, bald, ungainly beings, servants of the red men or the Atlanteans having neither the wish nor the intelligence to revolt against their lowly lot. By common consent the planet was ruled by the Emperor and Empress of Atlantis—Clayton Drew, an Earthman, and his Atlantean wife, Thalia. They had achieved their position as supreme rulers not entirely by accession but by a combination of extraordinary circumstances, and had certainly proved their courage and resource in defeating Lexas of Mars, the swaggering, cunning green Martian who had all but brought Mars under his domination.

Now that was over. Lexas had been slain in the midst of his career of villainy. His body lay rotting in the torrid jungles of Venus, a body without a brain. He had been in the midst of a brain transference when he had been overwhelmed with the result that his brain had remained separated from his body.

That had been over a year ago. In the intervening time, their battle with the Martian over, Clay and Thalia had returned to Mars to take over their normal ruling positions in Atlantis, and were now deep in plans for furthering the planet’s prosperity and its trade association with Earth.

“Just the same,” Thalia commented, as she and Clay stood one evening on the balcony outside their suite in the Governing Edifice of Atlantis, “there are times when I wonder if all is really as quiet as it seems to be.”

Clay glanced at her in surprise. He was a lean-faced man youngish, blue-eyed, with the manner and speech of a man of action.

“Meaning what, Thay?” he asked.

“I don’t know … really.” The girl looked absently into the calm of the Martian evening. The sun had set, etching the great bulk of Atlantic against the amethyst glow in the west. “It’s just that it’s hard to believe, after all we went through, that Lexas can be really silenced at last.”

“A year has gone,” Clay reminded her, shrugging. “And apart from that it isn’t common for a body without a brain to get up and walk.”

“No, I suppose not.”

Clay looked at the girl in some concern. He knew how quickly her delicately balanced mind could detect danger, often long before he himself was aware of it. However, he did not comment, and the girl remained looking at the stars—and one star in particular. Venus. It shone with its intense lustre low down over the sunset.

“Lexas’s graveyard,” she murmured. “I know it’s silly, but I have the oddest feeling that there’s something wrong somewhere. I—I can’t quite explain it.”

“I should think you can’t,” Clay chided her; then his powerful arm went gently about her shoulders. “For heaven’s sake, Thay, don’t start worrying about something which does not exist. We have enough on our hands as it is—turning this new-born civilization of ours into something worthwhile.”

Thalia was silent again. The twilight gave her undoubted beauty even finer lines. Her green eyes seemed more transparent; her golden hair darker. Her slim, strong young body remained motionless in Clay’s grip.

“This ‘something’ does exist,” she said after a while, and when he realised what she had said Clay released his hold on her and tried to see her expression in the dying light. It was troubled, her mouth set.

“What are you talking about?” he asked bluntly.

“I don’t know how much of this you’ll believe,” she replied, “but I keep having a queer emotion taking possession of me. In fact it is more than an emotion: it’s mental conviction. I—I keep feeling a terrible hatred for you.”

Clay broke into an incredulous laugh. “Well, that’s a good one! I doubt if two people could love each other more than we do.”

“I know, but——now and again I——” Thalia did not finish her sentence. It appeared that she found it too much of a struggle to make sense. Her eyes travelled back again to the steadily glowing point of Venus. One by one the hosts of heaven were appearing. The throb of the great city was the only sound in the gentle dusk.

Thalia turned suddenly and walked away across the balcony and into the brightly lighted room beyond. Clay looked after her for a moment and then followed. He found that the girl had seated herself and was frowning hard as if trying to reconcile something.

“What’s all this nonsense about hating me?” he asked quietly. “It’s too utterly absurd, Thay. Why, the very existence of this Martian civilization depends on you and I being absolutely in accord with each other.”

“I know.” Her face was serious as she looked up. “But there is something else too which worries and mystifies me. Why should I, the daughter of a highborn Atlantean dignitary, be slowly coming to believe that I ought to unify the Atlantean race with the green men?”

“Unify them? In what way?”

“Every way. Allow them to live on the same terms as ourselves, even permit intermarriage and the creation of part Martian-part Atlantean offspring——”

Clay’s expression changed from bewilderment to one of genuine concern. He sat down beside the girl and grasped her arm compellingly.

“Thay, do you realise what you’re saying? The green men of Mars are the scum of the planet—workers and nothing more. They have no scientific knowledge, no breeding, no heritage. They’re simply the throw-outs of the red race. I could better understand you thinking of unification with the red men rather than the green, but even that would be unthinkable.”

“It’s all unthinkable,” Thalia said, baffled. “And it frightens me. All through my life I have been the absolute mistress of my own desires and thoughts—. Yet here I find myself being swayed by complex mental suggestions which are quite contrary to my wishes. It’s like … hypnotism.”

Clay gave a little start. “But you’re surely not tying it up with Lexas?”

“He tried hypnotism once,” Thalia reminded him.

“Surely, but the conditions were very different to what they are now. He had amplifiers; the distance was only short—and he possessed a body and a brain. Now he has neither. He’s dead, Thay. If hypnotism is being used to plant crazy suggestions in your head then somebody on this world, and maybe in this city, is responsible.”

The girl shook her head moodily. “I’d thought of that. If an amplifier of that nature were at work it would betray itself to detectors—but the detectors remain at zero. I tried it out myself when I last felt this queer, overpowering hatred for you. It’s … impossible to understand,” she finished.

“Probably the outcome of too much work recently,” Clay smiled. “I’d suggest you see the First in Psychology and see if he can explain it … And it occurs to me that we have some plans to work out for the new laboratory sector. We’d better get busy on them.”

Thalia nodded absently and led the way to the door which gave on to the huge contiguous controlling office. It was plain that her thoughts were far away from the subject Clay had mentioned and it seemed a real conscious effort for her to keep her concentration on the job when she and Clay had settled at the big desk to work out the details of the new laboratory annex in the city centre.

Though he pretended not to notice, Clay saw her attention straying several times. And after a while he too became conscious of something unusual. He forgot all about the plan he was studying and instead realized he had become obsessed with the idea that if he threw in his lot with the red men of Mars, and abandoned Thalia and the green men to their own devices, he would be a lot more powerful than he was already.

Puzzled, trying to examine this hazy conception in his brain, he looked across at the girl. Her green eyes were fixed on him intently. Her mouth was tight and hard. Clay put a hand to his forehead and rubbed it slowly.

“Queer,” he muttered. “Damned queer! You and I—getting ideas utterly opposite to our real interests. I don’t begin to understand what——”

The visiphone buzzer interrupted him. He switched on. In the scanning screen the face of the green Martian reception clerk appeared. He was speaking from the adjoining entry-office.

“His Excellency Plicalf to see you, Highness,” the clerk announced. “Most urgent business.”

Clay hesitated. He was himself again now, that amazing idea about joining up with the red men having vanished. Thalia, too, was apparently the mistress of herself once more, smiling in vague wonder half to herself.

“Plicalf?” she repeated. “What can he want, I wonder?”

Plicalf, a master surgeon, was also the recognised head of the red Martian race—though under the control of Clay and Thalia as acknowledged rulers of the entire planet.

“Send him in,” Clay ordered, and then switched off.

After a moment or two the enormous doors opened and the red Martian came in. He was a gigantic, majestic being, fully eight feet tall and proportionately broad, dressed in the rich robes of his high office. Totally bald, as were all Martians, he had a thin face an immense mouth, a beaked nose, and eyes like those of a snake. To a stranger he could have seemed terrifying. To Clay, who knew him well, he was a good friend and brilliantly clever scientist—as indeed were most of the men and women of the red race.

“Quite a surprise, Plicalf,” Clay greeted, rising and shaking the immense hand. “Sit down … Usually you don’t move very far from your own city.”

“I am here on a matter of great moment,” the Martian replied, using his own tongue which Clay and Thalia fully understood. “I feel compelled to suggest that we, of the red race, come to a new understanding with you of Atlantis.”

“Oh?” Clay sat down again, frowning. He caught a startled look from Thalia.

“Our interests are divided,” Plicalf continued. “Our ruler, before he died, said there could be only one race on this world if peace was ever to obtain. He was right. That race is ours—the red race. You of Atlantis are usurpers.”

“We settled all that long ago!” Thalia cried, leaping suddenly to her feet, her cheeks colouring with anger. “We agreed that Atlantis should rule because you of the red race, clever though you are, are too indolent physically to turn your genius to account.

“I have changed my mind,” Plicalf said, shrugging. “And, Highness”—he looked at Clay—“we believe that a man of your ability and courage is wasting his time in Atlantis being nothing more than a mate to this … woman of Atlantis.”

Thalia stared blankly, utterly insulted. The colour in her face became even higher. She swung on Clay and glared at him.

“Are you going to let him stand there and talk about me like that?” she demanded.

Clay did not answer immediately. He was trying to reconcile the extraordinary fact that Plicalf had brought into actual words—if rather crudely—the very thought which had been in his own mind not so long before: that he should join the red men.

“Clay, I’m speaking to you!” Thalia brought her slim fist down on the desk with a thump, and Clay gave a start. His expression changed.

“I think,” he said slowly, “that perhaps Plicalf is right. After all, it is no more remarkable than your own suggestion a little while ago that the Atlantean and green races should be unified.”

“They will be!” Thalia declared, glaring. “Since you see fit to let this—this red man come here and insult me I’ll give you a run for your money which you’ll never forget! Go to your red men! Rule the lot of them! See if I care!”

She swung away furiously, went across the huge room with regal strides, then slammed the doors behind her. Clay put finger and thumb to his forehead for a moment trying to sort out his mental confusion. He knew this was all wrong—that he, Thalia, and Plicalf were all talking like idiots, and yet believing the words they uttered. That was the baffling thing.

“Apparently the issue is settled and the cleavage complete, Plicalf commented, satisfied. “Her Highness will remain with her own race and incorporate the worthless green men—and you will join us. We shall go far together, my friend.”

“Yes—I suppose we will,” Clay muttered, completely bemused; then his glance sharpened. “Far?” he repeated. “What do you intend doing?

Plicalf spread his vast arms. “As I said earlier, Highness, there can only be one race on this planet if we are to live in peace. The only way to settle that issue is to resort to force of arms.”

“War? Me fighting my wife——?” Clay made a tremendous effort of will and got up from the desk. “In heaven’s name, Plicalf, what has come over us?” he demanded. “Do you realise that in a few brief words we—all three of us—have thrown overboard every pact and promise we ever made? I have become estranged from my wife and agreed to throw in my lot with you—for no real purpose that I can see. You, for your part, are advocating the very thing you formerly put down as barbaric—war. And my wife suffers from the conviction that she must unify the green and Atlantean races against the red men. It’s preposterous!. Beyond all reason!”

The master-surgeon frowned to himself. “Yes, it is,” he admitted at length. “But inescapable.”

“Don’t be too sure of that,” Clay snapped. “The trouble with you red men—as you’ll admit yourself—is that you are such masters of all things scientific you just accept everything and won’t fight for yourselves. Well, I’m going to because there’s something here that’s utterly wrong. All three of us are being compelled to do something which is against our natural desires.”

“Only hypnosis could do that,” Plicalf said. “And that is not the answer.”

“So my wife tells me. She has had strange mental urges recently and thinking they might be hypnotic she went to work with detectors—and got no reaction.”

“There is also another reason why it cannot be hypnosis.” Plicalf said. “It is an acknowledged fact that a red man cannot be hypnotised by any other race, green or Atlantean. So what can be back of it? You will remember how Lexas, even armed with an amplifier, tried to hypnotise me, and failed? And met his death because of it.”

Clay did remember—only too well. And the recollection that no red man had ever fallen under the mental sway of a green one was disturbing too. It made the mystery of these strange mental obsessions all the more baffling.

“For the moment,” Clay said, after deliberation, “I am the master of myself again—clear-headed enough, anyway, to try and sort this business out. I am going to have a word with my wife and see if I cannot find some explanation for this business.”

“Then I am to assume you will not—as yet— join our ranks?” Plicalf asked.

“Probably never.” Clay gave him a direct look. “It is as contrary to my wishes as it really is to yours. You do not mean you wish me to be the master of your race? It’s utterly ridiculous since we’re of different worlds.”

“I suppose,” Plicalf replied, meditating as he rose to his feet, “that it is. Yet I feel the urge to place you in that position, just as I feel the urge to make the red race the dominant power on this planet.”

“Unless the Atlantean race, unified to the green race, beats you,” Clay pointed out.

“That issue will have to be fought out.”

There was silence for a moment; then Clay shook his head.

“I’m not joining you yet, Plicalf. I’ve things to do.”

He left the chamber and hurried down the corridor to his private suite. He found Thalia within—but it was not the Thalia who had stormed from him with her eyes aflame with anger. Instead she was sitting morosely on the divan, staring fixedly in front of her as she wrestled with the mystery which beset her. At Clay’s entrance she looked up sharply, obviously uncertain of his mood.

“Thay——. All we said in there. It was crazy.” He stopped a foot or so from her, hesitating.

“Quite crazy,” she admitted. “I don’t know why I lost my temper like that. Plicalf’s whole idea was mad—as mad as your own theory that you’d like to join him.”

“And as mad as your unification plan,” Clay added. “We are up against it Thay. Compulsion is being used on us deliberately in an effort to turn the red race against the Atlantean and green races. The same compulsion is trying to divide us—turn us into bitter enemies. We’ve got to fight it. In fact we have to do more. We must find it and destroy it!”

Thalia got to her feet and stood thinking for a moment, then she turned as the door opened and an Atlantean came in. He gave a little obeisance and looked at Clay.

“The First in Astronomy requests your presence, Highness, in the observatory,” he announced. “Apparently there is something he wishes you to see in connection with Venus.”

“Better come with me, Thay,” Clay said, and followed her from the room, the Atlantean coming up in the rear. And in the space of a few moments they had reached the gigantic chamber wherein all astronomical observations were carried out.

The First in Astronomy, elderly, master of his work, was standing beside the rail surrounding the giant X-ray reflector, a device which made the clouds of any planet no impediment to vision.

As darkness closed down on the observatory the mirror became correspondingly bright. The astronomer moved the controls gently and slowly there appeared a vision of the steaming jungles of still young Venus. Only it was not all jungle.

Thalia and Clay stared fixedly, their hands gripping the rail. There was something there in the view which was utterly different from anything they had ever expected. It looked like a grey hill with a cleavage down the centre.

“Greetings, Highnesses,” he acknowledged. “I would not have called you only there is something here which I do not quite understand.” He signalled for the shutters to be closed over the windows and then added, “If you will be so good as to look into the mirror here.”

“That object,” the astronomer said gravely, “is alive! I saw it first when it was quite small and mistook it for a rock. Later observations have shown that it has grown steadily for over a year, until now it measures nearly half a mile at its widest point. You notice the queer tendrils at the edges, which are embedded in the vegetation and undergrowth?”

“But what is it?” Thalia asked in amazement.

“I believe,” the astronomer answered, “that it is a brain—sentient, and of tremendous size! And it is still growing. Unless we act quickly it may finally cover all Venus.”

Clay snapped his fingers. “Now I get it! The reason for our mental troubles!”

Thalia gave an eager nod in the reflected glare from the mirror and the astronomer glanced questioningly.

“Mental troubles, Highness?”

Clay gave the details quickly, then he returned his attention to that vast organism pulsating and thriving some sixty million miles away across the void—yet as clear in the amazing telescope equipment as though it were only fifty yards distant.

“The brain of Lexas,” Clay muttered, gripping the rail and staring down on the weird growth. “It’s perfectly clear now what has happened. When Lexas died his brain was thrown through the surgery window. It was in the midst of a culture bowl at the time, surrounded by preserving fluid. Venus is renowned as being rich in the chemicals which produce and feed life. That tiny brain, still living, took root in the fertility around it, drew in nourishment, and became a living excrescence on the face of that planet.

“And now it is powerful enough to fling hypnotic waves over space!” Thalia exclaimed.

“That’s it! Look at the monstrous size of the thing I A brain of those dimensions doesn’t require amplifiers or anything else to hurl forth its energies. It explains too why no red man either can evade hypnosis. Nothing can stand in the way of an organism as big as that.”

Clay became silent, considering the growth and musing, then he motioned to the astronomer and the view vanished. The windows were unshuttered again to the Martian day.

“Obviously,” Clay said, thinking, “the organism is not, as yet powerful enough to produce sustained hypnosis. It can only accomplish it in spasms, during which spasms my wife, Plicalf, and I come under its influence. But as it grows still larger its power will become more constant, until finally——”

“We’ve got to stop it right away,” Thalia declared. “I see now why no detector revealed hypnosis. The hypnosis is being accomplished without amplifiers, so there is no electrical medium to excite a detector——. We’ve got to blast that brain out of existence!”

“Of course we——”

Clay stopped dead. He had no conception left of what he had intended to say. All he realized was that he had decided to join Plicalf in the government of the red Martians. He turned about, his face grim.

“I’m leaving,” he said curtly, and noticed that Thalia’s face was set hard.

“I expected you would,” she retorted. “And what I said about the unification of the Atlantean and green races still goes.”

“I shall support you, Highness, to the end,” the astronomer remarked, his eyes blank.

Clay looked at him; then his hand dropped to the jewelled raygun in his belt. He snatched it out and fired point blank, watching the elderly savant collapse slowly to the floor. Thalia raised her eyes from him to look at Clay’s merciless face.

“That’s one less supporter you’ve got,” he commented—then without another word he turned and strode from the observatory. He had only one thought in his mind—to reach Redopolis and throw in his lot with the red men.


CHAPTER 2

Slave of Lexas

Clay had greatly underestimated the overwhelming power of the brain feeding itself on Venus. It had not only the power to transmit its own terrific mental impulses across space to any desired personage, but it could also read the minds of all those on the red planet—and Earth too. The enormous accruement of cells, each filled with bounding life absorbed from the intense richness of the Venusian soil, had given the brain a range and strength never known to such a thinking organism before. And since Lexas was the owner of the brain it had no leanings towards sentiment. He was continuing his endless battle to bring to destruction those who, so far, had brought about his downfall. He had only one complaint: he was immobile. The brain was chained down, its ganglia and neurones buried deep in the fertile loam.

On Mars the effect of the Brain took rapid shape. It had only worked spasmodically so far for experimental purposes: now it kept up its power constantly, never giving any of the inhabitants of Mars a chance to escape from the influence.

Though they had the inner consciousness that what they were doing was utterly mad, Clay and Thalia—the bitterest of enemies—made their own plans, Clay in Redopolis and Thalia in Atlantis. They gathered about them all the requirements of battle, and so thoroughly did Lexas exert his powers the opposing factions were quite convinced of their hatred for the opposite side.

War came to Mars—the most violent, scientific, and deadly struggle that had ever struck the red planet. Clay, when Plicalf was killed, took over complete command and led his scientific hordes in all their panoply against the well-equipped armies of his wife, Thalia.

The Martian sky was alive with screaming projectiles and hurtling aircraft. Redopolis and Atlantis alike were pounded with atomic and H-bombs, shattered with deadly rays, swept with poisonous fogs. Thousands of green men died, and many Atlanteans sacrificed themselves, too, in the service of their Empress—but even so Clay found that he was hampered by the innately lazy natures of the red men, Clever scientists though they were, science was not enough against the vast energy of the fleets controlled by Thalia.

Clay, after a month of savage carnage, found himself beaten. He had to surrender unconditionally and one bright morning was taken under heavy guard to the ruins of the still smoking Atlantis, there to have judgment passed upon him.

He was led into the remains of the council room—where he had once held sway—and found Thalia seated at the broad desk, the remaining dignitaries of Atlantis grouped around her. The girl looked like a goddess in her regal grandeur, her beautiful face set in cruel lines, no spark of pity in her green eyes. Behind her like broken teeth loomed the shattered walls, and beyond the still undead smoke of battle coiling to the perfect blue of the sky.

A remembrance of days that had been struggled across Clay’s mind—days when he and Thalia had been happy planning new amenities for the race; days when——. Then the relentless might of a brain sixty million miles away swamped him again and he was as much a puppet as those around him.

“Clayton Drew, Earthman, you are here to have sentence passed upon you,” Thalia stated, her voice high and cold. “You deliberately led the armies of the red men against the peace of this city of Atlantis. Deliberately you fomented the races of this world against each other. In that issue you have been rightly defeated and, as a race, the red men no longer exist. Have you anything to say?”

Clay made an effort of will and for a second, like lightning in the night, sanity burst through the veil.

“Only that you and I, Thay, have brought Mars to ruin and pestilence because of the orders of a giant brain on another world. If we could but break the power of——” Then he stopped, unable to go any further as the monster brain nipped off his thoughts. He said coldly, “I did what I believed was right.”

“Your punishment for such betrayal of principles could be death,” Thalia continued, her eyes pinning him, “but I and my councillors do not believe that would be sufficient justice for the suffering and destruction you have caused. So you are condemned to the underworld—there to wander, alone and in the darkness of the caverns, until you die.”

Clay did not say anything. He knew just how horrible his fate could be. Thalia was evidently referring to the mighty caverns wherein Atlantic and Redopolis, at different levels, had existed before the surface had been rehabilitated. Down there was the darkness of death—and indeed, in many places, the ocean had flooded through.

“Remove him!” Thalia commanded, and then she sat watching as he was bundled from the council chamber and led down the main corridor outside.

Too numbed mentally and physically to make any resistance he submitted passively to being thrust into a desert tractor, wherein he was surrounded by armed green Martians. He was driven as far as one of the giant valves which had once given ingress to Atlantis. The lips were forced apart by the now rusty and disused gearing and a rope was tied in a noose under his arms.

He was lowered a good two hundred feet, away from the bright light of day into the deadening dark of the underground. Then when he had alighted on rock the rope was cast down after him, and the slit of valve, giving a view of blue sky, closed with a metallic clang. He was alone.

For some time he remained motionless, lying on hard rock and struggling vainly to clear the fog from his mind. At last he stood up and felt his way about him. He had not the vaguest idea where he was—probably in some giant cavern fairly near the surface. Atlantic had been much deeper down than this, and Redopolis deeper still.

Then, as he moved and explored, he began to realize something. He was thinking his own thoughts! He was no longer following out the orders which had been planted in his mind. For the first time since chaos had descended upon his thinking—and everybody else’s—he could view the situation clearly. In all its horrible vividness he could appreciate the dreadful thing which had happened to himself and Thalia, and the races inhabiting the red planet.

“And what comes next?” he muttered, sitting down to think with newborn freedom. “What is the object behind it? I know Lexas is back of everything, but what is he driving at? I can well believe he wishes to smash everything on Mars, but he has not accomplished his purpose. All he has done is leave Thay in charge under his control. There must be more behind it than that…”

Since this was not a matter he could solve immediately he gave his attention to a second but just as vital problem. Why had he suddenly ceased to come under the influence of that baleful brain growing in strength on Venus with every hour? He got on the move, feeling his way in the dark, hoping that by some fluke he would find an outlet somewhere into the desert, perhaps see a blessed, jagged streak of light.

But this was not granted him. Though he crawled over rock for an hour he come no nearer to finding a way from his prison, or to explaining why his thoughts were his own again——. Then an idea struck him as his hand closed round a javelin-shaped piece of rock.

Since the Martian rocks were highly metallic, chiefly solid ferrous oxide deposit, it was possible they might spark under impact, just as steel might upon flint. He raised the dagger of rock in his hand and brought it down sharply in front of him. Then he jerked his head away, dazzled for the moment by the stream of sparks which jetted from the point he had struck.

Encouraged by his discovery he tried again, gradually accustoming his eyes, until at last he had a series of lightning flashes which enabled him to form some idea of where he was.

As he had conjectured, he was inside a huge cavern which in the distance, appeared to lead into yet another one. Not that this fact interested him: his attention was drawn instead to the queer roof immediately above his head. It seemed to extend in all directions, except where the shaft from the surface made its continuation impossible. It was not rock, but made up of enormous grey sheets riveted together. Some of the sheets had broken away into jagged edges during the cataclysm which had shaken the planet when rehabilitation of the surface had taken place.

“Radiation-proof plating!” Clay exclaimed, suddenly comprehending. “Of course! All Atlantis was covered by this shield to prevent any possible cosmic rays penetrating the then very thin atmosphere. And as I remember it, the stuff is fairly malleable, with a lead basis…”

Again producing a brief illumination for himself to see where the nearest jogged plating was, he moved towards it, seized its rough edge, then began to bend it back and forth. In the manner of ductile lead a piece presently broke away in his hands. A small amount of effort with chunks of stone enabled him to fashion it into a crude and heavy helmet, covering all the top of his head and the back of his neck. To him, one thing was now quite clear: the tremendous hypnotic waves sent forth by Lexas were not reaching him because the radiation-proof metal was deflecting them. Since it could easily block cosmic waves, the shortest in the universe, it could certainly do the same for the somewhat longer wavelength generated by a brain.

Assured of protection and beginning to feel that perhaps he stood a fighting chance even yet Clay got on the move again. As he went he tried to remember the location of Atlantis and the position of the underground valves—but here he was baffled. His memory was not good enough for that—But there had been air-vents! Yes—dozens of them. Flues leading up to the surface and terminating in strongly barred gratings. The main flue, as far as could recollect, had been about half a mile away from his present position.

So he kept on going over the rocks, using his “lightning flashes” constantly to find his way—until at last he was rewarded by the dim vision of a downwardly hanging funnel above him, its lower opening about six feet above his head. Far away, seeming an incredible distance, was a tiny circle crossed with black lines, between which there glowed the stars of the Martian sky. Though it could not have been much more than noon his depth in the ground made stars visible clearly. They, and the sky around them, cast a faint glow into the flue, illuminating the metal ladder riveted into its side.

Clay smiled to himself, pushed his javelin rock in his belt for use as a weapon if need be, and then leapt with all his power. The light gravity of Mars enabled him to seize the lower end of the air vent and to gain the ladder after that was simple enough. He ascended it cautiously, until at length the bars of the grating stopped his ascent. His face askew he endeavoured to peer outside, and could just descry the shattered summits of some of the buildings of Atlantis. The grating was apparently in the desert between Atlantis and Redopolis—about a mile from either city.

“Which means I can try and smash there bars during the day and then escape by night,” Clay murmured. “Here I go …”

He wedged himself firmly on the ladder, locking an arm round it, and then began to use his javelin tool on the nearest bar. Normally, the metallic stone would never have filed through the bar, but in this instance he was aided by the fact that the grating, in common with all metals in the region, had long since started to oxidise due to the formerly thin air of the planet. It flaked and crumbled as Clay worked on steadily, and in the space of an hour he had sawn the first bar through.

This done, he rested awhile, fatigued from lack of food and drink—but since escape was the only means by which he could ever obtain either he worked on again, and finally cut through the second bar.

By the time evening had come all the bars had been removed. During all this time nobody had passed in his direction—which was not very surprising. The red men of Redopolis had been utterly beaten and were under the control of Atlantis, so it was possible most of them were in that city, being forced to repair the damage.

Clay, for his part, had only one idea in mind: to find Thalia and, by some means, get her to himself and provide her with a helmet similar to his own, by which her normal will would be allowed to function. Failing that, he was determined to find out what sort of scheme Lexas was maturing.

So when the darkness had settled, he emerged silently into the desert and looked around him. As yet Deimos, the only remaining moon of Mars since Phobos has been destroyed, had not risen—and being the more leisurely satellite it would be some time before he appeared. Time enough, Clay decided, for him to reach Atlantis.

He turned towards it, tramping through the ankle-deep sand, contemplating the blaze of light trained on the ruins where reconstruction work was going on. Again the puzzle presented itself to him: what was Lexas attempting to do? What possible sense was there in rebuilding the city if his sole objective was to smash to pieces everything that Mars contained?

Since there was still no answer, Clay did not pursue the problem any further. He had other things to worry about: how he could enter the city without being seen; how he could locate Thalia without somebody spotting him. The only solution seemed to be to take to the rooftops—as he had so often done before—when he came to the nearest edifice to the desert. That way he might be able to make his way over the undamaged roofs until he had gained the controlling edifice—and Thalia.

This plan he put into effect, helped by the fact that most of the city inhabitants, and the red prisoners, were at work on rebuilding and not concerned with the city outskirts. In a matter of minutes, his metal helmet firmly planted on his head, Clay had climbed to the roof of the nearest desert-ward building and sped across it, leaping the gap to the next.

Then as he began to come within range of the controlling edifice he paused, crouching low behind the parapet. In the reflected glare from below he could distinctly see a slim figure in flying clothes moving across the enormous flat space of the controlling edifice’s roof, where there stood a number of flying and space machines. There was no doubt it was Thalia, bearing in her arms some kind of bulky equipment.

Clay watched her intently. She disappeared into a space machine, and for a moment or two he had the horrible conviction that she was going to depart before he had the chance to contact her—but to his relief she reappeared presently, crossed the roof, and vanished through the trapdoor which led to the inside of the building.

Clay did not hesitate any longer. Here seemed to be the supreme opportunity to get her alone. Jumping across the space between his own building and that of the controlling edifice he raced to the space machine and into its control room. He nearly tripped over the pile of equipment which had been laid on the floor; then recovering himself he wriggled into the dark recess of the storage hold at the back of the vessel. Here he remained, watching intently.

After a while Thalia came back again, a variety of instruments in her hands. Peering at her Clay could see the harsh tautness of her face, the lines about her mouth which told of the mental subjection she was enduring. She laid the equipment carefully on the floor and then closed the airlock, spinning the heavy screws into place. Deliberately, her every movement evidencing the government of an alien will, she settled herself in the machine’s controlling chair and closed the switches. The vessel began to move, sweeping upwards from the roof to the heights of the atmosphere—then beyond it into the void. From his position Clay could see the outlook port in front of the control board. Space was out there, with its endless stars, prominence-girdled sun, and backdrop of swirling nebulae.

He pondered what he ought to do, his eyes straying to the gun in the girl’s belt. He had no doubt she would use it on him instantly if he happened to be a split second late in overpowering her.

And suppose he did overpower her? What then? He could not give her his helmet and so restore her own will without himself coming under hypnosis. He cursed himself for a fool for not having made an extra helmet in the underworld —but at that time all his concentration had been on escaping.

Finally he decided on the only possible course. He would have to remain where he was and discover where the girl was heading. Later, there might come a reasonable opportunity of dealing with the situation. When she retired for sleep, as she must at some period, he could sneak out and obtain food—so he settled back in the gloom, well out of range of the lamp in the ceiling, and waited.

And the vessel flew on steadily, its objective presently becoming revealed through the front lookout point—a brilliant planet, not far from the sun. Venus. Venus and Lexas. Then how did this tie up with the equipment Thalia had brought on board? Again Clay found himself wrestling silently with a problem beyond his powers of solving.

Finally, as he had expected, Thalia switched on the automatic control and moved from her chair. She went to the small table and, from the storage locker, produced tabloids and restorative fluids. Her face as grimly set as ever she consumed her lonely meal and then disappeared in the direction of the small chamber wherein lay the bunks.

Stiffly Clay rose from his hiding place and sneaked out. He satisfied his ravenous hunger, drank some restorative, and then crept into the nearby cabin where the girl had gone. She was fast asleep in her bunk, still fully dressed in her flying togs, her expression even in sleep showing that her mind was having no relaxation from domination. Grim-faced, Clay looked down on her, then he experimentally raised his helmet—to instantly drop it back in place as a battering onslaught of mental subjection surged in on him. Here in space the effect was infinitely more powerful than it had been on the surface of Mars. No; it was not the right time to try and explain things to Thalia. So he went back into the control room and studied the equipment on the floor.

It puzzled him. Part of it was surgical; the remainder was made up of electronic equipment. There were also two robots their interlocking sections apart at the moment and their mechanical interiors exposed. Of what use such an odd assortment could be on Venus was beyond Clay’s comprehension——. Then as he heard a faint sound, as Thalia had evidently ended her brief nap, he dodged back into hiding and remained there.

So it went on throughout the whole sixty million mile trip though the void, Clay only emerging for food and drink whenever the girl retired to sleep. Since she was not controlling her own will she was less alert than she would normally have been: all her ordinary faculties were dulled as she obeyed the gigantic brain towards which the machine was hurtling nearer with every passing hour.

Until at length the outermost clouds of Venus were gained. Thalia gave all her attention to controlling the vessel, sending it sweeping down through the vapours as she kept her gaze on the screens, which penetrated the mist and made the view perfectly clear. Clay, watching from concealment, could see a vision of jungle upon the screens, and amidst it an uneven hill of grey with ropy strands leading from it which head fastened on the nearest trees and undergrowth. It made him shudder, that vision of the hypertrophied brain of Lexas.

Slowing the machine’s speed, Thalia finally brought it down to no more than a hundred feet from the outermost edge of the brain, then she stood regarding it through the window. Clay watched in silence as, presently receiving mental orders, she went to the airlock, opened it, and then set to work to move all her equipment outside. When she had finally followed it, descending to the soft loam amidst the steamy, saturating heat of the Venusian forest, Clay stole from his hiding place.

Moving to the port he looked cautiously round the edge of it and for the first time was able to view the brain at close quarters. It was the most unimaginably frightful organism he had ever seen. It reared a full fifty feet into the air, a mass of cells which visibly pulsated with life, drawing their nourishment by means of ropy ganglia which had embedded in the surrounding trees.

For a moment he wondered why this superpowerful organism had not detected his presence, then he realized that his helmet would negative his own outflowing thoughts just as much as it blocked those from the monster-brain itself. He was safe enough, for the moment.

Creeping to the airlock he peered through the crack created between frame and hinges and saw Thalia busily assembling the two robots. It was not a difficult job and before long the clumsy mechanical beings were standing upright on their metal feet awaiting her orders—or those of the brain. Made to respond to mental stimulus they would obey whichever force directed them.

Thalia’s work did not end here however. Dwarfed by the stupendous growth so close to her—and Clay shuddered as he realised the baleful power it must be exerting—she erected a series of instruments, which gradually began to take the form of an electronic projector, switchboard, and atomic batteries. To Clay it was recognisable now as a “minimiser,” an instrument for reducing electronic orbits whereby any object must correspondingly become smaller because of the orbits taking less space than hitherto.

He began to realise what was coming. The girl switched on the power, turned the projector on the mighty brain, and began to sweep the deep lavender beam over it. Everywhere the beam touched shrinkage followed—but since the same actual mass was there, if not the size, it meant that the frightful power of the brain was in no way reduced Only its actual dimensions.

Gradually it grew smaller, area after area contracting, the neuronic tendrils tearing free and shrinking within themselves. Astounded, Clay continued watching. It seemed to him that the girl worked for hours, tireless in the mental grip which held her, but at last that huge area of swollen tissue had become covered with the fast-growing plants of Venus and the brain of Lexas was no more than life-size, a pulsating grey mass of two hemispheres, packed with all the fiendish power it had possessed when of giant size.

In fascination Clay waited for the next moves. They were not long in coming. The girl set out a portable trestle table and, with perfect calmness, laid herself upon it and relaxed. The two robots began to move suddenly, picking up instruments from the surgical case nearby——

Then it was that Clay grasped the whole horrible plan. Lexas, having established Thalia as the virtual goddess of Mars was now intending to take over in her place. By will power he had forced her to come to Venus, bringing with her the necessary apparatus to reduce his brain to normal size—but still retaining all the terrific power it had possessed when hypertrophied—and now he intended that the robots should put that brain into the girl’s skull. If that happened, her own brain would be destroyed and——

Clay did not wait any longer. In one flying dive he left the space ship and hurtled across the clearing. Seizing the minimizer and knowing how to control it he switched it on, swinging the lensed snout towards Lexas’ brain as it lay in the undergrowth.

Clay’s one object was to reduce it to such smallness that it would utterly disappear in electronic space, and never be able to return—but he had reckoned without the thing’s power of control. Evidently it issued orders to the robots for, before he could succeed in his scheme, Clay found himself seized and dragged back. Savagely he slammed out at the metal creatures, knocking over the minimizer in his efforts. For a moment he tore free and, whipping his stone dagger from his belt he brought it down with terrific force into the lensed face of the nearest robot. It rocked on its metal feet and then fell over.

Clay did not wait to try conclusions with the remaining automaton. Hurtling across to Thalia, who still lay motionless, he snatched her up in his arms and staggered away with her to the space ship. The robot sped after him, but not so quickly on its cumbersome legs that it could catch up. Clay heaved the apparently unconscious girl into the control room, then slammed the airlock door and spun the screws. His main idea was to rise a few feet into the air and then rain all the destruction he could on that reduced brain until it was destroyed—but the remaining robot, acting under the brain’s instructions, acted even more quickly.

As he flung himself to the control board he was aware of a lavender haze enveloping him. At the same time there came the creaking of the vessel’s plates as the electronic make-up within them shrank. In sudden horror he realised what was happening. The minimiser was at work, reducing the ship to smallness, and at such a tremendous speed that the view outside seemed to be growing gigantic even as Clay fiddled with the unaccustomed switches.

By the time he had got the vessel on the move the forest was something unimaginably vast outside. The robot towered up to a thousand feet and the brain was again a grey mountain. Clay could not help but lose all sense of altitude and direction in this sudden reversion to smallness—and still the lavender beam played on the vessel relentlessly.

The forest grew larger still. The blades of coarse grass assumed the dimensions of trees. The mud changed into a landscape of mountains. The mountains swallowed the sky. Lower and lower still into the electronic gulf … until the darkness of space closed round the vessel and there was a sky agleam with unfamiliar stars.

Stunned, Clay stared outside on this new space which he had never seen before. He knew what it meant. The ship had been so utterly reduced that matter itself had become tenuous and the vessel, instead of being a space machine was an electronic one, flying the gulf of sub-atomic space—not amongst planets and stars, but amongst electrons and nuclei. The vessel had in truth become so small it had slipped into the microcosm…


CHAPTER 3

Out of the Microcosm

Clay turned from the port at last and gently raised his heavy lead helmet. There was no trace of mental compulsion left, so he put the helmet on one side and crossed over to where he had left Thalia. Picking her up, he laid her on the wall bunk and went to work to revive her. Restoratives soon had their effect and her eyes opened tardily.

Recognition was immediate and her arms went tightly about his neck.

“Clay! Oh, thank heaven, it’s you——”

He kissed her gently then held her a little away from him, searching her tired face.

“At least you are yourself again, Thay, and that’s some thing,” he said. “We’re far enough away from Lexas not to notice his influence.”

The girl looked about the control room, then towards the port. She frowned as she saw stars gleaming in the blackness outside.

“Where are we, Clay? In space?”

“Atomic space. Same as interplanetary space, only we’re infinitely small.”

Her bewildered glance led him into further explanations, and at the end of them she put a hand over her eyes wearily.

“I can’t remember a single thing I did, Clay,” she muttered. “My last clear remembrance is of looking at Venus in the telescopic mirror. Everything else is blank.”

“Which seems to show that the hypnosis was much more powerful in affecting you than me. I can remember most of the details. Between us we’ve done our best to wreck Mars——. And now we’re in a void. Those stars out there are nuclei. Those which are not stars, but resemble planets, are electrons—the smallest known electrical charges. Those hazy masses which look like nebulae are actually molecular clusters. Which gives you some idea of how incredibly small we have become.”

Thalia rose from the wall bunk and went across to the window, studying the blank wilderness outside.

“We’re still moving,” she said, with a glance at Clay’s grim face.

“Moving, yes, but we’re not getting any smaller. We’ve evidently reached limit for contraction. Our movement is caused by us being drawn by the gravitational mass of the bodies near us—and unless I’m mistaken we’re heading towards that extra-large electron planet over there.”

He nodded to it, glowing balefully in the void. Since size is relative they both found it impossible to comprehend that they were moving in a gulf so tiny that tens of millions of such gulfs could have easily clustered on the head of a pin.

“It was heaven sent luck that I thought of diving into this machine,” Clay said presently. “Had I not done so, and we had been reduced to smallness like this, we would have been plunged into this void without protection. That would have killed us instantly, of course. As it is this is no worse than space flying, and this machine still functions as normally as in the interplanetary void.”

He switched on the power engines experimentally, and there was an instant response from them. He looked towards the electron towards which they were heading.

“The problem is, how do get back?” Thalia asked. “There is no normal way of finding direction in this subatomic region. Everything is grotesquely exaggerated in distance.”

Clay did not answer for a moment. His forehead was creased in worrying out the problem. Then presently he switched on the atomic analyser and directed its reflecting beam towards the electron ahead. Intently, he and Thalia studied the reaction meters which showed exactly the constitution of the objective ahead.

“Berrilium, gold, lead, iron and uranium, in varying quantities,” Clay said at length. Then, after a pause, “What sort of machine tools have we aboard this vessel?”

“I’ve no idea, but I can soon find out.”

Clay nodded. He had forgotten that Thalia’s mind was a blank on everything she had done until now. She turned away and began a careful search of the machine from end to end whilst Clay kept his eye on the gradually approaching electron. To land on it would save fuel for a while whilst the next move was thought out. The copper bar in the power plant, the atomic energy of which drove the vessel, had a limit to its life.

Presently Thalia returned, her eyes bright. She gestured to the rear of the ship.

“There’s the usual number of machine-tools, Clay—cutters, hackers, atomic-drills, saws, and a pile of spare electrical stuff in case of trouble with the power plant.”

“Good enough,” Clay acknowledged. “That being so we have the equipment necessary to remove from this electron a few of its metallic elements—chiefly berrilium, iron, and uranium. Once that’s done we can fashion a minimiser for ourselves, put it into reverse, and thereby enlarge back again to the space whence we came.”

“Yes, I suppose we can,” the girl agreed, remembering that the minimiser worked both ways and could either contract or expand matter to the point of dissolution.

Clay did not say any more. He kept on driving the machine forward steadily, the electronic world having all the appearance of a normal planet as it came nearer. It possessed cloud banks after the style of a natural world and, judging from the instruments, it also had a revolution of sorts.

“What do you suppose that is an electron of?” Thalia asked.

Clay shrugged. “No idea. It’s an electron belonging to the make-up of the Venusian soil, and set in one of its molecular clusters. Basically, there is no difference between electrons and planets. The only thing is that with an electron its smallness—from our normal standpoint—makes it only noticeable as an electric charge, which is actually its normal magnetism; whereas in the case of a planet its size makes it a thing of elements and its magnetism is embraced under the wider term of ‘gravitation’. There is just a chance, of course, that this electron may be inhabited, just as planets are. We’ll have to take that risk, I’m afraid.”

For a while no more was said as the vessel travelled the interatomic void with steady speed; then a thought seemed to strike Thalia.

“Clay, does it not occur to you that we’ve won, after all?”

“Won?” Clay has his eyes on the gigantic world ahead of him. “How do you mean?”

“I’m talking about Lexas. From what you have told me, his idea was obviously to transfer his brain to my body, and then take over control, pretending he was me. But since you snatched me away he’s left high and dry.”

“But not for long,” Clay reminded her bitterly. “His brain will start to grow again, as it did before—and even if it does not he still has as much power in it as he had prior to its reduction. All he has to do is summon somebody else from Mars, and use their body. Repeat, in fact, the same process that he tried with you.”

“But I’m the only Thalia!” the girl exclaimed. “He can’t rule in any body except mine.”

“Mmmm,” Clay said, relapsing into thought; then he did not have the chance to meditate any further for the machine had touched the first outermost limit of the electron’s atmosphere. The instruments showed it to be surprisingly like Earth’s, with approximately the same percentages of oxygen, hydrogen, krypton and nitrogen.

“We shan’t need spacesuits, anyway,” Thalia remarked. “And the temperature is seventy. Quite a comfortable world.”

“And inhospitable,” Clay added, nodding to the X-ray cloud-piercing screens.

They were presenting a view of the electron’s surface, and it was the wildest, most rugged surface that could be imagined. In every direction there was nothing but rock plain. Nowhere a tree or a shrub or suggestion of green vegetation. Nor did there seem to be any oceans, despite copious water-vapour. Lakes there were in plenty, however.

“In fact, a dead world,” Clay remarked. “The conditions are exactly right for life, but the spark of it is missing—hence no greenstuff and no living thing. And those lakes will be utterly sterile I expect.”

Thalia looked at the screen giving a view through the clouds to the void beyond the planet. Light was being supplied by an apparent green sun—actually the protonic nucleus of this particular atomic structure.

Clay moved the controls, bringing the vessel down in a sweeping arc until it dropped below the cloud level. In a matter of minutes the machine had come to rest on the rock plain and the hum of the atomic power plant had ceased.

“Now all we want are those metals,” Clay said, turning, “and with detectors we’ll soon find them.”

Thalia, who had already gathered together the necessary instruments, handed them over—taking her own share of the burden. Then Clay unfastened the airlock and stepped outside into the temperate breeze, Thalia following behind him. Since the gravity approached that of Earth they both had no difficulty in believing they were not at some remote part of that planet, instead of an electron so small that no microscope would ever have been able to detect it except as an electric charge.

Evidently Clay’s guess that the electron was devoid of life was correct for the same air of intense desertion and loneliness remained throughout the time he and Thalia dug out the crude metals they required. If either of them had been alone on this deserted outpost of the atomic system they would probably have lost their reason through the terrifying solitude: as it was they had each other, which saved their minds from going over the brink. Not even the most deserted spot on Earth or Mars could compare with this for intense isolation.

In perhaps a couple of hours the necessary metals had been extracted and, glad to escape from the wilderness, Clay and Thalia returned to the vessel and closed the airlock. Thereafter they were too busy to notice the solitude outside.

The metals were fused in the atomic furnace, and then the machine tool equipment took over, fashioning the crude sheets into required shapes, until at length there was the outline of the minimizer beginning to appear.

Breaking only for meals or rest, Clay and Thalia worked at their task steadily for what must have been three normal days and nights—in which time the lonely electron was twice enveloped in darkness—before they had the instrument completed. Every detail was in place, all wires correctly linked up, and the essential lens ground to perfection. It was a task which would have taken an ordinary Earth engineer many long months to accomplish, but to Clay and Thalia, equipped with superscientific instruments, to say nothing of far-reaching scientific knowledge, the job had not been particularly difficult.

“All we have to do now,” Clay said, as he surveyed the instrument, “is switch it on and see what happens. We’ve fixed the lens so that it functions on a wide angle, thereby embracing the whole of this vessel, and us included, at once. That should bring progressive enlargement to everything within its range. It’s to be hoped we succeed because that copper in the power plant—which will now supply its energy to the minimizer—is all we have left. If we fail we’ll have used up our fuel and be stuck here … for good.”

He met Thalia’s green eyes and saw no fear in them. She gave a little shrug.

“Well, let’s see what happens,” she suggested.

Clay moved over to the switchboard and closed the circuit breaker. It crackled momentarily, then from the lensed snout of the instrument, perched high up so its radiance could include the entire interior of the vessel, there stabbed that familiar lavender beam of strange energy, this time working in reverse so its power would expand instead of contract orbits.

For a while there was no evidence that anything had happened, save that the creaking of the ship’s plates seemed to suggest that the expansion was at work. Clay and Thalia looked at one another tensely and then moved to the outlook port. To their delighted eyes they beheld the rock plain apparently shrinking in area whilst they seemed to remain stationary.

In a matter of perhaps three minutes the plain seemed no more than a mile square—and still it shrank as the speed of the ship’s expansion, and its occupants, increased. Until at length there came a time when the plain ceased to be, and the vessel was released into free space, the electron which had been a planet having shrunk to almost invisible proportions.

Immediately Clay switched on the space machine’s power plant. It began floating in the void, but under half-energy since the other half was being used by the minimiser. The copper block in the power plant’s matrix commenced to shrink at a startling speed at the drain on its resources.

“We’re doing it!” Thalia whispered tensely. “Look at those stars—they’re getting smaller, and closer together!”

In this she was correct. Space was shrinking with every moment, distances telescoping, as the machine became larger, and larger still, swelling back into the macrocosm whence it had come.

An hour passed and the remoteness of the subatomic space had closed into a solid darkness wherein the electrons and nuclei were no longer visible. Instead, hazy and mysterious shapes were coming into being. They formed at length into mountains, and they too shrank to hills, and finally they became no more than mere humps in the landscape. The darkness remained, but it became filled with stars again, shining in a clear night sky.

“We’re back!” Thalia cried at last, in excitement. “Look outside, Clay! I can just see the tops of trees and stars beyond them Where are we?”

Clay looked at the power-plant. There was still some copper left. Then he turned to the port and peered with the girl into the night. Finally he switched on the powerful floodlights and they gave a view of towering vegetation and undergrowth.

“Back on Venus,” he said. “Which is understandable since our dive into microcosm was from this point around here. Apparently the clouds part a, little during the Venusian night which is why we can see the stars up there.”

“Is it the place where we left Lexas’s brain?” Thalia questioned. “If so, it ought to be visible around here somewhere.”

“All parts of the Venusian jungle look alike, and it’s not very probable that we’re exactly in the same spot. However, we can take a look.”

But after some fifteen minutes of playing the powerful searchlight into all the recesses and hollows in the undergrowth it was obvious that it was a waste of time. There was no trace of the brain of Lexas, nor any sign of the equipment which Thalia had used. Either they had come to a part of Venus far away from where the brain had been, or else——

“How long do you imagine we’ve been away?” Thalia asked at length, slowly. “Time will be different in the microcosm, I expect.”

“According to the clock we wore away about five normal days and nights,” Clay answered. “But again, the clock is not to be relied upon. It’s a matter of Relativity …” He made up his mind. “Only thing we can do is get back to Mars and see if we can find out what’s happened. If anything … If not, then we’ll come back here, root out that brain, and finish it off for good.”

He glanced at the power plant and decided there was just enough fuel to make the 60-million mile trip back across space. Once in the void with a constant velocity the vessel could “coast “which would save the fuel. So he disconnected the minimiser, gave the full current to the plant, and immediately the machine started rising. Within a few minutes it had cleared the treetops, then it plunged out beyond the Venusian atmosphere and began the long journey home …

It was as they began to near Mars that Clay and Thalia realized how long they had been away from their normal space and time. Whilst they had been absent Atlantis and Redopolis had both been completely rebuilt—and not only that. Other cities had been added, every bit as large as Atlantis itself. Pastures had extended, too, and every part of the former desert seemed to have been turned into arable land.

“I don’t understand it,” Thalia said, as she surveyed the scene through the telescopic mirror. “From the look of things we have been away not days, but years! All that progress, despite high scientific knowledge, could not have taken place overnight.”

“Perhaps we have been away years,” Clay answered, musing. “In a smaller space and time, such as the microcosm, normal values must be infinitely speeded up … Anyway,” he continued, with a glance at the instruments, “we’re only a million miles away from Atlantis now, and there are no signs of hypnotic influence at work on us. So now I’m wondering whether Lexas is in control or not.”

“If he is, we’ll be seen and wiped out,” Thalia pointed out.

“Uh-huh. Best thing we can do is stop right here until night falls on the planet; then we’ll land and do our best to spy out the landscape.

Clay turned to the switches and threw in the power of the forward rockets. They had the effect of slowing down the vessel’s movement towards Mars, and finally halted it altogether, after which it was a matter of waiting, and conjecturing—until Thalia hit on another possibility and switched on the radio.

Immediately the various radio communications of the million mile distant cities came through. Most of them seemed to refer to trade negotiations—until at last there came one which was plainly a news bulletin. In silent wonder Thalia and Clay listened to it.

“In her latest decree today, her Highness has willed that work on the new fleet of space machines must be doubled, otherwise the schedule arranged will fall short of expectations. These machines must be equipped with the weapons already specified. Area supervisors are advised that it is their duty to see that the working hours are extended. Any workers unable to operate for the specified periods will be eliminated.”

The news bulletin ended there and after a moment of silent gazing at one another Clay switched off.

“Her Highness!” Thalia cried abruptly. “Do you realise what that means, Clay? It means me!”

“I know.” He nodded gravely. “Evidently Lexas succeeded after all——”

“But how could he when I’m here? It doesn’t make sense—unless he’s hypnotised everybody into thinking they can see me, when it’s really himself.”

Clay shook his head. “Nothing like that. Hypnosis is not being used any more, otherwise we’d have felt it from here. He is simply masquerading as you and the people are afraid to do anything else but obey his orders. As for him taking over your identity, that isn’t so difficult to understand. At one time in our struggle with him, if you remember, there were hundreds of duplicates made of you—synthetic women—just as there were duplicates of me. The original pattorners, electrically designed, were never destroyed. It would be a simple matter for him to create a copy of you in synthetic flesh and then command a robot or something to take the material across space—just as he commanded you to go to Venus.”

“Yes, that seems to be about it,” Thalia admitted, thinking. “He may have been in power for years then, as me?”

“From the look of things it’s highly probable. And it also sounds as though he has revived his old plan of creating an invading fleet. He has evidently not even now given up hope of subjecting all the planets in the system…”

Thalia looked at Mars pensively through the outlook port. The first crescent of night was beginning to creep across its disc.

“It’s queer that your own people on Earth haven’t investigated,” she commented. “After all, they trade a good deal with Atlantis—or did before the war you and I started.”

“Judging from those trade bulletins, they still do. Earth would not, of course, interfere with a ‘domestic’ war on the red planet—which fact Lexas well knows. He also knows that as long as he is in the guise of you Earth authorities will never question his judgment, believing him to be you. I suppose some kind of convincing explanation has been thought out to explain my own disappearance from the scheme of things …” Clay gave a sigh. “Anyway, those are all matters which will be solved when we get back to Atlantis—if we ever do.”

“Assuming we can ever contact Lexas, and survive, how do we deal with him?”

“No idea,” Clay answered. “Have to act as the situation demands… Anyway, night is coming over the planet so we’d better be on the move again.”

He closed the switches and with a slight jerk the machine began its forward journey once more, continuing at a mere crawl until finally night had completely covered the surface of Mars; then he put on speed and trusted to luck that there would not be an alarm barrier set around the planet which would react when the flyer crossed it. It was not very likely since Lexas was apparently quite sure that his sworn enemies had gone forever.

Certainly nothing untoward happened as the vessel entered Mars’ thin atmosphere. No fliers came speeding up from the lighted masses of the cities; no searchlights or destructive beams flashed forth—so Clay kept the vessel going steadily with the exhaust cut off until the last moment so no tell-tale trail of sparks would reveal itself against the night sky.

He brought the machine down finally in the midst of a small wood on the edge of a newly-created pasture, the weight of the vessel smashing down tree branches in its passage.

“So far, so good,” Clay commented, as the power-plant became silent. “We’re about a mile from Atlantis, so the best thing we can do is arm ourselves and see what we can do. We’ll have to leave the ship here. Come on…”

He handed the girl a flame-gun, took one for himself, and then unfastened the airlock. They stepped out into the quiet of the Martian night and made their way silently under the stars towards the blaze of light not very far distant which marked Atlantis on the edge of the ocean.

“Everything rebuilt to perfection,” Thalia murmured, as they continued their progress. “Sooner I know how long we have been away the better I’ll like it——”

“Maybe that chance is coming sooner than you expect,” Clay interrupted, halting. “There’s a green man worker coming in our direction.”

At his quick tug on her arm Thalia laid herself flat and waited. Quite unaware of anything living ahead of him the green Martian came on, carrying with him what appeared to be an agricultural instrument. The glow from the city and the stars revealed it quite clearly. Evidently he was on his way to tend one of the synthetic pastures—— The next thing he knew a powerful arm had closed round his throat from behind as Clay leapt up against the light gravity and locked his legs round the Martian’s middle, the only way he could deal with these men of eight-foot height.

In another second or two he had brought the Martian down to the ground and pinned him there, raygun pointed at his chest.

“Highness!” the man gasped, in his native tongue, as he recognised Clay’s features in the dim light. “But this is impossible! You died years ago…”

“Doesn’t look as though I did, does it?” Clay asked grimly.

Thalia came into view against the stars and the green man looked at her fixedly. His next words were an excited babble.

“Highness, how did you get here?” He looked at Thalia fixedly. “I have only just come from an audience with you——”

“Something you have to get straight, my friend,” Clay interrupted. “The woman who is ruling you at the moment is not her Highness. This is her Highness.”

“But—but how can such a thing come about?”

Clay motioned. “Sit up, green man. I don’t intend to hurt you because that’s never been my policy. You can start answering a few questions. How long is it since my death was reported to the masses, as it must have been? I refer to the time when at the orders of Empress Thalia I was sent into the underworld.”

“That happened five years ago, Highness,” the green man responded.

“So that’s it!” Clay gave Thalia a glance. “For five years we have been absent, and it only seems like so many weeks. You are being deluded, my friend, along with the rest of the people on this planet,” he explained. “You are not being controlled by her Highness but by Lexas who has planted his brain into the body of a synthetic woman.”

“That would explain many things,” the green man mused.

“We could none of us understand why, after a brief absence in space, her Highness returned and revoked all the laws which had been in existence for our benefit. She smashed up the union of the races, who up to the war had been living peaceably together, and instead returned them to the slavery they had known in the days of Lexas. For five years that slavery has continued. We have rebuilt our world and extended our influence, but only at the cost of suffering and death. Her Highness is by now the most feared ruler that ever controlled this planet… If she is Lexas, which seems hard to believe, it is understandable.”

“I am Thalia.” Thalia said quietly. “For a time I was under hypnosis—which started the war. I was also under hypnosis when I condemned my Emperor to death… But now I am again the woman you once knew, and my husband and I are intent on only one thing—vengeance!”

The green man got hurriedly to his feet.

“I will help you, Highness,” he said eagerly. “I once swore allegiance to you, with the rest of my fellows, and I am still anxious to implement it. I did not know. I thought that it was you that I had been serving.”

“For the moment, my friend, keep quiet about this,” Clay warned. “Once Lexas gets the least hint that we have returned he’ll do everything he can to crush us— and since he possesses all the necessary scientific equipment he’ll succeed. What we wish to do first is locate him: after that we’ll make our plans. Where can we find him? You said you had just come from an audience with him or rather ‘her’.”

“Yes. When I last spoke to—him he was in the controlling office. I was ordered to get some agricultural work under way and——”

“That doesn’t matter,” Clay interrupted. “So he’s in the controlling building. Right, that’s all we need to know. I assume that in the rebuilding that edifice conformed to its former architecture—in layout?”

“Yes, Highness.”

“That makes us familiar with it,” Clay said, glancing at Thalia. “Let’s be on our way—and remember, my friend, you have not seen us.”

The green man nodded his bald head, then Clay and Thalia set off again under the stars, gradually coming nearer the lighted bulk of the city. When they had come near enough to be able to study it in detail from the rising ground on which they stood, Clay came to a halt.

“This isn’t going to be easy,” he said. “Look at the place! Crawling with people and traffic. It’s as busy as a termitarium.”

Thalia did not say anything. She was studying the busy traffic and pedestrian ways and the figures moving in the well planned, floodlit streets. It was obvious that to try and enter the city amongst such multitudes would be asking for trouble, unless——

“There’s one way,” Thalia said at last, and Clay gave her a questioning look.

“Better be a good one,” he said. “The only thing I can think of is to tempt Lexas out here somehow and then deal with him.”

“He wouldn’t fall for that, Clay: he’d get suspicious. The answer is for me to go to him. The people will think that I am their ruler and certainly won’t attack me. Since he has made himself a duplicate of me I may as well use that advantage to my own account.”

“Yes, it’s an idea,” Clay admitted, pondering. “But you’d never get away with it in those clothes.”

Thalia glanced down at the ragged garments she was wearing, marked and stained from her various experiences.

“Easily altered,” she said finally. “Let’s get back to the ship. We’ve got the apparatus there which can manufacture synthetic clothes in a matter of minutes. I’ll provide myself with some royal regalia. You, for your part, can come with me—not as yourself, but as a green Martian.”

“And how do you propose I can do that?” Clay looked puzzled.

“Turn the enlarging beam on yourself until you are eight feet tall, and the rest will be synthetic flesh and colouring matter to transform you into a bald-headed green man. Then we’ll take a long chance. It will look as though I, as ruler, am leading a green man into captivity for some reason or other. We should be able to get into the controlling office that way: it all depends if our nerve holds out.”

“Come on!” Clay said promptly, and with the girl beside him he led the way back into the darkness away from the city, heading for the woodland where the abandoned space machine was lying.


CHAPTER 4

Lexas Defeated

Two hours later it would have been impossible to tell that the eight-foot, lightly clad green man with the bald head, surveying himself in the mirror of the space machine’s control room, was Clay. Synthetic flesh added to his own, and green dye, had given him the perfect make-up. Thalia too, had transformed herself, enhancing her natural good looks with make-up and wearing the synthetic purple robes of the highest dignitary of the land. In fact everything was ready for the audacious attempt to walk into Lexas’ lair.

“All right, let’s be going,” Clay said. “You’ve got your raygun okay?”

Thalia indicated it in her hand so Clay switched off the lights and then stepped out through the airlock into the night. Once again he and the girl made their way towards the city, but this time, as they neared it, they did not slow down. They kept on going until the familiar main pedestrian way was reached.

“Go in front of me,” Thalia instructed. “I’ll keep my gun in your back.”

“Just as long as you don’t fire it,” Clay murmured, and moved into position.

Thereafter their journey was a continued ascent as the pedestrian way stretched constantly upwards on a steep gradient, taking them away from the lower regions of the city to the higher quarters. This was not the normal way to enter the controlling building, since its doors were on the main street—but the plan was to enter it by the roof doorway, and then descend into its interior. In that way there was not likely to be so much of the population to deal with.

Even as it was, despite what must have been the lateness of the hour, the pedestrian track was busy. Green and red men and women passed back and forth, glancing with half frightened eyes at Thalia, giving a little obeisance, and then continuing on their way. Now and again an Atlantean appeared, also, and would give a half defiant stare before continuing to move on. To Thalia it was the toughest gauntlet she had ever run, though inwardly she knew nobody suspected the trick.

So, finally, the private slope which led to the controlling building was reached. Clay and Thalia hurried along it, to presently gain the roof itself. Aircraft and space machines were parked upon it as usual—and there were also guards who came immediately to attention. They made no move as they saw Thalia, and she went past them with as much regal dignity as she could manage.

Then down the broad stairway which led into the building itself. Still there were guards, motionless against the walls, watching in some curiosity as Clay, in his perfect disguise as a green man, was hurried along at the point of Thalia’s gun. Reaching the main controlling office she did not pause to knock. She opened the door, stepped inside the gigantic chamber, and closed the door again behind her.

To her relief the office was empty save for the image of herself seated at the desk. “She” looked up sharply, and then gave a distinct start. Thalia moved forward, her gun at the ready, and from the pocket of his own brief garments Clay too brought his weapon. He found it hard to believe that the twin of Thalia, looking at him fixedly from the desk, was only an image governed by the ruthless Lexas.

“You’re working late, Lexas,” Thalia remarked dryly. “Time you were asleep.”

“Permanently,” Clay added.

Lexas rose, moving with all the easy grace of Thalia herself. Even to the green eyes the duplication was exact. The voice too was similar. Thalia stood watching narrowly, her gun never wavering.

“Somehow, I have always expected this,” Lexas commented. “Not that I could see how you could ever return from the microcosm, but because you are both people of infinite resource. My congratulations.”

“Save ’em,” Clay snapped. “The joy ride’s over, Lexas—and I strongly object to you masquerading as a duplicate of my wife.”

Lexas’s laugh was as gentle as Thalia’s own.

“It was essential I assume it, in order to take over the power already gained by her Highness.”

“With the hypnotic power you were using I don’t see why you didn’t go on using it, instead of resorting to this method,” Thalia said curtly.

“Hypnosis is not too handy a weapon,” Lexas responded, musing. “It demands intense concentration, practically to the exclusion of all else. I found the strain too great. This way, I can control in comfort—and shall continue to do so.”

At the close of his sentence “his” green eyes suddenly opened wide and Clay and Thalia both felt the terrific impact of his mental power. They had overlooked for the moment that they were dealing with a being whose brain had become super-developed, despite the fact that it was now of normal size. Both of them staggered a little, their weapons falling from their hands, their minds reeling under the compulsion hurled at them.

More by an involuntary effort than anything else Clay lashed out his fist, as a man about to drown might clutch at the nearest floating thing. Thanks to his immense height and size the blow was a telling one. It sent “Thalia” stumbling backwards, the frail synthetic body having none of the stamina and power of the originally gigantic Lexas.

“Grab him!” Clay gasped. “I—I mean ‘her’! It’s our only chance…”

He dived forward, whirled up the slender body in his mighty hands, then crashed it down with devastating force to the floor. The scream that came forth sounded like Thalia’s own. Again Clay battered relentlessly, seizing the mass of golden hair and slamming the skull down hard. The effect was precisely the same as if a normal woman had been the victim. The body became motionless, stunned.

“This sort of thing makes me feel queer,” Thalia whispered, staring down at her twin. “I could almost feel those terrific blows myself——”

“But not quite, I hope,” Clay interrupted. “It was the only way to stop hypnosis. One thing only to do now—finish him off.”

He picked up his fallen raygun and levelled it, then Thalia caught his arm.

“Wait a moment, Clay. That’s against your principles, isn’t it? Killing somebody quite defenceless?”

“Normally, yes, but this rat is——”

“I’ve a better idea. Why kill him? It’s a quick get out for an ambitious creature like Lexas, and you’d always have it on your conscience you’d killed a living being without giving him a chance to defend himself… Why not make him work for us? Turn him back into a lowly green man, deprive him of all his power. There couldn’t be a greater punishment for a man like him.”

Clay reflected and then gave a grim smile. “You’ve got the right womanly streak of cruelty in you, Thay,” he commented. “I’ve yet to meet the female who isn’t a tigress at heart. All right, what do we do?”

“You don’t do anything at the moment except get out of sight, and take this body with you Oh, just a second …”

Clay stood aside, watching, as with express speed Thalia changed her clothes with those of her image. Then she moved to the desk and settled down. Clay picked up the unconscious synthetic body and moved across to an ante room. Entering it, he closed the door, but stood listening intently.

Thalia pressed a button on her desk and presently a guard came in and saluted.

“Your wishes, Highness?” He looked across at Thalia, a shade of wonder on his face.

“How many green men are in prison for offences?” Thalia asked briefly, and hoped against hope the question made sense. For all she knew death sentences might have been instituted in lieu of prison sentences.

“Four, Highness,” the guard answered, and she breathed again.

“Instruct one of them to come here immediately.”

“Yes, Highness…” The man hesitated. “What of the green worker you brought here, Highness? Do you wish me to take him into captivity?”

“No. I have other plans for his disposal. You may go—and don’t delay executing my order. You——”

Thalia stopped, her heart racing. The guard had drawn his gun suddenly and had it levelled.

“You are not doing it very well, Highness,” he said briefly. “I could even believe you are Lexas himself, disguised as her Highness. You are not wearing the same clothes in which I saw you but a few minutes ago—and there are no green men prisoners. They either work, or die——”

Thalia flung herself out of her chair and flat to the floor as the guard fired his raygun. The savage pencil left a smoking furrow across the desk and split the heavy intercom mechanism in two.

Then Clay whipped open the door of the ante room and hurtled across the great office. His gigantic stature and the light gravity enabled him to seize the guard before he had the chance to fire again. The next thing he knew he was forced to his knees, his gun wrenched out of his hand.

“Just a moment, Clay,” Thalia said, coming from behind the safety of the desk. “Don’t hurt him: I get the impression he’s on our side, but that he’s got hold of the wrong end of the stick.”

The guard looked up sharply, wincing at the terrific grip of Clay’s fingers.

“So you believe I’m Lexas in a synthetic body?” Thalia asked.

“Many of us have expected such an happening,” the guard replied, breathing hard. “Her Highness herself warned of such an occurrence. I cannot otherwise explain your lack of knowledge, your change of attire, your——”

“Lexas, my friend, has been ruling you for the past five years,” Clay interrupted. “A moment ago you nearly killed your real empress!”

“But you—are a green Martian!” the guard exclaimed, puzzled.

“I am Clay Drew, the Earthman—disguised. I would remove it and prove it to you, only I must retain it for a while.” Clay glanced at Thalia. “Apparently, Thay, this guard is every bit as loyal to you as was the green man we met. Better give him the whole story.”

So Thalia did so. By the time it was over the guard was standing up again, glancing from one to the other.

“And for five years I have been giving allegiance to that imposter and have not known it!” he breathed, clenching his fist. “Highness, can you ever forgive——”

“You were hoodwinked, as Lexas meant you to be,” Thalia replied. “However, I can see you are still not too sure—so let us prove it to you, then you can bring every man under your control to share your beliefs. I must have one green Martian immediately, one who is useless to the community. I wish to put Lexas’ brain in his body. You will see then that the creature you have obeyed has merely been an image.”

“I will fetch a green worker immediately,” the guard promised. “There is one who has been trying to foment trouble who we could easily do without——”

“Take him to the surgical laboratory,” Clay ordered. “Then wait for her Highness and me.”

The guard left hurriedly and Clay turned to the girl.

“Can’t blame him for being doubtful,” he commented.

“Anyway let’s get things into better focus then we’ll know how we’re fixed. I want to get back to normal, too. This gigantic size and makeup is getting more than I can stand. Point is, how do we get Lexas away from here——?”

“You don’t, my friend!”

Clay swung round to the anteroom to see the second Thalia standing there. A second later “she” had whipped a gun into view and fired it. Clay felt a tearing pain across the top of his skull and before Thalia’s startled eyes a vicious gouge appeared on the hairless pate. Then he crashed into darkness and became still.

“I am afraid, Highness, you overlooked that stunned bodies have a habit of returning to life,” Lexas commented, coming forward.

Thalia looked at her duplicate fixedly—the baleful, but not hypnotic green eyes, the tumbled golden hair.

“Fortunate I have a raygun in every chamber in this building,” Lexas added. Then reaching to the back of the gown “he” was wearing he unfastened the zip-like clasp. The garment fell to the floor.

“Put it on, and give me yours,” he instructed. “You are so anxious to perform a surgical punishment upon me, I see no reason why you shouldn’t take my place. And hurry!”

Thalia hesitated, but between the stare of the eyes which masked a ruthless brain, and the gun, there was no way of escape. She removed the garment she had borrowed only a short time before and donned her own.

“As for the Earthman,” Lexas added, “I hardly think with that wound in his head he will be liable to trouble us much further. I’ll dispose of his body later.”

Thalia looked down at the motionless, gigantic figure, blood of green hue seeping from the ghastly wound across the head. She bit her lip and looked at her double for a moment, then she recoiled before a smashing blow from the gun. It struck her across the back of the neck and, for a time, exploded her universe into stars and whirling lights.

When she recovered she discovered that she could not budge hand or foot. She was bound down with heavy straps upon a long operating table in the huge surgery. Over her hovered her double, the head of the guard, a green man and an Atlantean surgeon, instruments grouped ready about him.

“It is not my way,” Lexas said, in the voice of Thalia, “to let you undergo this operation without you knowing the reason for it. I have decided, Lexas, that in return for the grim hoax you have perpetrated on the people of this planet your brain shall be transferred to that of a green man—and thereafter you will became an ordinary worker, always under guard, never again able to fulfil your over-riding ambitions.”

“Don’t believe him!” Thalia cried hoarsely, fighting uselessly to break free of the straps. “I am Thalia! He tricked me at the last moment, and killed my husband—Clay Drew, the Earthman. Look for yourselves in the controlling office and you will find his body!”

“You will find the body of a green man,” Lexas said in contempt. “He, supporting this creature here, tried to overpower me—but I succeeded in killing him. Proceed with the operation.”

“No, no, wait!” Thalia screamed. “My friends, I beg of you! This is a complete trick———”

The surgeon, guard, and bogus Thalia glanced at one another and gave grim smiles; then at a signal from the surgeon the green man was forced to a nearby operating table and strapped upon it. Lexas folded “her” arms and stood watching with interest, malignant satisfaction in “her” green eyes.

Again Thalia fought savagely to break free, but she might as well have tried to move the planet itself. At last she relaxed, breathing hard—then at a sound from the laboratory door she glanced round. Though her heart began to pound with relief she could not believe what she saw.

Clay was standing there, a huge and terrible figure with the wound across the top of his head. In a matter of seconds he took in the scene, then he hurtled forward and seized the synthetic Thalia about the throat, bearing “her” to the floor and holding “her” there.

“Quickly, tie her up!” he ordered. “You’ve got the wrong one!”

The guard and surgeon exchanged baffled glances, but rather than argue with the gigantic intruder they obeyed his orders. In a matter of moments the synthetic woman was secured with lengths of bandaging and lay glaring up from the floor. Once again Clay felt the impact of hypnosis. Noticing that the surgeon and guard were also coming under its influence he held out against it with all his will and fought across to the nearby shelves. Selecting a fluid which he knew to be a powerful anaesthetic he soaked a piece of wadding with it, then clamped it down hard over the synthetic Thalia’s face.

Gradually the hypnotic influence began to die away, and finally ceased. The second Thalia lay inert on the floor. Gradually the guard and surgeon recovered themselves and looked at Clay in complete incredulity.

“From this it would seem that the woman on the table there is her real Highness,” the guard said quickly. “But how does it come about that——”

“Give me your knife,” Clay interrupted, looking at the surgeon—and a scalpel was handed over.

In silence the surgeon and guard watched as the face of the green man in front of them fell to pieces. Clay prised it away in long strips, allowing the dyed synthetic flesh to fall to the floor. At the end of ten minutes his own face and body were visible down to the waist, shorn entirely of his amazing makeup.

“Now do you believe?” he demanded.

“Yes—you, are his Highness, the Earthman,” the guard admitted in amazement. “But of immense size!”

“A minimiser machine, in reverse, did that. Now I’ve convinced you you can take my word for it that this woman here is Thalia, your Empress and my wife. Release her!”

The surgeon unfastened the straps and Thalia sat up slowly, a look of utter wonder on her face.

“Clay, you’re alive!” she exclaimed, as he put a huge arm about her shoulder. “The last I saw of you your head had been split by a raygun charge and——”

“You overlooked something, as Lexas did,” Clay smiled.

“My actual skull was a good two inches below that gash: the rest was synthetic flesh for makeup and bald head. Naturally the stuff bled: all synthetic flesh does. All I really got was a wallop sufficient to flatten me for a while. When I recovered and found you gone I guessed what had happened—so I came here immediately. Since this surgery is still in the controlling building it was not too difficult. I had to take care of two guards on the way, but I think they’ll recover.”

“Lexas very nearly deceived us yet again,” the head guard muttered, looking at the figure on the floor.

“For the last time,” Clay snapped. “Dump that body here where my wife was.”

The guard picked up the limp synthetic body and laid it on the table. The straps were pulled into position.

“Get busy,” Clay ordered, with a glance at the nearby green man. “No time to waste. I’m not giving Lexas any more chances to pull anything. Get to work whilst he’s still unconscious.”

The surgeon made an examination. “Apparently, Highness, that dose of anaesthetic you administered will be sufficient,” he commented; and with that he turned his attention to the green man.

Under the influence of anaesthetic the green man soon relaxed, without a struggle, even though he knew it was the end of existence as far as he was concerned.

“Now you will see for yourselves,” Clay said, as Thalia held on to his arm.

The surgeon went to work with his amazing instruments and in the matter of perhaps ten minutes the brain of Lexas lay visible in the synthetic skull casing. Even the guard, who knew nothing of surgery, could see that the brain was linked up by slender metal threads instead of normal ganglia and nerves.

“Which puts the issue beyond doubt, Highness,” the surgeon commented, with a little obeisance. “This world of ours will indeed progress again now you have returned.”

“We mean it to,” Clay said, then as he watched the surgeon at work he added, “Is it possible by some method to deprive that brain of its baleful power? Remember that on Venus it took unto itself enormous resources. It is probably the most dangerously intelligent brain in the Solar System—which means that even as a green man Lexas might still be a menace. I know that killing him completely is the right answer—but I cannot bring myself to do that.”

“A green man is going to die,” the surgeon commented, with a glance at the unconscious giant on the nearby table. “What is the difference? Better to let him live, surely, than Lexas?”

“I suppose, logically, you are right,” Clay admitted, thinking.

“There is an answer,” the surgeon said presently. “The brain of this green man can be preserved for as long as need be. When a green man elsewhere dies his body can be taken over, and this brain put into it. That way he will live again—since you are so averse to bringing death, Highness.”

“I am averse to killing in cold blood, that’s all,” Clay retorted. “As for Lexas—— Well, I have to admit I still have a sneaking admiration for him. Devil though he is, I always hesitate at destroying him completely. Far better he becomes a worker—as her Highness has suggested to me—and is made to do as he is told for the rest of his existence. But you must lessen his brain power somehow.”

The surgeon nodded. “That is not difficult. I can sever this nerve connection here. That will put the brain into two independent hemispheres. A tremendous slowing down in mental range will result.”

Satisfied that the surgeon knew his job Clay and Thalia said no more. They watched the operation completed, and at the close of it there was a synthetic image of Thalia with an empty skull, and a green man struggling up slowly as the anaesthetic cleared from his senses. Behind him, waiting for transference to the storage chamber, was the brain of the green man whose body had been taken over.

“Well, Lexas, how do you feel now you’re back where you started?” Clay asked, with a grim smile.

For a long time Lexas was silent—a huge green figure, in the few adornments of a worker of his race. He was the Lexas Clay and Thalia had always known—cruel eyed, big-mouthed, totally bald, but he was also like a snake without its fangs. In his pitiless eyes there was a trace of the former terrible power he had possessed.

“I am a long time achieving my ambition,” he said finally, and slid from the operating table to the floor.

Clay, with his eight feet of height, was able to face the Martian on a level.

“You will never achieve it, Lexas,” he answered. “For five years you have held the mastery of this planet, and were on the very brink of carrying out your plan for the complete conquest of the System—but we beat you after all.”

“You could have killed me, Earthman.”

“I could—and probably would have, but my wife prefers that you should suffer ignominy instead. Henceforth, devoid of your former frightful power, you will be just a worker. One unit in an army of green men, and you know yourself how little they are valued in the scheme of things.

Lexas did not say anything to this, but there was an expression on his face which suggested an idea of importance was taking root in his slowed-up brain. Again Clay wondered on the wiseness of letting such a creature live; then he turned to the guard.

“Take him out,” he ordered. “Set him to work on the most lowly job there is.”

“I should imagine that pasture-tilling would suit him, highness,” the guard suggested. “He will plough up the ground with an atomic digger.”

“Do excellently,” Thalia agreed. “Give you time to think, Lexas, on how the mighty are fallen.”

“I concede this round to you, Highnesses, because I can do naught else,” he said, then without another word he turned and left the laboratory, the guard immediately behind him. Clay watched the door close and then heaved a sigh of relief.

“Which means we can start with a clean slate,” he said, smiling. “But first let me get back to normal size…”

He began moving towards the door which connected with the contiguous laboratory, Thalia at his side. Atlanteans and green and red Martians were busy in the enormous area, but they did not interfere. The presence of Thalia was sufficient to deter them. Nevertheless they were obviously astonished at seeing the Earth man, whom they recognised, so gigantic in stature.

Disregarding them Clay went over to the nearest minimiser, switched it on, and then stood waiting as his atomic orbits steadily contracted. Finally, when he had returned to his normal six feet of height he switched off and looked about him.

“You are entitled to be puzzled, my friends,” he said. “You have just witnessed the finishing scenes in a struggle between Lexas and your rulers—and from here on all of you can be assured that whatever decrees have been made to your detriment will be revoked … You were not ruled by the Empress Thalia, but by Lexas.”

The workers gazed in astonishment.

“Listen to your radios tomorrow at noon,” Clay instructed. “I shall broadcast a message to the entire planet, after which the intrigue of Lexas will be common knowledge. Rest assured that the trials you have endured for the past five years are now at an end…”


CHAPTER 5

Weapon of Terror

Reinstated once more in their rightful positions as Emperor and Empress of the red planet, Clay and Thalia found themselves so deep in schemes for the release of the three enslaved races from the harsh laws of Lexas that they thought less and less about the green Martian himself, and finally not at all. They had received reports that he had become an agricultural worker, and was under guard during his working hours, so after that he ceased to become of interest. The being who had been the greatest menace in the System counted for exactly nothing.

The first thing Clay and Thalia did was unify the three races of Mars once again by a mutual pact, after which the long hours of work were halved, the plans for a fleet of war space machines were abandoned, and new trade negotiations were opened with Earth once the authorities had been put in possession of the facts. So, at the end of three months, when the Martian summer had reached its peak, Mars was settled into the quiet calm of steady progress for which Clay and Thalia had fought so long.

And Lexas? They never heard of him these days. And it was this very fact that began to puzzle Clay somewhat. Looking back through the records of the workers engaged on land work he noticed that all reports on Lexas, Worker 767 in Area 28 had ceased about four weeks previously.

“Maybe he’s dead?” Thalia suggested, when Clay mentioned the matter to her one morning.

“In that case it would have been notated in the death returns, and it hasn’t been.”

They were both silent for a moment, looking at each other. The huge controlling office was bright with the Martian sunlight. Outside, the great city of Atlantis was peaceful, the people of the three races going about their normal work.

“I don’t like it,” Clay muttered, tossing down the reports to the desk again: then he pressed the intercom, switch and summoned the Controller of Reports in person.

Presently the official arrived—an Atlantean, upon whom rested the unenviable job of keeping track of all workers on the planet—their hours of labour, state of health, and so forth. He settled at the desk as Clay motioned him.

“I have no reports on Worker 767, better known as Lexas,” Clay told him briefly. “Nor any death report… What’s the reason?”

“I’ve been enquiring into it, Highness,” the man replied. “The guards say that 767 has completely disappeared.”

“Disappeared?” Clay’s voice was sharp. “When? Why was I not informed immediately? Don’t you realise that that man is far more than just an ordinary worker——?”

“Yes, Highness, I’m aware of it.” the Controller broke in. “I cannot see, though, that blame attaches to anybody in particular. The information I have states that 767 went to work in Area 28 in the normal way one morning—about a month ago—and set to work removing an outcropping of woodland. He never came back from there and despite searching no trace of him remains.”

“Just a moment.” Thalia said quickly, coming forward from the window. “Which outcropping are you referring to? Describe its position exactly.”

For answer the Controller got to his feet and moved to a large wall map of Area 28. He set his finger on a dark square.

“There’s the outcropping, and here is Atlantis,” he explained. “Lexas certainly went to work in the wood because the guards saw him enter. The puzzle was that he never came out. It is quite beyond understanding because guards were so positioned that they could see the wood from all sides.”

“You should have informed us immediately,” Thalia said briefly. “You can go.”

“My regrets, Highness,” the Controller murmured, chastened; then he left the office quietly and closed the door.

“The thing’s obvious,” Thalia said as Clay glanced at her. “We left our space machine in that wood when we returned from Venus, and in the excitement of other things never gave it a second thought.”

Clay snapped his fingers, his face grim. “So we did! You mean Lexas came upon it whilst in the wood and used it to escape into the void?”

“No, he couldn’t have done that or the guards would have seen him go. My guess is that he found the minimiser inside the vessel. He wouldn’t need much brains to see that the instrument’s feed wires had been made to plug into the power plant. Then …” Thalia raised and lowered her shoulders expressively.

“He went into the microcosm, you mean, and took the ship with him?”

“No other answer. He was never seen again, and certainly the space machine wasn’t.”

Clay frowned worriedly. “But where would be the sense in him doing that? He’d simply be committing suicide!”

“Lexas wouldn’t be such a fool as to do that: he went with an objective, of that I’m sure. Good heavens, Clay, don’t you realise how dangerous he can be now?” Thalia went on anxiously. “That vessel is equipped with all manner of tools, equipment, and weapons. What Lexas has really done, it would seem, is make himself so small as to be undetectable to the naked eye. He might be … anywhere! Planning anything!”

There was silence. It was only by degrees that both of them realised just how dangerous the situation was.

“I should have killed him and not been a damned sentimental fool,” Clay muttered. “He has a deadly weapon in uncertainty. Since we can’t see him he might spring anything at anytime. He could even find out where we are, drive into the interatomic spaces of our bodies, then enlarge his vessel until its size blows us asunder. Small enough to be invisible means that one hair on the back of my hand would be a vegetable-ivory palm for size, to him.”

Thalia gave a little shiver. “It has a creepy flavour,” she admitted. “However, nothing’s happened so far so until it does we have to go right on hoping. He may have reduced himself to such smallness that he can never get back.”

“Wishful thinking,” Clay told her. “The only way we might find out anything would be to go into the infinite small ourselves, but if we did, the area to explore would be so enormous it would be a million-to-one against us ever coming across him…”

Thalia mused for a moment. “He might be here now, listening to us.”

“That he could not do,” Clay told her. “Sound waves are different in the microcosm. He’d only hear a few rumbles from which he could not interpret anything. Our conversation would be as intelligible as a thunderstorm to us. If only we hadn’t been so thoughtless!” he finished savagely.

Therein certainly lay impending chaos. At that moment Lexas was feeling very well satisfied with himself. Deprived of his former tremendous mental power he might be, but he still had more than average intelligence.

He had escaped the wood in exactly the manner Thalia had theorized, had decreased the space machine and himself until it was no larger than a grain of sand, and then he had stopped the shrinkage. He was still far too big to enter the subatomic regions, but he was also too small to be detected with the naked eye by normal-sized people. A microscope could have spotted him easily, but of course to find his situation was quite impossible.

Lexas had an immensely strong card in his hand, and meant to use it. He was alone, certainly, but he had a mass of destructive weapons in the vessel—and what he could not master he could destroy.

At the moment this minute vessel was flying slowly in the air in the midst of Atlantis’ major power house. To Lexas, peering through the port—and occasionally checking the meter to be certain he had enough fuel—the power house was one titanic immensity, a world in itself, the great metallic ridges of the brightly lighted atomic generators towering upwards like the greatest mountains he had ever seen. To the normal eye these power engines were smooth metal: to Lexas they were pitted and scarred as the ridged face of a canyon.

Lexas brought the vessel down finally on a plain—actually one of the supporting pillars of the principal atomic engine from which slave generators took their power and disseminated it throughout Atlantis. Here, in fact, was the very heart of Atlantis, from which sprang all its lighting, driving force, climatic control, and a thousand and one other amenities dependent on atomic force. Lexas knew it, and he also knew that a blow to the heart could be disastrous.

He grinned to himself as he sat looking through the outlook port. At the extreme edge of the plain, which seemed about three miles away to him, was a rough edged circle spinning against a backdrop of hazy light. It was the vast flywheel, spinning at thousands of revolutions a minute.

Finally Lexas made up his mind. From the storage cupboard he took an automatic drill, fitted a needle strong enough to bore into the hardest metal, and then he filled a small haversack with HX-bombs, the most terrific explosive known to Martian science. Thus equipped he climbed out of his minute ship—and, so small that specks of dust seemed to him like rocks, he set off across the rough plain and gained the vast spinning circle of metal about an hour later. Motionless, he watched it for a while, impressed by the relative sizes. He knew this wheel was normally eight feet across. It appeared now a good thousand feet, its outermost edge lost in the remote haze which was the roof of the power house.

Changing his position, he lay flat on the “plain” and peered over its edge. About a seeming five hundred feet below was an axle bar, as thick as four pedestrian ways laid side by side. The bar was embedded in a mighty metal casting which oozed a sea of grease. It was in fact the counter-sunk shaft into which the fly-wheel’s axle was driven. If anything threw that mathematically perfect circle out of position the flywheel would correspondingly waver out of alignment, and after that chaos supreme would reign.

Lexas began to worm his way over the edge of the “plain” easily found foot and hand hold in the crevices of the metal face, and began to descend until he was no more than an apparent fifty feet above the colossal bar which spun on inexorably in its casing.

Using the automatic drill Lexas set it on the required number and directed the needle at the “cliff face” in front of him. In a matter of ten minutes he had carved out a deep cavity directly over the spinning shaft. Into the recess he loaded his bombs and connected them up with a time fuse. Then, snapping over the control button which would set the fuse in action after a given period, he began to return hastily up the “cliff” to the “plain”.

When he reached it he moved swiftly until he had returned to the space machine. Closing the airlock he settled quickly at the controls and lifted the vessel into the air. Thereafter he cruised around and over the mighty flywheel, watching intently—— Until at last the explosion came.

It looked to Lexas exactly like the explosion of atomic power. There was the formidable brilliant flash, the mushroom of smoke, and then chunks of metal sailed through the air at what seemed to him a very slow speed because of his smaller size. In the power house itself the engineers were aware of a violent report and a flash, but so small were the bombs that their effect was local—but cataclysmic.

The entire socket holding the fly-wheel axle was blown out of the metal support. The wheel, spinning at terrific speed, instantly flung itself free by centrifugal force and came hurtling across the power room, smashing down neighbouring machines in its mad flight. The engineers scattered wildly. Pillars supporting the inspection balconies snapped as the hurtling wheel carved through them. It went towards the wall, ripped it in twain, and vanished beyond, ending its mad career in the wide yards outside where it buried itself in metal flooring.

If its wake it had left the most appalling confusion. Fuses were exploding like cannons from all parts of the power house as cables became overloaded, glowed red hot, and then severed themselves. Free electricity ripped along the metal floors and brought the engineers crashing in electrocution before they even had a chance to grasp the situation.

Generators moaned to a standstill. A sheet of flame soared up to the roof and started the automatic extinguishers in action. In all parts of the city power came to a sudden stop—in some cases with appalling consequences. Aircraft in particular, relying on levitator beams, suddenly crashed into the canyons of streets and killed their occupants. Traffic on the levels specially assigned to it no longer had any motive force—derived from the power waves radiated throughout the city—and slowed to a halt, collided into by vehicles coming up in the rear.

Lights went out; heat ceased; water gushed from uncontrolled conveyor pipes; clouds began to gather in a sky no longer ruled by climatic machines. In the distance thunder began rumbling as hot and cold air currents merged up into a warm front and spread darkness over the crippled city.

Radio transmissions had also ceased so other cities, in a similar plight, could not send for help or discover the cause of their sudden power failure. And so complete was the ruin of the master power house that the emergency circuit could not be brought into being. At one stroke Lexas had driven home a terrific blow—and he grinned widely to himself as he realised just how much he had accomplished.

Leaving the power house he sent his minute vessel flying over the city. It was so enormous to his watching eyes that he could form no clear impression of what had happened, so he headed for the controlling building, drove his vessel through the hair thin crack between the frame and door of the main office, and then floated high above the two forests leaning over the dimly lighted plain below him. In a while he realised that the forests were the heads of Thalia and Clay, that the “plain” was the area of the big desk. Vast white cliffs seemed to change position until it occurred to Lexas that they were actually hands.

Reaching across to the exterior audiophone, Lexas switched it on. Immediately the sounds of the controlling office came to him. Each physical movement was a blow to his ears, whilst the voices of the two echoed and rumbled in two different tones. For a while Lexas stood listening in irritation. The information he wanted—the reactions of his sworn enemies to the blow he had struck—was escaping him. Then he hit on an idea. He switched on the magnetic recording equipment and left it in action for its normal thirty minutes of life. At the end of that time Clay and Thalia were still discussing, but Lexas was satisfied that he probably had got the gist of it.

Switching off the audiophone he set the recorder in reverse and started it up again at the commencement and ran it at six times normal speed. The “dragged out” rumblings-telescoped into clear cut speech. With a hard smile on his ugly face Lexas sat listening.

“… we don’t know it’s Lexas, of course, but it seems the only feasible answer. We’ve got to do something, Clay! The destruction in the power house has brought the whole city and most of the planet to a standstill.”

“I know it,” Clay snapped impatiently. “Only thing we can do is repair the damage as quickly as possible. It could have been an accident, of course——”

“I’m convinced it was not. And there’s no guarantee that the moment the repair is made the same thing won’t happen again. Or we might get trouble from a totally different source. Suppose something happened to the metalwork of which this city is built?”

“Meaning?”

“It is Element 87 in your Periodic Table,” the girl said. “one of the unstable elements about which we know very little. An electric charge one way or the other could unsettle it completely and change it into a new element. That’s one of its dangers. A wonderful metal as long as it is undisturbed.”

“A good servant but a bad master, eh?” Clay muttered. “Well, let’s hope that idea doesn’t occur to Lexas—if he is responsible for what’s happened so far. Now you’d better give me a hand to try and get some order in——”

Lexas switched off and sat looking at the partly re-wound tape. His eyes gleaming.

“Why didn’t I think of that before?” he murmured, and gave his wide grin. “I had overlooked that stiranium, the metal of which this city and Redopolis—to say nothing of other cities is composed, has an unstable basis … But I can’t work alone. It would take far too long.”

He thought out the problem for a while and then came to a decision—but he did not put his plan into operation until night fall the most chaotic night which had been known on Mars since the war years. Owing to the power failure all lighting was absent from Atlantis. Where it existed at all it took the form of mercury arcs and out in the open, bon fires. In the shattered power house an army of engineers was at work trying to repair the serious damage.

Lexas knew exactly how the situation stood: everybody was so utterly disorganised by the power failure that all normal standards of watchfulness had gone by the board, so he took the risk of taking his flyer to the roof of the controlling building and there enlarged it to almost normal size. This done he looked about him at the space machines and aircraft on the roof. There were about a dozen of each type, and no guards were present. They had been dispatched to other duties in the emergency.

Moving the minimizer projector to the airlock of his machine. Lexas switched it on and played the beam over the dozen space machines nearest to him. In a matter of perhaps ten minutes they had shrunk to the size of toys. Switching off again he hurried outside, scooped the dozen machines into his mighty arms and returned with them to the control room, where he dumped them on the floor. Then as rapidly as possible he decreased his machine again until he was back once more beyond the level of normal visibility. On the floor the machines he had brought remained, apparently, at their microscopic size, ready for the moment when he wished to enlarge them again.

But Lexas had not finished yet. He drove his machine over the endless incomprehensible wilderness which was the crudely lighted city, and finished his journey at the far northern end where the green men, as a whole, had made their own particular region.

It took him quite a while to determine his location, but once he had it he began a slow enlargement, merging finally to full size in one of the main squares, badly lighted by mercury arc. Looking through the port he beheld men and women of his own kind pressing hard against his machine, obviously curious. He knew he was risking death by opening the airlock and facing the horde, but never having been without courage he took the risk.

“Lexas!” came a cry from the assembly, when he appeared in the circle of the opened airlock.

For a moment there was angry pressing forward, then as Lexas stood calmly waiting, something about the undoubted authority of his bearing held the men and women back. They looked at him expectantly in the poor lighting.

“Yes—Lexas,” he assented, with a dry grin. “The green man who formerly ruled you, and however hard I may have been, at least I did not bring you to this! A city bereft of power and every amenity! You can never say I brought that upon you. You have only the Atlanteans and red men to thank for it.”

“It was an accident, and it will be repaired!” somebody shouted.

“You’re wasting your time, Lexas,” another commented, in the forefront. “Our orders are to kill you if we see you—and that is just what I intend to do——”

But the green man was not allowed to carry out his threat. Those around him caught his arms and held them. Lexas surveyed the faces, and as he had done on past occasions, he exerted his unusual personality. Of all the green men that had ever been born on the planet, he was definitely the only true leader—and he knew it.

“All of you are fools,” he said at length. “Fools, I say! Twice before in the turbulent history of this planet I have been your master, and because I am a green man I have placed you on equal terms with the red men and Atlanteans. Have the Earthman and his Atlantean empress done that? No! They made you into workers, gave you the menial tasks, showed no respect for your intelligence.”

“Against the intellects of the red men and Atlanteans it does not rank high, Lexas,” a woman remarked.

“If you believe yourselves inferior, then you will remain that way,” Lexas retorted. “All that is wrong with you is that you need leading back to power—and as before, I am the one to lead you. I too have been subjected to a lowly rank, but a kind chance gave me a mighty weapon. The weapon of Smallness! You saw how I merged here out of nowhere: I have been in the microcosm ever since I was reported missing. I have infinite striking power, and so can any of you have if you are willing to fight side by side with me again.”

“To what end?” an elderly green man demanded. “We have had our share of war and death and turmoil: we do not care for that again.”

Lexas looked across at him. “I can give you bloodless victory, my friends. For your information, the present helplessness of Atlantis and the other cities is not the outcome of an accident. I destroyed the power house. Therein you have the measure of my strength.”

“You said the Atlanteans and red men did it!”

“I said that until I had gauged your temper. What happened in the power house is only the beginning of a plan of destruction I intend to wage against these two races who have done their utmost to drive us, the green race, from the face of our planet—or, failing that, have subjugated us into slavery. It comes to this,” Lexas continued impressively, sensing by this time that he had an iron grip on his listeners. “Either we destroy the Atlanteans and the red race, or they will destroy us. They may take centuries about it, but they regard us as of no value and will, by degrees, exterminate us. Do we intend to tolerate that?”

“The Emperor and Empress have treated us well, somebody called.

“For the present,” Lexas agreed. “But you cannot mean you are content with these conditions?—stuck here in this remote corner of a mighty city. Do the Emperor and Empress allow any of you to enter the hallowed ranks occupied by themselves or the red race? No … You are scum!” Lexas cried, raising his huge fist. “And you will be treated as such, as I have been because I tried to gain the mastery …”

The green men and women looked at one another and murmured amongst themselves.

“But we can beat them,” Lexas added. “I have struck the first blow, but I cannot bring their empire down about their ears by working single-handed. I need help. To be more specific I need fifty of you to work with me, fifty who are willing to come into the Small and bring the red and Atlantean races down into the dust.”

Just for a moment there was hesitation, then amidst a movement of the assembly men began to move. By degrees they formed into a file, until at last there were the fifty for which Lexas had asked. He gave a grim smile as he surveyed them.

“You will not regret it,” he told them; then turning back into his vessel for a moment he picked up the dozen miniature space machines in his arms and descended with them from the airlock. He put them down in a row, each tiny vessel a hundred feet away from its nearest neighbour. The crowd, standing aside, watched curiously.

“These are minimised machines,” Lexas explained. “In a moment I shall enlarge them to normal size, and you fifty men will then enter them and take control, four of you to each machine. Two of you will come with me in my own vessel so one can handle the controls and another weapons, while I take charge of the minimiser. We shall maintain contact by radio, and you will obey my orders implicitly. My minimiser will be the sole means by which we can enlarge and contract. Once we have become small again we shall enter on the strangest attack ever conceived.”

“What is it to be, Lexas?” one of fifty asked.

But Lexas did not gratify the man’s curiosity. Instead he entered his vessel, moved the minimiser to the airlock, and switched it into reverse. By degrees the dozen machines swelled until they became normal size. Accustomed to the queer effects which electronic energy could produce the crowd expressed no amazement: it stood watching as the forty-eight men entered the machines, and the remaining two moved in to Lexas’s vessel.

“Our journey.” he said, “Will carry us into a subatomic space where we shall see around us the molecules and atomic aggregates of stiranium, the metal of which all cities and machines on this planet is composed. It is delicately balanced, but its natural forces are such that streams of electric energy can upset it—and once that happens the effect is progressive. Destroy the exact balance of one molecular cluster and all neighbouring clusters will follow suit. Stiranium, as a metal will cease to be, will change into something—— I know not what.” Lexas finished. “But it will give us victory.”

With that he turned back into the control room and set to work again with the minimiser, reducing all the twelve machines to their former toy-size. Then he closed the airlock and reduced his own vessel. This done he switched off and moved to the control board.


CHAPTER 6

Marooned in the Microcosm

When two days and nights had gone, and the power house had at last been restored to normal, Clay and Thalia began to believe that the incident had been a coincidental accident after all, for nothing else happened. Power and light was restored and where debris and damage had been caused by collisions and other mishaps these too were removed and made good.

But during all this time Lexas had been at work, directing his twelve micro-machine followers. He had deliberately held his hand until normalcy had been restored so as to make the impact of his second onslaught all the more savage.

Now, in touch by radio, his minute vessel was leading the others towards the outermost wall of the controlling building—the wall facing the main street and known to be the strongest of all. To Lexas and the two men with him it appeared to fill all the universe—a grey, unending expanse which swallowed everything within itself.

Until they touched its outer edge and then passed through its interstices into the midst of it. Owing to their vastly reduced size, they were able to see about the cavernous emptiness between atomic structures, spaces as vast as those between stars and planets in the normal system. Lexas had gone the limit in reduction and his and the other vessels were so microscopic they were indeed atom ships, floating on a mission of tremendous destruction.

When his instruments told him they were well within the wall Lexas gave the order to halt—which was effected by rocket beams in the same way as in space travel. Then he considered the position with his two followers beside him.

“There is our objective,” he said finally, pointing to a distant glowing spot around which were circled twenty six apparent planets at varying distances. “That is an atom of iron—proton and attendant electrons. Stiranium has many iron molecules in its makeup for the simple reason that no element in our existent system can be without iron. It is the basic clay around which other elements cluster … If we destroy that, then the whole balance will shift and stiranium will fall apart, its molecules no longer holding together. It is such an unstable element that the task should not be difficult.”

“And what happens to us?” one of the men asked uneasily. “The scheme you mention is equivalent to that of destroying a planet or a sun—with similar consequences.”

“We will enlarge considerably before we act,” Lexas said. “You will see.”

By radio he conveyed his intentions to the men in the other vessels, then still using the radio he directed operations thereafter. With gathering speed the thirteen machines swept on through the gulf towards the “target”. Though it seemed near it took them close on six hours to come within measurable distance of it and to picture it as a molecule of iron was impossible. The cluster looked exactly like an intense green sun with a vast family of varying sized worlds—electrons—whirling round it.

“Now we enlarge,” Lexas said, through the radio. “I will enlarge my own vessel first then I can deal with you others through the vacuum trap.”

He put the minimiser into reverse and kept it in action until the atomic cluster had become rather like a small wheel with a glowing hub. Here he stopped the increase, enlarged the other machines to be on a par with his own, and commenced a circuit of the iron molecule as he studied it. At length he made up his mind.

“Each of our machines is equipped with a disintegrator gun,” he said. “Focus it on long range and give it full power. We will continue to circle this molecule and each of us will train his gun on that proton—the bright central point …”

With that he switched off and nodded to one of the men beside him, who promptly went over to the disintegrator gun and took up his position. The remaining man inspected the power plant and pronounced it still satisfactory … So Lexas began angling for position and the man at the gun waited until at last the bright objective was directly pin pointed by his sights——

He fired; and almost at the same moment other machines, coming up in the rear, took up the assault. Even Lexas, prepared for something chaotic, had certainly never anticipated the terrific reaction of hurling disintegrative force into the proton.

That brilliant point swelled abruptly into one intensely blinding light which seemed to illuminate the entire subatomic universe. Their sight in danger of destruction, Lexas and his two comrades, and the men in the other machines, jerked their faces away from the windows and then crouched watching the unholy fires painting the opposite walls of the machines with their blue-white grandeur.

The flare-out only lasted perhaps ten seconds, then came the more material reaction. Outwardly expanding waves of energy from the shattered proton set the machines rocking wildly, hurling them backwards on an invisible wave. The proton ceased to be and its attendant electrons, all attraction lost, collided with one another and exploded with concussion as they tried to find a new level. Immediately other clusters got on the move as gravitational balances shifted—— And so it progressed.

Lexas heaved himself up from the floor of his machine and peered intently outside. When he saw the chaos spreading he gave a quick order.

“On the move—instantly! Away from the area of this wall into free space——”

And he slammed home the power lever, hurtling the vessel forward so violently he was nearly flung out of his seat. His attendant machines did likewise, and as fast as they could go they fled through the gulf away from the immediate disturbance, intent only on reaching the molecules of the exterior atmosphere where they would be more or less safe …

And inside the controlling building the effects of Lexas’ amazing onslaught were becoming visible. A greenman guard, stationed in the long corridor outside the main office itself, was the first to notice something queer.

He could not quite believe it to begin with. Being late evening the concealed lighting was in operation and at the onset he thought a trick of the illumination was at fault. He straightened up a little from what had been idle contemplation of the shining metal wall and then stared fixedly. The wall had begun to glow! It was flowing somehow, deep within itself, and exhibiting the most incredible and yet glorious veins of colour. It hummed and creaked at the same time. Fronds like those of frost, only amethyst in shade, spread outwards across the wall’s surface and the glow deepened.

Alarmed, the guard spun round and raced for the controlling office. He hurtled in with barely a preliminary knock. Clay and Thalia, discussing an emergency power house plan with the city’s chief Atlantean engineer, looked up in surprise.

“What is the meaning of this?” Thalia asked impatiently, rising in regal dignity from her chair.

“Highness—the wall outside!” The giant green-man pointed excitedly through the open doorway. “It’s alive or on fire or something. I beg of you to look.”

Thalia frowned, then Clay leapt to his feet and hurried out of the office with the girl moving more slowly behind him. When he reached the wall, which by now was glowing along one entire panel and from ceiling to floor, Clay stopped dead in wonder. Thalia now by his side, he listened with her to the queer fairylike music coming forth, punctuated by creaks and cracks. The engineer came up too and gazed in astonishment.

“It is on fire!” he ejaculated.

“And spreading,” Clay said quickly, as the queer amethyst fronds expanded across the next panel. Then he moved forward to touch the wall and examine it. To his surprise Thalia caught his arm and flung him backwards so hard that he staggered.

“Don’t!” she cried, her face pale. “Don’t you realise that the glow is caused by electronic energy?”

Clay swallowed hard and gave a helpless look about him. The guard looked from one to the other uncertainly.

“We can’t just stand here,” Thalia said abruptly. “This Wall is going to change its nature before long: it’s in a state of flux at this very moment—— It bears out what I believed; Lexas is back of it. And what is more he knows what we have been talking about.”

“I said that was impossible.” Clay looked at her sharply.

“He must have found a way. Don’t you remember us saying that it would be tragic if he found a way to throw stiranium off balance? Well, that’s just what he has done—— Look out!” Thalia finished with a gasp, and flung herself away with Clay and the guard beside her. The engineer, too, jumped sideways.

At that identical moment something happened to the wall. It ceased its queer musical throbbing and instead there was a noise like snow sliding from a warm roof. With a soft thud the whole wall changed appearance and became jelly-like. Slabs of gummy substance dropped out of it and began to harden on the floor. Then the floor too started to sag and become treacly.

“This is it!” Clay cried hoarsely. “Get everybody out of the building immediately.” He swung to the guard. “Spread the alarm! Get everybody clear of this place—”

“Clear the town!” Thalia amended. “The trouble won’t stop at this building. Everything made of stiranium will be affected.”

The guard saluted hurriedly and departed at a run. Clay and Thalia raced into the controlling office, the chief engineer behind them. In another moment all three of them were issuing warnings through three microphones, their voices echoing throughout the city. Whether the trouble would spread beyond Atlantis was not yet clear.

In any case they had quite enough on their hands. Once the instability of stiranium was definitely established it advanced its disintegrative process at top speed. In a matter of an hour, half the controlling building had subsided into a plasma which hardened rapidly into a queer lava—a new type of metal entirely.

For Clay and Thalia it had been the busiest, most anxious hour ever. Every person in the city had received instructions to leave immediately and seek the safety of the outlying country. In an hour everybody had gone: Clay and Thalia were left alone in the controlling office, all means of communication dead, the lighting and power gone. Through the window the light of Deimos fell on the incredible vision of tall towers melting like wax before a fire.

“Apparently Lexas has won,” Thalia said bitterly. “And I get the idea he isn’t alone in this. Remember that dozen or so space machines which mysteriously vanished from the roof? We never solved it. I’ll gamble that Lexas has the answer….” She turned and sighed. “We’d better get out before this room starts to melt as well. Come on. When we reach safety we can decide what to do.”

“We’re going to decide that now,” Clay snapped, catching her shoulders as she turned to go. “If we keep running away to think out our means of retaliation we’ll never catch up… As long as Lexas has smallness on his side he’ll win every time. We’ve only one course: go and dig him out.”

“We’d never find him,” Thalia protested.

“We’ve got to try, Thay: it’s the only way.” Clay spoke deliberately, a stubborn set to his jaw. “He must be somewhere within this area. This has got to be settled once and for all. We can still make it whilst the laboratory is standing up. There are several minimiser machines in there——”

Determined not to listen to further argument he held her arm and kept her beside him as he crossed the gloomy office. They entered the unlighted laboratory adjoining and, knowing its layout by heart, hurried across to the section where the minimisers stood. Clay heaved one up into his arms.

“Right—up to the roof,” he said quickly. “All we need is a space machine.”

He turned and hurried to the door leading to the staircase, Thalia immediately behind him. They blundered up the stairs and then paused in the darkness at a monstrous thundering somewhere far below them. They could feel the stairs vibrating—and suddenly there was illumination of sorts as the walls sprang into musical life, veins of twisting colour suffusing them.

“Quick!” Thalia cried. “We’ve only a few minutes to spare before the whole lot comes down…”

Realising the danger Clay floundered up the remaining stairs, his way lighted by the weird colour display. Gaining the roof with Thalia only a yard or so behind him he hurtled across it to the nearest space machine and climbed through the airlock, depositing the minimizer on the floor of the control room.

The roof itself was colouring now, making it look as though Thalia, speeding onwards, was racing over a glowing sea. She climbed quickly through the airlock and closed the heavy door. Simultaneously Clay flung in the power switches and the vessel lifted instantly, and only just in time. Below, the controlling building, half of it already eaten away, sloughed down in a tumbling mass of grey, bubbling matter from which whirled amazing light streams dying into darkness.

“Definitely one perfectly good city gone for good,” Clay said dispiritedly, staring over the crumbling wilderness below. “And from the look of things over there—that display of pyrotechnics—Redopolis is crumbling too. Lexas has been thoroughly wholesale about this lot.”

“We haven’t finished yet—and we can always rebuild.” Thalia said, her voice grim; and whilst Clay kept the space machine cruising she set to work on the complicated task of linking the minimiser to the power plant.

At the close of an hour she announced that she was ready.

“Okay,” Clay acknowledged, and cut out the driving circuit. “Plug it in…”

Thalia did so immediately and the power was then restored. She switched on the minimiser and played the beam about the vessel steadily, listening meanwhile to the sound of its plates creaking as contraction of electronic orbits commenced. Clay remained at the controls, peering intently through the window and watching the coloured, swirling wilderness below growing vaster and vaster still, until at last it ceased to have any real meaning.

“Right, that’s enough,” he said abruptly. “We’re not atomic, but we’re small enough. We might start exploring from here.”

Thalia cut out the minimizer circuit and moved to the window. She studied the dark confusion outside for a while. It made no more sense to her than it had to Clay. The machine was extremely tiny, floating in the atmosphere high above the enormity which was disintegrating Atlantis.

“Now what?” Clay asked. “On my world when we start on an impossible job we call it ‘hunting for a needle in a haystack.’ That would be easy compared to this. How do we detect Lexas?”

“We use the aura compass.” the girl answered promptly, and Clay looked agreeably surprised for a moment.

“I’d forgotten that gadget,” he commented. “But will it work?”

“It will now we are roughly as small as Lexas himself—or so we believe, anyway. It never would have whilst we were big and he was tiny: the distance for detection was too great.”

She hurried across to the aura detector and switched it on, tuning the delicate needle to the current susceptible to the particular aura given off by Lexas’s body. The instrument was so designed that it could follow any living being anywhere, excited by the magnetic aura emanating from all living bodies. Since Lexas’ exact aura in his new green body was known, there was no reason why the detector should not respond … and after a moment or two it did so.

“Look!” Thalia exclaimed excitedly, pointing. “It’s locating him!”

Clay slipped the automatic pilot into position and then hurried out of his chair to join the girl. Intently he stood watching the needle swinging. There was no doubt about it: it was reacting directly on an organic body with the aura frequency of Lexas.

“At what distance?” he asked, and pushed in the device which, by pre-calculated swingings, would give the exact mileage of the object concerned. After a long interval the back-and-forth movement ceased and Clay read the automatic figures.

“Eighty-five miles due north.” Thalia said. “Well, that’s a trifle: we can cover it in ten minutes. You drive: I’ll check the compass.”

Clay nodded and went back to the control chair. Following out the girl’s instructions he drove the machine onwards steadily, passing from the chaos which had been Atlantis and speeding over a darkness which he assumed was the countryside surrounding the city. Then presently the girl gave him warning to slow down.

“Needle’s dipping,” she said. “That means he is below us somewhere. Better take care we’re not seen.”

Clay looked into the abyss below but beheld no sign of life. He cut down speed to the minimum, until at length the compass needle was pointing directly downwards. Then he switched off all lights in the control room and began a steady descent into the darkness. Only by the instruments did he know when the ground was near; then he moved further downwards, which caused the needle to tilt correspondingly. Finally he settled down in what appeared to be a gigantic valley, its sides towering to the remote sky. Looking again at the needle he saw it pointing due south with a distance reading of two miles.

“So far, so good,” Thalia said, her green eyes bright. “He’s only two miles away and evidently he didn’t spot us arriving. Better see where we are and what we can do.”

“And arm yourself well,” Clay cautioned. “Remember that at our present size even a gnat can become a thing of terror.”

Thalia took down flame guns from the wall, one for herself and one for Clay; then she added a hunting knife each and set about the job of packing provisions into two haversacks. At length her task was finished, a difficult one in the dim starlit gloom of the control room. Clay unfastened the airlock screws and swung open the heavy operculum. He helped the girl down into a mass of rocks.

“Where are we?” she whispered, looking about her, then up at the stars. That was the odd thing. When just on the edge of the microcosmic for size, the stars seemed normal in appearance, and the sky only as far as it had ever done; but the ground was utterly changed. The rocks amongst which they now stood were, they realised, bits and chunks of stone mixed with the arable soil of the Martian pastures.

“Two miles south,” Thalia murmured, pondering her tiny luminous compass. “Right—let’s go.”

They began their journey, through a world which was totally alien, and for that very reason alive with unexpected things. They had to stop when something enormous and moving barred their progress. Clay pulled his atomic torch from his pocket and flashed the beam into colossal faceted eyes, antennae, and gigantic hairy legs.

“A fly,” he said, startled at the behemoth size of the thing. “No reason why it should attack us.”

But in this he was mistaken. The fly did not like the queer little beings invading his domain and he attacked with dangerous mandibles. Thalia flung herself to one side, but Clay remained where he was and fired deliberately. His aim was good. The fly collapsed in the midst of its attack, its belly tom open by the blast. It lay quivering, a yellow humour oozing from it.

“I only hope my torch beam wasn’t spotted,” Clay murmured as he and the girl pressed on again. “Probably not from this distance.”

Following the compass’s direction, their way took them up a rocky defile and to the summit of the valley side. Here they circumvented a tremendous worm, and then stood surveying the view before them. The light of the stars gave a view of rugged emptiness—rocky and incredibly alone.

“Just keep going, that’s all,” Clay said finally. “The compass can’t lie and the aura detector said Lexas was this way.”

So they continued the journey; then as they came beyond two vast rocks they beheld ahead of them a series of gleaming lights. They twinkled like stars in the gloom, becoming larger as distance diminished.

“I believe they’re porthole lights,” Thalia said, gazing intently. “Notice how circular they are——. Of course!” she broke off. “Probably that dozen space ships stolen from the roof of the Controlling Building.”

Clay came to a halt, pondering. “I believe you’re right—and we can’t walk into the midst of that with what little protection we have. There’s got to be some way of tempting our playful friends—and Lexas in particular—into the open. Let me think now.”

For a while there was silence, then Thalia snapped her fingers.

“I think I have it——. Our main object is to be rid of Lexas and his colleagues, and no punches pulled, isn’t it? No more sentiment?”

“Right!”

“Then the thing’s pretty simple. Return to the ship and then fly over them here and turn the minimiser on them. They won’t be aware of what’s happening until it’s too late——”

“They’ll hear the plates creaking.”

“Maybe, but by that time they’ll be on their way into the microcosm. We’ll keep on reducing them as long as they remain in range—down, down, and down——”

“And since they have a minimiser themselves they’ll put it into reverse and start enlarging again the moment we cease to reduce them.”

“Not if we destroy them first. My idea is to reduce them to as small a size as possible, ourselves remaining as we are—and then blast them out of existence with the disintegrator gun. One blast will take care of all of them at once, whereas at their present size we could be attacked and wiped out before we could finish them off.”

“Uh-huh, good idea,” Clay admitted. “Let’s get back——”

He turned, then broke off in mid-sentence, realising that a huge shape was nearby, wings quivering in readiness for flight. The body, in the dim starlight, was striped like that of an Earth zebra; the eyes were enormous and faceted——

“It’s a wasp.” Clay said abruptly. “And damned dangerous! Take a look at that sting——”

He began to back away warily, his gun at the ready, and Thalia did likewise, but neither of them were quick enough. The wasp, one of the most fearsome insects of the Martian wastelands—even to people of normal stature—suddenly took to the air and swept down towards the two in a vicious power-dive. The terrific blast of air from the wings flung both of them on their faces. They remained motionless for a moment and saw the monster turning round to attack again.

Clay raised his head. Whipping out his gun he aimed it and fired—but missed. Venom from the frightful sting spattered the ground close beside him. Some sprinkled on his hand and it bit into his flesh like nitric acid. Of itself, unless it entered a cut, the venom was not dangerous; that lay in the sting, that natural bayonet at the rear of the insect’s striped body.

Thalia whirled over on her back and fired her own gun as the wasp shot by overhead. She too missed, and the thing came back again.

“Moving too fast to get it,” Clay panted. “And if we don’t move fast it’ll get us. One chance left——”

He stood up and from his belt of weapons snatched an egg-shaped bomb. Pulling out the pin with his teeth he waited until the wasp was within fifty feet of him; then he hurled the bomb straight at it and flung himself flat, dropping an arm about Thalia. The bomb exploded with a concussion that made the ground rock. Bits of metal and parts of the shattered wasp came tumbling downwards. A blast of hot air beat round the two on the ground—then the disturbance subsided and Clay got hurriedly on his feet.

“If that doesn’t bring Lexas and his boys to see what’s happened, nothing will,” he panted. “But there was no other way of dealing with that wasp——. Come on, quickly.”

Even as he and Thalia started moving they heard shouts from the not far distant space machines as the green men emerged to investigate. The shouts were directed to each other since, of course, neither Clay nor Thalia was visible—at least not to commence with. Before they had covered a dozen yards, however, a vast sea of light from a battery of ships’ searchlights flooded them, picking them out as two scurrying figures against the all-surrounding rock.

“That does it!” Clay muttered, glancing back over his shoulder into the glare. “Have to keep going: we may just make it.”

Panting hard from the exertion he and the girl kept up their headlong flight, but they had reckoned without the long legs of the green men. In literal leaps and bounds they were being overtaken——. Then Thalia caught her foot against one of the rocks and plunged over helplessly. By the time Clay had raised her to her feet again the army of green men was no more than fifty yards away.

Clay whipped out his gun and fired savagely, but the glare of searchlights in his face made his aim hopeless. In another moment or two his gun was being taken from him and Thalia, also disarmed of her gun, was torn from his grip.

“Interesting,” commented Lexas, coming up in the rear of his followers. “Their Highnesses in person——. Somewhat surprising, but none the less welcome for all that. Take them to my ship,” he commanded, his voice suddenly harsh.

Completely beaten, Clay and Thalia had to submit. They were marched roughly across the rocky ground and gained the space machines some ten minutes later. Thrust into the control room of one of them—evidently Lexas’s vessel—they were held tightly by the green Martian guards until at length Lexas himself arrived. He motioned briefly.

“Get back to your own vessels,” he ordered. “These two are my guests.”

The green men retired and Lexas closed the airlock. Then he stood with his back to the door and grinned cynically as Clay and Thalia looked at him in cold contempt.

“Am I entitled to ask how you found me?” he asked.

“Aura,” Thalia told him curtly. “That’s one thing that never deceives, Lexas.”

He grinned more widely. “Why not sit down Highnesses? After all, you are no ordinary captives and I still have not forgotten the ordinary courtesies.”

Thalia and Clay obeyed him, watching narrowly. There was no guarantee that at any moment he might not tire of his cat-and-mouse game and shoot to kill.

“I appreciate your coming after me,” he said, taking a bottle of Martian wine from the storage cupboard, “though I imagine it was with the objective of dealing with me, rather than exchanging greetings.”

He poured the wine into glasses and handed two over, retaining one for himself. Then he sat down in the control chair.

“To the empire I shall build.” he said, holding his glass aloft, then he raised his brows as Clay and Thalia both threw their own glasses on the floor.

“You expect us to drink to that?” Clay demanded savagely, springing to his feet. “Stop this fooling around, Lexas! Neither of us have any time for it.”

“You’ll have time for anything I say, Earth man,” Lexas told him deliberately. “You are in no position to give orders or state terms—and neither is the Empress. Sit down!”

Clay obeyed slowly, his lips tight. Lexas finished his drink, set down the glass, then hunched forward in the chair.

“Naturally, you have flown right into destruction,” he said. “You will never return to the macrocosm. I will have your ship found and taken over. For long enough it has been an issue between you and me—which of us would finally rule the planet. Time and again you have baulked me—and are not entitled to do so because neither of you have any right to my world. I am a green man, bred and born. You both belong to Earth—one of you to the modern age; the other to a dynasty long gone. It is only justice that you should be removed.”

Clay settled back in his chair and folded his arms. He made a wry face.

“I’ve heard all this before, Lexas. Why play around with the issue?”

“Because It pleases me. I’m casting around in my mind for a way to deal with you—to temper your destruction with justice. You have always withheld from striking me down in cold blood: I feel that I should do the same.”

There was silence for a moment. Thalia too relaxed and folded her arms—and in doing so she realised something. The fingers of her left hand came into contact with the hard outline of her knife sheath inside her gown. She had almost forgotten it was there, concealed to give her a second chance in such an emergency as this. Her expression did not give anything away, however, and Lexas got to his feet, supremely sure of himself.

“Since both of you have chosen to follow me here, my task is greatly simplified,” he said. “I had intended to conduct a campaign of destruction against you, on the lines of my atomic attack on stiranium—which I gather was most successful. Now that will not be necessary. With you two rulers out of the way I can enlarge myself and my men back to normal and take over control of what remains. To rebuild will not be difficult.”

“And you imagine the green, red, and Atlantean races will tolerate your rule after ours?” Thalia snapped.

“I am not concerned with what anybody will tolerate, Highness: they will do as they are told, or be destroyed. However, that it not your concern, nor can it ever be henceforth. I am going to dispose of you—and I think I have quite a good way of doing it, tempered, as I said, with justice”

Clay and Thalia waited. Thalia’s fingers edged into the half open front of her gown and closed round the hilt of her knife.

“You seem so interested in the microcosm, there is no reason why you should not explore it at close quarters.” Lexas continued, musing. “From what I have seen of the subatomic regions, they are most desolate. Countless thousands of electronic planets, but not one of them with the blessed spark of life. I should think that being marooned on one of them would be most … maddening.”

“So that’s your idea?” Clay asked curtly. “Putting the pair of us on an electronic world, which amounts to us being in another universe altogether, and then making sure we don’t escape?”

“Exactly. Yet it is fair.” Lexas shrugged his gigantic shoulders. “I am not killing you. You are male and female. There is no reason why the progeny you undoubtedly contemplate should not be born. But they will live on a world where the only life is yours, and that which you create. In a word, you will both be banished from the normal scheme of things—and will never come back.”

There was silence, then as Lexas’s cruel eyes turned to look at Clay, Thalia acted. Leaping from her chair she whipped the knife from its sheath and hurtled straight at the astonished Lexas. Flinging up her arm the girl brought the knife down savagely upon him, striking again and again at the region of his heart. Lexas staggered, gasped with pain, then lashed out his huge hands. They closed round Thalia’s throat and tightened inexorably. She choked and gurgled as the breath ceased entering her lungs. She felt her face grow hot as blood rushed into her head—then she was released and fell sideways helplessly as Clay charged to her rescue. For a second or two Clay had the upper hand, but it did not last. Lexas’s enormous size, and he still seemed to retain his strength despite the injuries he had received, enabled him to make a come-back. He lashed out his colossal list, snapping Clay’s head back like a punching bag. Another blow, and yet another, then Clay reeled half senseless against the wall and slid to the floor. By the time the blur had cleared out of his head he found Lexas holding his gun steadily and Thalia crouching as she waited for what would happen next.

“Not quite quick enough, I fancy,” Lexas commented, his free hand pressed to his chest. “Though I congratulate you, Highness, on concealing a knife which missed the attention of my colleagues… Sit down, both of you!”

To obey was the only course. Lexas breathed hard and went across to the airlock, swinging it wide. Then he moved to the radio and summoned a couple of his men. In a moment or two they had arrived.

“Keep these two covered,” Lexas ordered, as they took out their guns. “I have an injury to attend to…”

He moved across to the surgical equipment, tore away the thin, blouse-like covering from his mighty chest, and then went to work with the instruments—electrical devices chiefly which, whilst they administered their own local anaesthetic, also drew together the torn lips of flesh which the knife had created. At the end of five minutes there were only rapidly healing scars to reveal where the injuries had been.

“Perhaps,” Lexas remarked, turning to Thalia, “you had better acquaint yourself more fully with Martian anatomy, Highness. The heart of green and red men is more centrally situated than is the case with yourself or an Earth being. Thanks to that I escaped a direct heart injury…” He paused and eyed the girl and then Clay malignantly. “I think we have played games long enough,” he decided. “You have a journey to make. Fasten them to their chairs,” he added to the two green men.

The order was obeyed. Lexas moved to the airlock and secured it, then switched on the radio again.

“I am entering the microcosm,” he told his colleagues. “I shall return at the earliest opportunity: in the meantime make no further attacks on our enemies. It will only mean all the more ruin for us to rebuild. When I return we shall take over control as I promised.”

He switched off and moved the minimiser into position. After a moment or two it began to function as Lexas put the power plant into action; then he moved to the port and stood gazing outside intently. Clay and Thalia, unable to budge the thin wire which held them, glanced at one another hopelessly, then towards the two green men maintaining rigid guard.

Outside, the nature of things began to change. The space machine merged from the region of still material things into the microcosm where, once again, atoms themselves became visible as seeming planetary clusters. Lexas surveyed this void through which the machine was travelling and cut out the minimiser. Then he began to manoeuvre the vessel on normal space ship lines.

“There is a planetary cluster in the distance there,” he said at length, turning. “Apparently an atom of boron since there are only five planets—or rather electrons. One of you men make an analysis of the electron and its proton.”

One guard remained with gun trained whilst his companion crossed to the analysing equipment. He was silent for some time, making his various readings, then he turned to Lexas.

“Each electron has an atmosphere, almost equal proportions of oxygen and hydrogen, with several other unclassifiable gases which don’t seem to fall into the poisonous group. The gravity of each electron is about the same, corresponding to that of our own world. None of the electrons has an axial revolution, which means they keep one face constantly to the primary electron. The——”

“That’s enough,” Lexas interrupted. “Any one of those electrons will suit our purpose.”

And thereafter he held the space machine’s course straight towards the atomic cluster, and in a matter of perhaps four hours had come within measurable range of the atmosphere of the nearest electron. Intently he looked down on the “planet” studying the greenery with which it was covered.

“Quite a comfortable-looking desert island,” he commented, glancing across to where Clay and Thalia were still seated, half dead with cramp from the wire about them. “Probably you will wish to see your dream home for yourselves!”

He switched on the reflector screens, which gave a perfect view through the cloudless atmosphere. Below there stretched pure virgin jungle, so exceptionally dense that there was no glimpse anywhere of the land which lay beneath. This particular electron, similar to its fellows, had life, but apparently it was only of the vegetable variety.

“A new world unspoiled, waiting for you,” Lexas remarked, grinning. “In a matter of minutes we’ll be there.”

He turned his attention back to the controls, sweeping the vessel through the atmosphere and down towards the treetops. Regardless, he crashed through them, bringing the machine to rest on ground which was densely packed with verdure and undergrowth, all of it complete dissimilar to any of the growths known on either Earth or Mars.

“Journey’s end,” Lexas commented, switching off and getting out of the control chair. “Before I turn you loose into this atmosphere of oxygen and hydrogen, my friends—which air you can easily breathe—let me remind you that you are in a different universe, from which you can never escape without enlarging equipment, and of course I will make sure you do not have that. You will have a supply of provisions, arms to defend yourself, and portable equipment for making a base of operations. The rest will be up to you … and your progeny.”

Since neither Clay nor Thalia said anything Lexas gave a shrug.

“Release them,” he ordered, and moved to the airlock.

He stood waiting, the airlock open, as Clay and Thalia flexed their legs and arms to recover from the cramp they had endured. Then they turned and without speaking a word, knowing full well they were beaten, passed in front of their enemy and dropped down to the soft undergrowth of the electronic planet. Lexas stood surveying them in the light of the mellow golden proton which was the sun.

“Here are your supplies,” he added, and motioned to the men behind him.

In response there was presently flung down a mass of tenting equipment, weapons, and stacks of provisions. This done, Lexas gave his wide grin.

“Good luck,” he said dryly; then he stepped back and closed the airlock with a clang.

Silent, Clay and Thalia stood watching as the machine began to rise, rocket jets flaring and making the vegetation explode and hiss into transient smoke and steam. Then the machine had forced its way through the dense interlacings of weird trees above … and was gone.


CHAPTER 7

Defeat and Victory

“Well,” Clay said at last, “that seems to be that.”

He turned to look at the girl. She was standing with her fists clenched, her slender, strong young body taut with the fury which consumed her. ‘There was no trace of fear in her bearing, only hatred for the enemy who had brought this disaster about.

“We’d better see what sort of a place we’ve come to,” Clay said, shouldering some of the equipment.

Thalia turned from gazing at the broken interlacings of trees through which the space machine had plunged.

“Why explore?” she asked briefly. “It’s only hard work, and we know this electron is more or less similar throughout—except on the side turned from the primary and there it seems to be nothing but bare rock.”

“Mmmm—you’re probably right.” Clay dumped the equipment down again and then sat on it. He motioned to Thalia and she settled beside him. Something of the defiant expression had gone from her face as, evidently, she was commencing to realize the true seriousness of the situation.

“It looks,” she said at length, “as though Lexas has done it properly this time——”

She stopped suddenly and looked about her in puzzled alarm. A queer sound had interrupted her conversation. It sounded like wind blowing through hollow reeds. It was the most weird music imaginable.

“Sounds like the music of a sacrificial chant.” Clay said, getting up again. “I don’t see how it can be, though—unless this hell-fired electron is populated after all. We’d better take a look.”

He and Thalia armed themselves and then moved towards the point whence the weird sounds were emanating. Within a matter of seconds they had plunged deep into the jungle, and slowed their speed immediately. They had no wish to be caught up in this inextricable mass and lose their equipment and necessities.

“Look!” Thalia exclaimed suddenly, and in spite of everything she had to laugh. “Not exactly a sacrificial dirge, is it?”

Clay followed the line from her pointing finger and saw some ten feet above enormous bladders of vegetation, rather like seven-foot long pea pods but apparently filled with air. They were rubbing together in clusters, moved by the torrid wind, and as they changed position their taut sides rubbed against each other, producing the peculiar sound.

“Surprising how nothing at all can scare you when you’re not used to a place,” Clay muttered in disgust. “Let’s get back. We need a meal and then we’ll think things out.”

They returned to their clearing and spent the next hour sorting out the equipment Lexas had left them, and tackling a meal from the provisions. When they had finished and lay in the thick bed of undergrowth they noticed that the “sun” had not changed position in the least. In fact nothing had. There was a perpetual sameness about this lonely, empty world.

“Someday it will be populated,” Clay said, brooding, and Thalia looked at him covertly.

“Do you mean by beings—like us?”

“I wasn’t thinking of that, though it could happen if we wished it that way. No, I mean by the natural order of things. There’s life here, Thay—the vegetation proves it. This planet is in about the same state as Earth was in primordial times. And for us, highly civilised beings, it’s a pretty horrible place to be marooned.

“Fact remains we are marooned, and there’ll never be any way back to our own Universe.” Thalia’s voice trembled for a moment as the full enormity of the thing struck home to her; then she got the better of her emotions and became practical again. She got to her feet.

“Nothing to stop us building a home for ourselves, anyway. For all we know there might be terrific storms on a world as young as this: protection is called for. We can build from the limbs of these trees around us.”

Clay nodded, glad of the chance of something to do to take his mind off things. Thalia looked about the clearing, then moved to the edge of it to decide which trees to use for the house building. One particular giant with low-growing limbs and a peculiar greyish leaf looked especially suitable. She moved towards it and grasped one of the lower limbs to test its resiliency——

The next minute she was lying six feet away, flat on her face, her body racked from head to foot with agonising cramp. She tried to move and failed. Astonished, Clay hurried across to her. Slipping his hands beneath her armpits he raised her gently, looked into her pain-deadened face.

“You turned a complete somersault!” he ejaculated. “And just as you did so I saw a brilliant flash—just like lightning!”

“I—I got the most frightful electric shock from that tree.” Thalia flexed her legs and arms as the deadening paralysis began to relax. “I only just touched it—and the next thing I knew I was lying there. Whoever heard of a tree being full of volts?”

“There may be a reason.” Clay mused, his eyes narrowed as he contemplated the offending vegetation. “Here, sit down a moment whilst you recover. I’m going to look into this.”

He settled the girl in the undergrowth and she sat watching him as he approached the tree warily. When he was within a foot of it he contemplated it for a while, noting its curious grey bark, oddly twisted leaves, and its immense height. Of all the queer trees in the forest it seemed to extend to the greatest altitude. Presently he returned to the equipment and picked up one of the discarded metal concentrate tins. Experimentally he threw the tin at the tree. Instantly there was a blinding flash like a sudden explosion of magnesium powder. The tin was hurled away, bent and twisted as though slogged with a hammer.

“Electric is right!” Clay whistled, looking at the girl with eager eyes. “And I think I know why, too. Don’t forget, we’re not on a planet but an electron, whereon — according to known scientific facts—electricity is in much more concentrated form than in a planet. A planet in the scale of material things is so large that its electricity is distributed in very weak doses, mostly visible in the polar discharges—the auroras for example. On an electron, a miniature world, the electricity is concentrated… I don’t believe that thing is a tree. It has a different colour to ordinary vegetation. I believe,” he finished, in wonder, “that it is a form of crystallised energy.”

“How can it be?” Thalia demanded, who found her own scientific knowledge commencing to stumble.

Clay sat beside her, intent on the theory he had formed.

“On some worlds, certain waters petrify any object to stone,” he said. “There are also metals which are natural magnets. They get that way through electrical interaction. On this electron we have one side of it constantly facing the primary proton. That proton must be pouring energy down on this forest incessantly. There is no reason why certain forms of vegetation should not absorb that energy and store it up, just as plants on your world and mine absorb sunlight and release it again in the form of growth, which in itself is energy.”

“Meaning that that particular tree has long ceased to be one and is instead a sort of lightning conductor, permanently filled with protonic energy?” Thalia asked, picking up her scientific cue.

“That’s the way it looks to me—and I’m going to experiment further.”

Clay got to his feet again, and this time Thalia rose with him. From the equipment he took a coil of binding wire and fastened one end round the metal shaft of a hunting knife amongst the weapons. The other end of the wire he knotted tightly round the branch of what looked to be a natural tree nearby. Then, picking up the knife, he walked across to the “electric tree” with it, paused a yard away, and hurled the knife with all his strength. It embedded itself in the grey mystery plant, but this time there was no flash. Instead the length of wire leading to the distant tree began to glow. First deep red, then paling to whiteness, and after that becoming for a brief while a thin line of unbearable brilliance, like the photosphere of the sun seen through a slit.

Then the wire snapped and fell, smoking, to the undergrowth.

“By all the saints, we’ve really got something!” Clay cried, snapping his fingers. “Terrific energy, and as good as inexhaustible—— That other tree acted for a while as a brief insulator, as wood always does. We saw the energy carried in the wire until it could no longer support it… Thay!” Clay grasped her shoulders and forced her to look at him. “If we can tame this terrific energy there’s just a chance we might even yet get back home!”

She was bewildered, and looked it. “But how can we? I’m not a bad scientist, but I just can’t see what use this energy-stuffed tree is going to be to——”

“All the use in the world!” Clay cried, unaware of how inappropriate his expression was. “The energy we use for contracting and expanding orbits is only electrical at root, but of a particular frequency. We achieve that by the windings in the output transformer—and both of us know exactly what those windings are. Now—we have wire here, not much but enough for our purpose, and we have electrical energy. The thing to do is to use our flame guns and other weapons as tools to mould a minimiser. It doesn’t matter how crude it is as long as it works. The metal we’ll get from all these provision cans we have from the weapons we don’t use, and so forth. There ought to be enough for our purpose when it’s smelted down with raygun flame. That will be the casing. We then wire it up, just as we would an ordinary minimiser; then we have to fix the beam projection lens, which will be the most difficult job of all.”

Thalia glanced at the compass strapped to her wrist, then took it off quickly.

“Perhaps not so difficult!” she exclaimed. “This compass glass already magnifies. Grinding with sand, and then the ultra soft cloth of these royal robes we’re wearing, ought to produce the correct lens curvature… I’ll take on that job if you’ll take on the minimiser casing.”

Clay nodded promptly, too absorbed with his idea to say any more, and from that moment onward he and Thalia worked incessantly with the most inadequate tools—and they found they had entered upon a task which was not going to be accomplished in a few hours, a few days, or even a few weeks. They became slaves of their obsession in the little clearing, a man and a woman who had forgotten everything save the slim chance to tear themselves free from their terrifying prison in the infinite Small.

Two things were in their favour—the constant unvarying light of the protonic sun, which enabled them to work whenever they chose—and the still calmness which seemed to eternally pervade. At times there was a gentle breeze; at times none at all, and this seemed to be the limit of climatic aberration. Certainly there was no other form of life on the electron, or if there was it never showed itself. They were permitted to continue with their task undisturbed—and did so, pausing only for sleeping and eating.

At the end of a couple of months Clay had finished the casing, roughly made of concentrate food tins welded together with flame-gun heat. Now he was at work on the extremely ticklish job of wiring, which demanded an exactly right transformer, and all the attendant coils and resistances if the precise amount of needed energy was to be liberated through the “projector’s” output lens.

The lens itself was Thalia’s own task, and she knew exactly what to do since lens grinding was only one of the accomplishments long mastered by the scientists of her race. Since she had no microscope with which to check her work she had to rely instead on climbing a tree to a point where she could see the protonic sun, then she held the lens over a charted board, focussing the sun upon it, working out from the clarity of the image exactly what focus she had achieved. Gruelling, painstaking, exacting work—at which she dared not make a mistake. If this one precious piece of glass became chipped or broken all hope would be gone. Clay himself did not possess a compass, nor indeed anything with glass about it.

But the lens was not broken: Thalia’s hands were too delicate and too skilled for that. And there came a time, nearly three months after they been marooned on the electron when the lens was finished and Clay, too, was at the end of his intricate wiring job. The lens was slipped into the crude snout—and it fitted exactly.

It was a sober moment. They looked at each other and then solemnly shook hands.

“This is it,” Clay murmured, bracing himself. “Whether or not this crude set-up will hold together, I don’t know—but I can’t think why it shouldn’t. The principle’s the same even if the casing isn’t. I only hope your lens is right.”

“Mathematically it is, but I’ve no way of testing it.”

“One way,” Clay corrected, “and that’s to try the infernal thing.”

He uncoiled the wire specially wound round a stick for the purpose, one end of it fitted with a sharp plug the shape of a V. The wire’s other end fitted comfortably into a socket he had provided in the casing side. By all normal laws, if energy could be tapped into the minimiser’s circuit it would, in the fashion of its more streamlined contemporaries, transform itself into pure atomic power, thereafter being released at exactly the right frequency to cause either contraction or expansion of electronic orbits.

Going over to the “electric tree” and trailing wire behind him Clay held the V-shaped plug in a pair of improvised tongs, thickly bound about by insulating material from the inside of a spare raygun. He jammed the plug firmly home and waited for a moment, expecting white hot wire, or else an explosion. Neither happened.

“It works!” he whispered. “That junk box must be correctly wired, else it would have fused. It’s switched off for the moment—— Now let’s see what happens.”

Excitement in his movements, he set up a piece of ordinary tree branch nearby, then trained the minimiser upon it. He and Thalia both held their breath as he snapped over the make-and-break, probably the most clumsy one he had ever handled. But, clumsy or otherwise the engineering principle was there and from the lens there stabbed a familiar lavender beam. The branch, caught in the midst of it, began to shrink rapidly. His face dewed with perspiration Clay shifted the reverse lever, and the branch began to grow again

He switched off, gave a yell of delight, and caught up the girl in his arms. For a moment they danced together—then Thalia suddenly sobered. Real anxiety came into her green eyes.

“What?” Clay asked, surprised. “Don’t you realise what we’ve done? We’ve succeeded! We can go back home I”

“But—we can’t.” Thalia looked at him almost stupidly for a second or two, then she gestured irritably. “Oh, why didn’t we think of it before? We can’t go back, Clay. It isn’t because we haven’t the equipment—we have. We’ve proved it. But we can’t cross the gulf of electronic space without a machine to do it in!”

“Oh … my God!” Clay sat down with a thump in the undergrowth and stared bleakly in front of him. “We’ve been so wrapped up in the scientific side we never gave a thought to the other issues involved…”

“If we enlarge from here back into our own world,” Thalia explained, thinking as she spoke, “there will come a point when we shall be bigger than the electron which supports us. Our heads will literally be in the clouds. We’ll be in the subatomic void. We will remain in it for many hours until we have grown large enough to expand into the atmosphere of our own world, until we have a material ground under our feet again… We cannot live in emptiness, Clay—not for all that length of time.”

He was beaten dejected, and looked it. The faint wind stirred the whispering bladders of the forest and brought their unearthly music floating down. Thalia sat listening to them, and after a while she looked up and frowned.

“Wait…” she whispered, her eyes brightening. “Wait, I do believe I have it!”

She jumped to her feet, snatched up a flame gun, and went hurrying across the clearing. Clay moodily watched her go, not having the least idea what she was driving at. When she returned, after perhaps ten minutes, she was almost airborne by reason of the two enormous distended bladders of air she was carrying.

“You playing games, or what?” Clay asked her crossly.

For answer she set the bladders down, laying equipment over them to prevent them blowing away in the breeze.

“Spaceships—ready made,” she explained, with a flourish.

Clay looked at her incredulously.

“Don’t you see?” she went on. “These bladders are made of immensely tough vegetation, and they’re as airtight as any spaceship could ever be, otherwise they would not hold air as they do without leakage. Presumably they take it into themselves through the tree branches—but that doesn’t interest us. I don’t see why we can’t make a hole big enough to admit of a body, seal up the hole from the inside, and then stay there while the journey is made, using up the air which is inside.”

Clay got to his feet, his interest sharpened. He looked at the bladders closely.

“Sort of one man projectiles?” he hazarded.

“That’s it. Just as long as we have protection against the airlessness and cold of subatomic space whilst we cross it, we will be safe enough.”

“Air in just one of these would never be sufficient,” Clay muttered, thinking, and again there was a troubled silence; then Thalia snapped her fingers.

“I’m getting extra bright!” she declared. “Enlarge one of these things until it can take two of us—enlarge it until it is as big as a space machine. That will mean all the more air inside to use. Carry another one on top for spare air if needed and link it up with a hollow reed, or something. We’ll also need a reed system to expel used air and give us brief spells of ventilation.”

“You weren’t born into a scientific race for nothing,” Clay grinned. “All right—let’s see what we can do.”

So they set to work, and preliminary examination satisfied them that the texture of the bladder was amply strong enough to hold them. So they removed a tiny section at one end from which air instantly whistled. Then with the minimiser in position, they enlarged the deflated “vegetable skin “to nearly fifteen times its original size.

“Which now presents another problem.” Thalia said. “How do we fill it up with air again?”

This time it was Clay who had the answer, after thinking for a moment or two.

“We simply take in with us as many normal air bladders as we can,” he explained. “We seal ourselves in, then smash the bladders. They’ll let out their air and that will be that. You load up this skin with bladders while I work out a reed valve system for bad air and ventilation.”

Thalia nodded and went back into the forest, returning each time with two more bladders, until finally at least twenty of them were lightly held down ready for pushing into the huge, waiting skin. Then she helped Clay complete the reed-valve, which remained in place by the natural elasticity of the vegetation itself.

“I think we’re about ready to risk it.” he said at length. “We’ll be in darkness and unable to see what is going on outside, but that we’ll have to tolerate——”

Thalia shook her head. “That won’t do, Clay. If the minimiser beam is set to infinity we’ll enlarge out of all proportion perhaps without knowing it. We might not only reach our own world again but expand even beyond that! If we can’t see what we’re doing we’ll have no idea.”

“Mmm, I see your point. Any suggestions?”

“Only one. Make a tiny hole big enough for an eye to look through, and keep it covered most of the time, peeping out now and again. Hardly any air will escape through that.”

“Like a slow puncture?” Clay grinned. “All right.

… Well that settles everything. Let’s get the bladders inside this skin. I also need one large bladder skin to cover up the opening through which we’ll enter. The air pressure from the inside ought to hold it in place.”

Thalia nodded and began helping him. When the bladders had been pushed into position Clay had the more difficult job of fixing the minimiser so that it would remain constantly trained on the bladder and cause it to enlarge perpetually—then he realised he was working under the misapprehension that the bladder would move skywards, which of course it would not. It would always remain on the ground, but would expand and grow outward and upward until it burst through the microcosm and into the universe beyond. Therefore the minimiser should operate successfully if trained horizontally. The only other detail was the setting of the time switch—which he had incorporated in the minimiser—which would give him and Thalia the chance to get inside their makeshift “spaceship”.

But finally he was ready. He gave Thalia last-minute instructions, put in the time switch, then crawled after her into the midst of the cool, clammy mass of enormously enlarged vegetable matter. Carefully he fixed the huge piece of vegetation over the entrance hole.

“Okay, burst the bladders,” he instructed—and Thalia drove the hunting knife into the nearest one. It was dimly visible in the light filtering through the veined skin of the “spaceship”.

With a hiss the air came gushing out and the folds began to creak and swell under the pressure. Another one hissed; then another. It took six of them to expel their air before the giant bladder had swollen to full size—and, as Clay had calculated, the pressure kept the vegetable-leaf doorway in position over the small entrance hole.

This—at present—green illumined expanse, as soft as eiderdown, was quite the most crazy vehicle ever in which to cross atomic space, but by all the laws of science it ought to work. Then abruptly, the time switch on the minimiser, set in reverse, functioned. With a curious squeegeeing noise as orbits expanded the vegetable spaceship began its outward and upward elongation.

Clay and Thalia, likewise affected by the enlargement, sat and looked at each other anxiously. Not to be able to see outside was exasperating, but unavoidable.

“A thought occurs to me,” Thalia remarked, as the queer “finger-on-glass” sound continued. “What happens when we reach the size we want? That beam is going to keep us in focus indefinitely and there’ll be nothing to switch it off. How do we break free?’

Clay mused before he answered. “When we’ve reached the size we want, we get out quick. The area of the beam only encompasses this ‘machine’ of ours no matter how large it becomes. Outside that particular radius everything is normal… And I’d give anything’ to see how far we’ve got,” he added wistfully.

But it could not be done. The only sign of change came after a long interval when the glow of green light, caused by the protonic sun shining through the vegetation, began to fade. It was gradually replaced by an awesome darkness. Thalia moved in this blackness and caught at Clay’s hand.

“As you would say, this is ‘it’,” she whispered. “We must be crossing the gulf between Universes—and if this bladder collapses, heaven help us.”

“No reason why it should. It isn’t a matter of stretching to the breaking point; it’s a matter of expanding the orbits of the electrons to their ultimate capacity.”

Scientific terms were no use at that moment. Clay and Thalia both realised that they were a man and woman taking a terrific gamble with elemental forces, and upon their mathematics and improvised engineering depended their very lives.

The squeegee noise remained. The air grew stale. Clay felt round for the vent, unplugged it for a while, then re-plugged it again. A new bladder hissed and expended its air, bringing relief.

“I’ve got to see outside,” Clay muttered. “This is too much for me.”

He used the tip of the hunting knife for the job and made a tiny hole in the taut skin in front of him. A very thin current of air immediately began to escape, and stopped again as he blocked the opening with his eye and peered beyond.

There appeared to be nothing but a backdrop of atomic nebulae, with molecular clusters whirling away into infinity. The journey from the infinite small, as far as he could judge, was about half over. Moving aside, he gave Thalia the chance to look, then when she had done so he closed the gap with a spare piece of leaf-matter set aside for the purpose.

“The void does not freeze the eye when we look out on it.” Thalia mused in the darkness. “How do you account for that?”

“Because, no matter how closely we block that opening there is a thin stream of warm air escaping outside. That prevents zero-cold from striking. For the same reason we inside here are not frostbound. These vegetation walls insulate us against it—and then again we are expanding at such a terrific speed we must be generating energy which in itself creates warmth.”

This point settled Thalia relaxed again and became quiet. Nor did Clay speak much after that. The awesome journey and the risk they were taking forced them to dwell entirely on their own thoughts, but they became more active again when they discovered that the darkness was lightening gradually, changing to that familiar green glow.

“That must be sunlight!” Clay exclaimed eagerly. “If so we’re not far from journey’s end.”

Again he put his eye to the opening and peered outside; then he gave a start. The view showed a gigantic forest, which as quickly changed to a waving sea of crops.

“Outside—quick!” Clay gasped. “Otherwise we’ll overshoot. We’re there …”

He whipped up the hunting knife lying nearby and slashed the blade through the bladder. Instantly the air swooshed out, and for Clay and Thalia there was no need of movement. They were blown out by the impact and went sailing perhaps a dozen yards. They rolled over and over helplessly and then lay immovable, waiting for worse things to happen.

But nothing did. Hot sun was beating upon their backs. Clay raised his head and looked about him, then he gave a start at the astonishing vision some yards away. He nudged Thalia and she too rose on her elbows to look.

Where the minimiser ray was projecting from the infinite small, located somewhere in the ground, there yawned a mighty fan of vague lavender light. In the midst of it plain nothing existed. The crops which lay in every other direction were absent in this particular area, long since expended beyond all material solidity. It was a gap—a flaw in the scheme of things, an area which would remain a danger spot as long as the power lasted in the minimiser in the atomic regions. And that power might last for ever since a natural absorber of electricity—the “electric tree”—was the source of energy.

“It’s a terrific thought,” Clay muttered, as these ideas came to him—then he got to his feet and helped Thalia up beside him.

“That doesn’t signify,” she said, her eyes bright. “We got back. From the look of things we’re in one of the many pastures—— And I suppose that during our absence more years have passed.”

“I suppose so.” Clay looked briefly at the sun. “Past the zenith,” he said. “We’d better get on the move and see if we can trace Atlantis. I’ve not the vaguest idea where we are.”

So they began walking, using the ears of corn to chew as they went on their way. Now and again they glimpsed green Martians at work, far away in the distance, and gave them a wide berth. The last thing they wanted to do was give forewarning of the fact that they had returned.

During the late afternoon they came to a woodland and here rested and slept for a while following a rough-and-ready meal of edible Martian berries. When they awoke it was night, the cool Martian wind blowing sweetly across the vast crop and pasture areas.

They went on again, following now a fan of light belching to the starry sky. Certainly it must belong to a city, but whether to Atlantis or not remained to be seen.

An hour later they topped the rise which gave them the chance of viewing the cause of the light. They stopped, and glanced at each other with eager faces, their expressions clearly visible in the reflected glow. The place was Atlantis, rebuilt in every detail, occupying its former position beside the breakers of the ocean.

“Since we’ve been away live, ten, or more years, Lexas has had plenty of time to build everything up again.” Clay commented. “And from the look of things he’s made a good job of it. Pastures under control, everything looking shipshape. I even begin to wonder if he hasn’t turned over a new leaf and decided to rule wisely.”

“He couldn’t: he’s too full of ideas of conquest… And something occurs to me,” Thalia continued, her tone becoming worried. “He must know by now about that beam from the microcosm: somebody will have advised him. That takes the surprise out of our arrival, doesn’t it?”

“Don’t be too sure that he knows about it,” Clay answered. “It’s hardly visible for one thing, and for another it’s in a very deserted part of the pastures—— Anyway, let’s see what we can do to reach Atlantis. We want to be knowing how things are. If we can contact one of your race we’ll soon find out.”

They went on again, keeping a wary eye about them as they neared Atlantis—but the darkness was friendly to them and evidently they were not seen for they gained the end of the city’s main street in safety and then looked about them.

The city had apparently been rebuilt to the exact formation it had previously possessed, with its traffic and pedestrian ways. Both were busy, apparently, but in the main street all was quiet.

“The Controlling Building is only fifty yards down this street.” Clay said finally. “What do you say we take the risk of trying to enter it?”

“I think it would be crazy,” Thalia answered promptly. “There are bound to be guards. No, there’s a better way. Give me your flame gun.”

Clay handed it to her, the only weapon they possessed between them, then he stood watching as she broke it open and removed the atomic firing mechanism. From the firing chamber she removed the twelve cheap diamonds which produced the searing flame the weapon was made to project. Carefully she put the jewels on the ground, and then to them she threaded the impulse wire of the firing mechanism, through holes specially drilled for the purpose. In effect, all the charges were linked together for a simultaneous blow out when the energy of the mechanism operated—and this way the energy would all dissipate at once instead of in needle-thin burning rays.

“This,” Thalia said, when she had things arranged to her liking, “should explode with a terrific report. It ought to bring the guards from the Controlling Building to investigate—those outside, anyway. We can make it our opportunity to dodge into the place by taking this back route round the buildings …” and she nodded to it.

“All right,” Clay agreed. “Let’s go.”

He and the girl turned their faces away and she pressed the firing button. The result was immediate. A stupendous bang shattered the silence of the Martian night and there was a momentary flash of flame—then, covered in dust and tingling from the impact of harmless bits of shrapnel, Clay and Thalia sped away from the scene and concealed themselves round the angle wall of the nearest building.

They had hardly done so before half-a-dozen green Martians came hurrying into view. They halted and examined the smoking remains of the explosion then looked about them in bewilderment.

“Now’s our chance,” Thalia murmured—and sped away with Clay behind her.

Scurrying round the building they came back presently into the main street and hurried up the broad steps. As they had hoped, the decoy had been eminently successful: there was not a guard in sight. But in the building itself the problem was not so easy. Ahead of them, barring the way to the Controlling Office itself, the place they wanted, were three guards. They glanced round in surprise at Clay and Thalia’s whirlwind entry through the main doorway, and there was nothing they could do to save themselves being detected.

“If you can use the gravity as well as I can, do so,” Clay said quickly. “Leap over them: they won’t expect that.”

“Right!” Thalia watched intently as the guards came hurrying forward; then timing it nicely, she began running forward too, springing into the air at the last minute with all the strength of her legs.

The guards slithered to a standstill and spun round, amazed at the vision of the girl and Clay hurtling above them. They did not fire—probably because they had no orders to do so, and they did not catch up with the pair either. Regardless of the consequences Clay flung open the door of the Controlling Office and bundled Thalia in before him. He flung across the bolt, disregarding the hammering of the guards beyond.

Lexas—for it was he—remained seated at the enormous desk like a being paralysed. It was not often there was any worthwhile expression on his ugly face, but there certainly was now. He was utterly and completely thunderstruck.

“You’re not seeing things, Lexas,” Clay said coldly, advancing. “We’ve come back …”

Lexas recovered himself abruptly. His hand flashed down to his flame gun, but expecting the move, Clay hurtled forward in a flying tackle. He slithered across the desk, his hands at Lexas’s threat, and the pair of them crashed to the floor together.

Thalia dived and whipped up the fallen gun, then knowing the layout of the office she raced to the various doors and made sure they were locked.

Clay struggled to his feet and dragged the great Martian up beside him. There was a grim pause, Lexas’s eyes moving to the gun in Thalia’s steady hand.

“Just how did you get back?” the Martian demanded, still too dazed by the occurrence to give vent to his real fury.

“You’ll never know,” Clay told him sourly. “Sit down! And keep your hands away from those switches. You’re not calling aid. I’ve got you where I’ve wanted you for many a long day …”

Lexas sat down heavily, his eyes glinting. He looked at the switch panel but did not dare do anything with Thalia pinpointing him.

“This time there are no considerations about shooting to kill,” she snapped at him. “Not after what you did to us. I’d shoot you dead right now, except for the fact that Clay here has his own ideas … What do you intend doing, Clay?” she asked, without looking at him.

“Finding out what sort of a rule Lexas has instituted.” Clay reflected for a moment, then made up his mind. He looked at Lexas. “Summon the head of the scientific department,” he ordered. “He should be an Atlantean.”

“He is,” Lexas confirmed.

“Then get him. He’ll speak truth to his own race, where a red or green man might not——. And if you try one trick it’s the finish, Lexas! Believe me!”

Clay pushed down the appropriate switch and listened whilst Lexas gave the order—then he moved over to the main door and unlocked it. Lexas settled back in his chair, looking much more complacent than hitherto.

“This is a complete waste of time, Earthman,” he said bitterly. “The people of this planet have nothing to complain of—nor have they had since I took over control again.”

“How long ago?” Thalia asked.

“Twelve years … You have been absent that long. You do not think the people will again change rulers after having settled down to the happy regime I’ve instituted, do you?”

“I’ve yet to satisfy myself that it is happy,” Clay retorted then he glanced up expectantly as the door opened and the Atlantean chief scientist came in. He was not a man Clay recognised. He appeared to be one of the younger men—a smooth-faced, expressionless being in a white laboratory coat.

“Yes, Excellence?” Without taking any notice of either Clay or Thalia he went straight across to the desk and looked at Lexas fixedly.

“Their Highnesses wish to ask questions,” Lexas explained, his voice cynical. “And since a gun is pointed at me I am in no position to deny the request.”

What sort of a rule exists on this planet?” Clay asked deliberately, moving forward so he could study the man’s face.

“Rule, Highness?” The man gave a shrug. “I have nothing of which to complain.”

“And is everybody contented?” Clay persisted.

“To the best of my knowledge, yes.”

“Would you say the present rule is more favourable than the one instituted by her Highness here and myself?”

“Without doubt, Highness.”

Clay did not say anything for a moment—then in a sudden lightning action he whipped up a sharply pointed stylo-pen from the desk and jammed it hard into the Atlantean’s arm. He moved slightly under the impact but he certainly did not wince.

“As I thought——” Clay turned grim eyes on Lexas. “Hypnosis! This man is only repeating the words you put into his mouth.”

Lexas shook his big head. “You can see I am not concentrating,” he said. Besides, you had my brain altered so that it would be useless for hypnotism. Remember?”

“I remember—but that doesn’t alter the fact that this man is hypnotised, and it wouldn’t surprise me if almost everybody else is, too, which accounts for the deceptive calmness over everything.”

An angry look crept into Lexas’s eyes; then to his surprise Thalia suddenly hooked her foot under his chair and heaved upwards. Before he could save himself he bowled over backwards. The next thing he knew the girl was crouching over him, the pointed stylo pen in her hand. She had abandoned her flame gun and Clay was holding it instead. The Atlantean scientist still stood at the desk, gazing blankly into space.

“Now, Lexas, it’s time you started explaining things,” Thalia said deliberately. “My husband has played around with the issue for too long. I do not intend to do the same. I want the truth, otherwise this pen is going to take the shortest course into your neck. I know enough about Martian anatomy to know where the main neck vein is, even if I’m not sure of the heart situation. It’s up to you.”

Lexas breathed hard but did not move. The stylo’s point was only a fraction of an inch from the vein the girl had mentioned. It pulsed steadily in the leathery green skin.

“Well?” Thalia asked deliberately, and Lexas read no mercy in her green eyes.

The ignominy of being at the mercy of a woman, and an Atlantean one at that, suddenly occurred to Lexas and he made an effort to rise. To his surprise the girl’s left fist crashed down on his face with tremendous power. There was far more strength in that slender, supple frame than he had ever imagined.

“Quickly!” she commanded. “I’m waiting. I was mistress of this planet, Lexas, before you usurped my position—and I intend to be mistress again. The people worshipped me as a goddess and they will do that again, too! I want the facts! What have you done to the races of this world?”

It was a sharp jab of the stylo’s point which brought words from Lexas. He knew that a fatal wound in that main vein could kill him in a matter of minutes. Once severely punctured, there was no way of stopping life blood from flowing from that chief artery.

“They are hypnotised—all of them. Permanently.”

“What do you mean—permanently?” Thalia snapped.

“I mean that all of them—or at least those who really signify, like this scientist here—have had the conscious areas of their brains removed. The part responsible for individual will. That turns them into automatons. They do exactly as they are told and repeat the thoughts given to them. No hypnotic effort is necessary. They pick up the thought waves and instantly obey them. Living robots, all of them!”

“The guards did not behave as though they were hypnotised,” Clay pointed out.

“The guards do not need it: they automatically do as they are told. I said all those of importance. It was the safer way. Seventy-five per cent. of the population here has been treated thus—and with seventy-five per cent. of the population doing exactly as I command the remaining twenty-five per cent. stands no chance.”

“And what of Earth?” Clay asked slowly. “You had the great idea of invading my world and——”

“I did, many years ago. I conquered it easily. Earth is now a colony of this planet. My agents are there; working on Earthlings as I have dealt with those of this planet. In time there will be races who obey nothing but the command of the master and——”

“Oh, no there won’t!” Clay roared, incensed now he knew that his mother planet had likewise been subjected. “Get on your feet, damn you! Quickly!”

Lexas obeyed, and at the same moment he seized Thalia’s arm and twisted it savagely. Before she could save herself she went sailing over Lexas’s head and landed on her back with a crash that shook the breath out of her.

Clay glanced in alarm in her direction, and received a smashing blow in the face for his trouble. He reeled, made a frantic effort to avoid overbalancing, and fell. Not that Lexas pursued the onslaught: instead he dashed for the door and wrenched it open, yelling orders at the guards.

By this time Clay had helped the shaken Thalia on her feet. He swung round, snatched up the gun, and fired it. A sizzling pencil of fire spat across the gap to where Lexas was standing. He howled with anguish as the frightful flame scared deep into his shoulder.

The Atlantean by the desk still remained looking before him. Lexas dived out into the corridor to escape further onslaught from the raygun, then he breathed hard as he saw that the guards had disappeared. Evidently rather than obey his orders they had made themselves scarce, which was a silent way of saying they preferred to be ruled by Clay and Thalia.

“Scum! Filth!” Lexas roared into the emptiness of the corridor. “I’ll deal with you later——”

He began running as the door of the controlling office whipped open. The raygun spat again, and to the ghastly pain in his shoulder was added another in his back—but so great was his physical resistance he kept going on, Thalia and Clay pelting hard after him.

The complete absence of guards remained. Since they were apparently amongst those in possession of their own wills they had the power of showing their feelings—and were doing it. But neither were they helping Clay and Thalia. They evidently believed it was safest to let the issue fight itself out.

Lexas reached the stairway which led to the roof and went up it desperately, slipping and struggling as he went. He had scrambled to the top by the time Clay and Thalia had reached the bottom and hurried after him. He slammed down the trapdoor upon them, bolted it, then raced across the roof to a space machine. Unarmed as he was he knew he had no chance if he was caught. The time for temporising had gone, especially as far as Thalia was concerned.

Gasping with the pain of his wounds, perspiration pouring down his great body, he reached the nearest space machine; then he glanced back in the glare of the roof lights as a blast from the raygun shattered the bolt of the trapdoor. The door itself slammed back and Clay and Thalia appeared.

They looked across the intervening space as they saw Lexas vanish inside the machine and close the airlock.

“Quick—get to cover,” Clay snapped. “He’s got weapons in that machine——”

So they ran at top speed for safety—but apparently attack was not Lexas’s idea. Instead his machine began rising from the roof and streaked away to the south.

“He’s leaving!” Thalia cried blankly, staring after him. “What good does he hope to achieve by that, I wonder?”

“All the good in the world,” Clay retorted. “He’s got Earth under his control, so there’s nothing to stop him going there and hiding until things quieten down a bit——. He’s got to be stopped.”

With that he raced out of cover and dived for the nearest machine, Thalia right behind him. They tumbled into the control room, Clay hurrying to the diving seat whilst Thalia fastened the airlock. In a matter of seconds they were streaking after the machine heading southwards. It was already rising steadily, and not becoming easy to see now that it was leaving the glow from the city.

“It’s a tossup whether he’ll ever reach the Earth or not,” Clay said, peering ahead intently. “I got the impression that I wounded him pretty badly——”

“Not enough to incapacitate him, though, with the kind of surgical outfit there is in these vessels,” Thalia replied. “He’ll reach Earth all right—if we let him. He just must not escape this time, Clay, otherwise we may never have a chance again. He’s alone: we know that, and the weapons on this machine and his are equally matched. Either he gets wiped out, or we do. That’s all there is to it.”

“We’re gaining,” Clay said, advancing the power lever yet another notch. “Stand by the gun in readiness.”

Thalia moved to it, but just the same it was impossible for her to focus the sights on the fleeing vessel because it was in the shadow of Mars itself. Still, the disadvantage worked both ways. If Lexas’s vessel could not be seen, then neither could that of his pursuers.

It was a darkness which did not last long, however. Lexas, evidently realising he was being followed—which fact he could no doubt detect from his night-screens—put on more speed, and before long his hurtling machine had lifted clear of the Martian shadow and was in the free void, illumined brightly by the insufferable effulgence of the sun. Not very long afterward Clay and Thalia’s machine emerged too, streaking across the emptiness in pursuit.

Then Lexas hit back. Having evidently put the automatic pilot in position he released a barrage of protonic fire from his weapons. The first blast caught Clay unawares and there was the sound of outer plates being torn from his machine; then he swept upwards in an evading movement, thereafter keeping constantly on the move to save being a target.

Thalia, settled at the gun, jabbed the button every time Lexas’s machine came in the sights, but the only blow she got home was one across the vessel’s nose which slewed it round giddily. Then it was off again, its protonic gun and heat beam both in action. At one point the heat beam got a firm hold and the temperature in the control cabin of the machine Clay and Thalia were occupying began to rise alarmingly. There followed the sound of warping plates, then with a sudden ear-splitting whistle the air began to belch out into the void.

Thalia, caught in the backdraught, was ripped clean out of her chair and snatched up to the roof, her back slamming hard against the plates. She screamed as opposite temperatures bit clean through her clothes and flesh. The plates themselves were white hot from the heat beam, but in the gap there was the zero-cold. Then air had gone and she and Clay were gasping convulsively for breath.

Choking helplessly Clay blundered to the storage locker and dragged out a space suit. He scrambled into it and zipped up the front, jamming the helmet on his head. The air supply worked automatically the instant the helmet was in position and gave him a return of strength. Reaching up he seized the unconscious Thalia and pulled her free of the metalwork to which the escaped air pressure had fastened her. He looked in horror at her scorched and blistered back as he dragged a space suit over her. Even when the air supply returned she remained unconscious, her face white and still behind the helmet.

His eyes glinting Clay swung back to the observation window and looked outside. Lexas, evidently realising that he had struck a fatal blow, had called off his attack and was far away in space, hurtling onwards like a tiny silver speck. There was no doubt that he had struck a fatal blow as far as the spaceship was concerned. It was no longer air-tight, and the only hope lay in the air cylinders on the spacesuits lasting out until Mars could be regained.

This thought, however, never entered Clay’s head. All he knew was that Thalia had been badly hurt and that Lexas looked like getting away with it——. So he jammed the power lever to its furthest notch and then drove like all the devils of hell through infinity, the frightful acceleration flattening him back hard in his seat, making his heart beat with sledge-hammer impact, forcing every breath out of his lungs by sheer effort. Thalia, unconscious and lying down, stood a better chance.

The tiny speck began to enlarge as distance decreased. Clay set his course dead on the speck and then switched on the automatic pilot. Moving to the protonic gun he seized it in his enormous heated gloves, sighted it, and waited.

Faster, and faster still, his machine travelled. Mars dropped away in the void to become a gigantic circle with stars reaching to the edge of his pink ring of atmosphere——. Then Lexas tried again, this time he used neither heat beams nor disintegrator. He was much more cunning; he fired an H-bomb, released by the cannon-like device in the tail of his vessel. The bomb left no sign of its track with the result that it had arrived before Clay knew what had happened. It could not miss its mark because it automatically travelled to the nearest attractive body.

For Clay it seemed as though the universe exploded. The spaceship blew asunder under the impact, ripping into two halves, leaving him in the forward half and the unconscious Thalia in the remaining half. Between the halves and all around it was the gulf of space. Monstrous slabs of fused metal catherine-wheeled in the void and then drifted inwards again. The ship, although shattered in two, kept its pieces close together, once again because of natural gravitational forces.

Clay, unhurt, thanks to the metal mesh of his spacesuit, looked about him. He was still at the control board, with only half a machine… Then he forgot everything else for the moment as he looked ahead. Something had happened to Lexas’s machine——. It was coming nearer. Perhaps to attack again——.

No, not nearer—larger! Clay gazed in awe as at magical speed that tiny speck swelled amazingly, outwards and upwards, the rate of increase being irresistible——

Clay gasped as he realised the truth. Lexas had flown straight into the microcosmic beam still being projected from the subatomic region of Mars. He was being enlarged at such a vast speed that he could not pull free in time. Instantly Clay jammed in the controls which gave power to the front rockets—the back ones being absent. Since the power plant was in his half of the vessel the rockets flared and braked his speed. He turned with vicious effort, avoiding that barely perceptible lavender area ahead … after which he could only stare in wonder.

With incredible rapidity Lexas’s machine became a huge enlarging mist rolling outwards across space. Upwards, too, flashing out the stars, larger and ever larger, until at last it had become so tenuous that the more distant nebulae were visible through it … Inevitably the enlarging mist swept over Clay and enveloped him, but he felt nothing. He was not in the direct track of the microcosmic energy; he was simply “flooded over” for a moment by the vastly expanded mass that had been Lexas and his ship. He had become so huge that he was bursting free of the macrocosm in which Earth, Mars, and the rest of the universe existed. He was hurtling onwards to a mightier universe beyond—and perhaps another beyond that, and yet again——. On, on, on, as long as he remained in the influence of that energy which had infinity as its focal point.

Then the mist died and was gone. Lexas and his vessel had become so expanded as to be totally invisible. Clay remained motionless for several seconds, perspiration pouring down his face and body inside his stuffy suit. He had imagined all kinds of an end for Lexas, but never that of being expanded out of the known universe.

He got up from the control seat, measured his distance to the floating second half of the ship, and jumped across sheer emptiness to it, a mere nothing in the practically absent gravity. Hauling up Thalia in one hand he carried her back to his own half and fastened down her half floating body to the floor; then he turned the half ship around and began the long journey back to Mars…

Three weeks later Thalia awakened to find herself in a private bedroom of the Controlling Building. For a long time she lay motionless, trying to knit up the threads of what had happened, then her eyes strayed and settled on Clay. He was seated at the bedside smiling. Behind him loomed an Atlantean in the garb of a surgeon.

“Take it easy, Thay,” Clay murmured, grasping her hand. “You’ll be okay, but don’t move or you’ll spoil that nice new synthetic flesh on your back.”

“My—my back?” she repeated. “But what has been happening? The last thing I remember I was sucked out of my chair when we were following Lexas and——”

“Your back was burned down to the spinal column,” Clay told her seriously. “Both from heat and frostbite. But I got you back home and, though you were nearly dead, we saved you. This is the first time you’ve been rational—and you’ll be okay from here on.”

“And Lexas?” The girl’s green eyes fixed on Clay’s rugged face.

“No longer of consequence. He expanded into the next universe, and I don’t see how he can ever get back. I’ll tell you all about it when you’re fully recovered. As to the rest, it’s simple enough. I took over immediate control when I returned and had everybody examined. I did that job myself. I found a surgeon whose brain had been deadened so I took the risk of operating for myself—and put him straight again. After that he set to work with other men and now most of the populace is getting restored. It’s been a rule of hypnosis, Thay, but it’s all over. The three races are all for us—one hundred per cent.”

“And your own world, Clay? What has happened there?”

“The situation is in hand. The green men guards here are entirely on our side, so I’ve dispatched nearly two hundred of them to Earth to clean up the situation—which they will. With Lexas missing the mainspring has gone. We’re clear at last, free to do all the things we planned to do.”

The girl was silent for a long time.

“And you have no wish to go back to your own world? she asked quietly.

“Why should I? You, too, are born of Earth and got used to Mars. I can do the same. We can go to Earth any time we want—just on a visit. Otherwise we’re Emperor and Empress, right here!”

Thalia said no more. She smiled happily as Clay kissed her gently …
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