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Enter the SF Gateway …

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


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



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

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

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

Clay Drew of Mars

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

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

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

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

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

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

Philip Harbottle, Wallsend, England, Jan. 1995


CHAPTER ONE

ATTACK UPON EARTH

Twenty Million miles from Mars, and a similar distance from Earth, there moved the armada of Lexas, self-elected ruler of the red planet. Two hundred space machines, every one circular in design and bearing an exact resemblance to the enigmatic “flying saucers” seen at various times in the skies of Earth.

The machines themselves were peculiar enough, but inside them matters were even more puzzling. For every man looked alike and it was impossible to tell one woman from another, except by identification tags. Every woman was patterned in synthetic flesh after the image of Thalia, uncrowned Empress of Atlantis, ousted from her position as ruler of the remnants of her brilliant race by Lexas and his power-hungry hordes. In some ways he considered himself justified. The few Atlanteans who had domiciled themselves under the surface of dying Mars were not genuinely entitled to the planet: it belonged to the Martians, and Lexas was convinced that he could drive the lesson home—by force if necessary.

At this moment Thalia sat alone in the suite which had been provided for her in the leading space machine. Her surroundings were as luxurious as those to which she was normally accustomed in her underworld Martian palace. There was no sense of flight: all gravitational troubles were compensated for by artificial neutralisers. There was just the void outside the window, black beyond imagining, blazoned with the ceaseless glitter of the stars and punctuated here and there by the steady shining of a planet. To Thalia it was nothing new. She had seen space often before—and yet it still held her with its incomparable majesty and loneliness.

The door of the suite clicked and she looked up. There was a suspicion of tears in her sea-green eyes. She rose with stately majesty — young, slender, her mass of golden hair falling to her smooth shoulders.

“I had the impression, Highness, that I might be able to lighten your loneliness,” the visitor remarked, coming towards her.

Thalia eyed him coldly and said nothing. Though he was the exact duplicate of the man she loved—as indeed was every man in the armada—there was no mistaking the cold brain behind the voice. Lexas of Mars was invariably polite, when he was getting what he wanted.

“My navigators tell me it will only be a matter of perhaps seven or eight hours before we reach Earth,” Lexas continued, moving so that the light of the prominence-girdled sun fell on his craggy features. “After that there will be the trifling matter of conquering Earth to deal with, then I can be wedded to you. A dream come true, Highness.”

“I would sooner die,” Thalia said, half to herself. “In fact perhaps I shall.”

“I think not, Highness. I consider you too valuable for that. I would not have taken the risk of stealing you from the Martian mausoleums under the very nose of the Earthman Clay Drew—whose body became the pattern for mine—had I not thought you worth having. Not only because you are a beautiful woman, Highness, but because the race must be perpetuated.”

Thalia flashed him a look of disgust and he smiled crookedly. Then her memories wandered back across the gulf to Mars and the last moments she had experienced. Time and again she had been snatched from Lexas by the strategy and courage of Clay Drew, Earthman, himself a descendant of the Atlantean race and of royal birth, only to find herself abducted after all. And now ….

“I look forward to this approaching battle,” Lexas mused, gazing at the distant green world of Earth. “To make conquest possible all of us have endured much—that is, those of my own race. Our brains transplanted from our Martian bodies into Earth ones, synthetically, made, so that they can function perfectly on a world of heavier gravity and air pressure than our own. The only thing I regret is that necessity made it that all the males of my race must look like me—and therefore identical with my bitterest enemy, Clay Drew; and all the women like you. I want you to be unique, Highness, and what do I find? I find you everywhere. Every woman is you …. yet not quite.”

Suddenly Thalia realised that Lexas’ arm had stolen about her waist. She pulled herself free impatiently.

“Even if circumstances compel me to be with you, Lexas, I would prefer you not to touch me,” she snapped.

“I hope you are not forgetting, Highness, that I am the complete master of the situation?”

“I imagine you will make sure that I don’t.”

Lexas smiled slightly at her bitter expression, the angry fire in her green eyes. He gave a shrug.

“What a pity your imagination does not permit you to think of me as Clay Drew, your would-be Emperor of Mars. It would make it easier for both of us.”

“Between you and Clay Drew, Lexas, there yawns infinity. You are like him in body, and there the similarity ends. I have only one hope now: that when you invade Earth with your armada you will experience the greatest defeat every.”

“That is impossible, Highness. You must remember that this armada is supplied with the mightiest array of scientific weapons ever assembled in one fleet. Weapons which your brilliant race conceived, and which will encompass the total destruction of those clods on the third world ….. However,” Lexas added, moving energetically towards the door, “I have much to do. I think before I am finished I will convince you of the futility of resisting me.”

He departed and the door closed sharply. For a moment or two Thalia stood thinking; then she wandered to the outlook port and gazed over the golden armada glinting in the blazing sunlight. She looked beyond it to the dull red of distant Mars, twenty million miles away, and wondered what Clay Drew must be thinking. By this time he would have discovered that she had been abducted—He might follow. Thalia shook her head. No, he would not do that. Courageous he definitely was, but he was not a fool. One man against two hundred space cruisers armed with every conceivable weapon could blast him right out of existence in a matter of seconds.

There had to be some way out of the predicament in which she found herself. Ahead was the carnage and destruction of war with Earth—and if it ended with Lexas as conqueror, as seemed inevitable, she would be forced into marriage with him. Recalling him as he really was in his natural Martian body, a giant eight feet tall, with green flesh and unthinkably ugly, she shuddered. That he had the temporary physique of Clay Drew did not mean a thing: he was still Lexas, egotistical conqueror bent on the final domination of every planet in the System.

Thalia turned as her particular servant entered. She was a Martian, looking like her twin sister except in clothes. She was always respectful, because Lexas had ordered her to be, but at heart she had the smouldering hatred of all Martians for the “usurper race,” as they called the Atlanteans.

“Your Highness would like refreshment?” the servant asked, as Thalia looked at the absolute image of herself with green eyes and golden hair.

“Er ….” A thought flashed through Thalia’s mind. “Yes, if you please.”

The servant went out again with Thalia’s own majestic movements. Thalia put a hand to her forehead. She had never quite accustomed herself to the surgical miracle which had patterned three hundred synthetic bodies in her own image.

“It is not the bodies that count, it is the brains in them,” she told herself. “There lie the true Martians — cruel, avaricious, driven by the slow death of their own world to find fresh worlds to inhabit. If only there were some way…..”

The thought she had had when the servant had entered came back to Thalia. She considered it, her heart beginning to beat faster with excitement. Yes, perhaps it was worth trying. A chance to turn the duplication of herself into benefit. By the time the servant had returned with a loaded tray Thalia had made up her mind. Inwardly she shrank from her plan because it revolted her sensitive, high born temperament—but it had to be done.

As the servant set down the tray Thalia moved forward and looked at it. It contained all the necessities for a meal, complete to golden knives amidst the cutlery. She eyed the knife with the sharpest point but did not immediately make any action.

“A moment,” she said, when at length the servant had set out the table and turned to go.

“Highness?” There was a cold, stinging respect in the servant’s voice as she turned—then in one planned movement Thalia flashed down her hand to the knife she had selected, whirled it up, and drove it to the hilt in the woman’s left breast.

For a second or two she looked as though she could not understand what had happened; then pain swept deadeningly over her features and her knees gave way. With a thud she fell to the carpet, the deep red of synthetic blood commencing to stain the pale blue of the simple gown she was wearing.

Overcoming her revulsion at what she had done Thalia quickly pulled away the servant’s garments before they could become too stained. She poured amber wine over the defiled, portions and thereby replaced one stain with another. This done, she spread the gown to dry on a chair back in the concentrated blaze of sun through the port-glass:

Her next moves were to strip herself naked and change every stitch with the servant. By the time she had finished it looked as though Thalia lay dead on the floor with a knife in her heart, blood still creeping over the gown she was now wearing. Thalia herself was in the servant’s costume, the upper portion still damp in places with wine and the hole from the knife thrust hardly visible.

Satisfied, Thalia gave a final look about her, then she picked up the tray and fled into the metal lined corridor, hurrying along its vista until she finally reached the main control room. She knocked urgently on the door.

After a moment a technician who looked like Clay Drew opened it and considered her in surprise. It was not customary for a servant to be near the power plant of the mighty vessel.

“Well?” the technician asked briefly, in his native Martian tongue.

Thalia, who could speak it fluently, started talking in obvious urgency.

“I must see His Excellency, Lexas. Something has happened. I must ….”

“What is the matter?” Lexas himself asked, and Thalia saw him at the astro-chart bench before the outlook window. “Make yourself brief. I have little time ….”

Thalia entered the great control room with deliberate timidity, looking in wonder on the atomic power plant, the banks of switchboards, the columns of insulators, the dials, the meters, the ….

“Come, come, girl, what is it? Lexas snapped, using—as before—his native tongue.

“Her Highness—I mean Thalia.” Thalia swallowed hard and glanced back over her shoulder. “She—she is dead, Excellency.”

There was complete silence for a moment. All the men present looked at one another, each one identical. Then Lexas strode forward angrily.

“What nonsense is this?” he demanded, clutching Thalia’s shoulder and shaking her. “I was speaking to her Highness not very long ago and ….”

“She stabbed herself, Excellency—in my presence. It was when I took in the refreshment. I tried to stop her, but I was not quick enough—See the wine that was spilled down my costume. She said, since there is never a way to escape from a spaceship she preferred death to journeying with you. She said it so quickly I only just caught it, then she had whipped up one of the knives and drove it straight into her heart.”

Lexas was scarcely listening. He pushed Thalia on one side and strode out into the corridor. In a matter of seconds he had reached Thalia’s suite and lifted “her” limp, dead body in his arms. Laying her down on the bed he stood considering her for a moment or two, then he withdrew the knife from her heart and moodily studied the bloodstain on her gown.

Thalia crept in at the doorway and stood watching, wide-eyed. A technician followed until Lexas ordered him back to the control room.

“So, she did it,” Lexas mused, turning the knife over in his fingers. “She said she preferred death …. Surely there was some way you could have stopped her?” he barked, glaring across at Thalia.

“It was all too swift, Excellency. I never expected it.”

“So,” Lexas muttered, as Thalia watched him anxiously. “She was fool enough to prefer death to all that I could give her. Very well—you can go,” he added briefly to Thalia, so she returned to the corridor and made her way towards the cramped quarters used by the servants.

Lexas, for his part, returned to the control room, much of his arrogance sobered. He considered the Earth approaching.

“The glory is not what it was,” he confided to the chief navigator. “Thalia was the greatest prize of all, and now she has destroyed herself. I have only one consolation: it will pain Clay Drew immensely when he receives the news—as he will. Make arrangements to have her body ejected into space.”

The navigator gave the order into the intercom and in another part of the vessel arrangements were put in hand for a space coffin to be prepared, an affair of thin metal which, within a short time, would break in pieces under the incessant battering of cosmic radiations existing in space.

Meantime Thalia was in the servant’s quarters. Her knowledge of the Martian language enabled her to successfully convey the impression that she was indeed the “late” Thalia’s servant, and another thing in her favour was that all the women with her were identical in face and figure. It was so confusing that the women talked but little, not sure of whom they were addressing.

For Thalia the situation was tense. She had not acted blindly in wiping out the servant: there was a way to escape into space, even though it involved a grave risk. In the base of the machine, on the floor of the “hub”, was a trapdoor through which could be projected a small spaceship, much as a lifeboat might be lowered from a liner. Since she knew all the details of these “flying saucers” she also knew that there were seven, tiny, one-man fliers to each cruiser. Somehow she had got to reach the safety-hold, project herself into space in a flyer, and then head back to Mars—and Clay. The two major dangers lay in trying to get to the safety-hold, and dodging the mass of the following armada once she had got herself into space. Whatever happened, it had to be accomplished before Earth was reached. Once involved in the onslaught of the invasion she would stand no chance. Lexas had said eight hours would see the end of the journey, so ….

On the pretext of feeling unwell after seeing “Thalia” kill herself she retired to the big dormitory assigned to the women of the cruiser. Here she could think in peace as none of the other women were resting yet. Selecting a bed near the outlook port she gazed out on to space and lost herself in speculations, only arousing from them for a while as the coffin containing “herself” was ejected into the void. For a while it followed the cruiser by reason of its gravity, but a force beam finally impelled it far beyond all mass-attraction and it was eventually lost in the deeps.

Once this incident was over Thalia returned to her preoccupation. The safety-fliers were not guarded since it was considered a most unlikely possibility that anybody would wish to escape the cruiser, and in any case they would be seen by the following cruisers if they attempted it. In fact, the more she considered the problem the more perplexed Thalia became. It began to look—as Earth loomed large and Mars had shrunk to the apparent size of a tennis ball—as though “killing herself off” had not been such a brilliant notion after all.

Then, to a certain extent, events began to shape themselves. As she watched the wheel-like cruisers following this leader vessel she saw them changing position. Instead of being strung out behind they were forming into a single line with the leader machine in the centre. She watched excitedly. Lexas had evidently given orders for the fleet to deploy in battle formation now Earth was relatively close — but to Thalia it was a golden opportunity. With no ships actually following there was the hope that she could slide out in a tiny safety-ship and be left behind without being noticed. Practically all concentration would be to the front of the armada, watching the approach of Earth and preparing for the onslaught.

She made up her mind. She must act now—or never. Earth was becoming much too near for comfort. Silently she left the dormitory and made her way towards the metal ladder which led to the lower regions. A man like Clay Drew passed her on the way, nodded familiarly, and continued without pause. She watched him go, her heart thudding—then catching sight of more inmates of the cruiser approaching from the distance she went swiftly down the ladder into the bowels of the “hub,” and into the darkness reigning in these little used regions.

When she had reached the bottom of the ladder she lost a few valuable minutes finding a light switch. At last it snapped under her fingers casting a pale glow over mountains of stores and necessities. This was not the chamber she wanted, so she hurried to the next one, opening the massive metal door.

Her eyes gleamed at the sight before her. Seven gleaming space fliers, all made to hold one pilot each. She decided on the one nearest the trap in the floor—through which she would have to drive the machine itself in order to escape the sudden exit of air into space.

Opening the machine’s airlock quickly she climbed into the little control cabin, closed the self-sealing door, and then looked over the switch-panel. It was not particularly complicated since her knowledge of science was far above the average. She eased in the power notch and glanced through the small outlook window. So far nobody had come to investigate so evidently nobody had seen her activities.

Which was quite true. Lexas, in fact, was with his men in the control room watching Earth filling all space ahead. He was smiling like one who sees the promised land. In the other machines, strung out in a vast line, the various commanders were also looking at the planet they intended to conquer. Certainly they never even glanced to the rearward. Mars, whence they had come, had no interest at the moment—and for this reason the little shuttle which dived into space in a brief flare of exhaust sparks was never noticed.

Thalia realised she had accomplished her purpose when her own speed and that of the Earth-bound fleet put dozens of miles between her and the invaders within a matter of seconds. Such a small vessel as hers, a pinprick against the cosmos, could never be sighted now. She smiled joyously and set her course for the distant red circle which was Mars.

Meantime, Lexas was thinking—and he presently conveyed his cogitations to the navigator.

“As far as we know these Earth fools have no way of protecting themselves against our onslaught,” he said. “But just suppose they have one or two weapons which can be dangerous? Maybe it would be better to make sure.”

“Definitely so, Excellency,” the navigator agreed. “But how?”

“I think,” Lexas mused, “we might send half a dozen of our safety fliers, remote controlled, ahead of us and see if any attack is made on them. It will be a guide to us.”

The navigator nodded and gave his instructions through the intercom. In another part of the vessel a couple of space engineers hurried from their quarters into the “hub” of the flier to arrange the necessary radio controls with the safety vessels. The armada itself, at Lexas’ command, came to a gradual standstill, rockets flaring to overcome the drag of the Earth looming below in its cloud blanket.

It was the sudden arrival of the engineers in the control room which made Lexas glance up in surprise.

“Are those vessels ready?” he asked curtly. “We’re losing valuable time ….”

“Excellency, a vessel is missing,” one of the men broke in. “Usually there are seven: now there are only six.”

“Oh?” Lexas frowned for a moment. “Perhaps only six were loaded aboard ….”

“No, Excellency, there were seven.” The second engineer was positive upon the fact. “I supervised the task myself. Every machine in the armada was provided with seven one-man vessels ….”

Lexas thought the matter over, then he motioned his hand.

“Launch those six machines, anyway. I’ll attend to the matter of the missing flier myself.”

“Yes, Excellency.” The first engineer went to the radio panel which would control the six vessels: his colleague hurried from the control room and back to the depths of the machine.

Presently Lexas found himself watching the six little machines speeding through the void towards Earth.

“Each machine is equipped with a television eye, Excellency,” the engineer told him, glancing round from the radio equipment “We shall see in the screens whatever the ships themselves ‘see’.”

Lexas nodded absently. One ship missing? After a while he gave a little start and then switched on the intercom.

“Controller of Management?” he asked. “Hold a roll-call of all females aboard this vessel and then report the result to me.”

“Yes, Excellency.”

Satisfied that he had done all he could for the moment Lexas turned his attention to the six screens which depicted in colour detail the scenes being viewed by the television-pickups on the advance machines. At the moment there was only greyness as the fast moving vessels passed through the clouds in Earth’s mid-atmosphere — then suddenly the scene was clear and Earth was spread out below like a tapestry.

“An ideal planet,” Lexas murmured, clenching his fists. “Note those prosperous fields, my friends—those massive cities—the industry and commerce, and above all the friendly atmosphere and rolling oceans. A world such as ours once was before death began to seize it and gave us the arid deserts which have not known rain for untold cycles.”

The men grouped around him nodded silently — then attention became more fixed as from deep down in the abyss which was Earth there began to stab a series of beams of different colours, clear against the daylight, projecting upon the six machines slowly dropping Earthwards.

The effect of the six beams was almost immediately obvious. The screens began to blank out one by one, which could only mean that the vessels containing the television-pickups had been utterly destroyed.

Lexas stared fixedly as the last screen became dull grey and finally black; then he moved to the outlook port and gazed down on Earth far below. The men around him gave him an anxious look.

“These Earth people are not such fools after all, Excellency,” the navigator said. “Those beams were heat and disintegrator probes respectively. Had we run into them with our armada we might have lost half the fleet before we could retaliate! I always understood these Earth people were far behind us in scientific accomplishment.”

“So they are,” Lexas retorted, his face grim with rage. “Those beams are identical to our own, and every bit as destructive, which means that had we ridden into them we might have utterly lost the battle. Even more peculiar, these Earthlings were ready for us! They have been warned in advance, and have weapons capable of defeating us ….”

“It would seem,” the navigator said slowly, “that word was sent to them somehow—perhaps by Clay Drew. But how could these people have prepared everything in so short a time? We nave not taken very long crossing space.”

“They must have been advised many months ago,” Lexas snapped. “Had I not had the foresight to send those test machines ahead we would have been badly crippled ….” His eyes narrowed. “We shall not invade,” he decided, taking a deep breath.

There was silence. To be told that the onslaught was “off” after travelling 40,000,000 miles and having made vast preparations was not very palatable.

“We will return home,” Lexas. “We need a new plan, some way to have these Earth people at our mercy. As long as they have weapons like our own we can never gain the instant mastery which is necessary for success. Clay Drew will be made to suffer for this and …. Well, what is it?” Lexas broke off, as the Controller of Management came into the control room.

“I have held the roll-call you asked for, Excellency,” the Controller explained. “Every female aboard the vessel is present, save one.”

“A servant with identification Number 23/9?” Lexas suggested bitterly.

“Yes, Excellency. Formerly known as Biona, of our home world.”

“You may go,” Lexas muttered, setting his mouth. Then when the Controller had departed Lexas turned to his colleagues. “I have been a fool,” he confessed. “Thalia has pulled quite a clever trick on me. Exchanged herself for a servant and escaped to our home planet in the seventh safety ship. I suspected such a possibility and then did not follow it up. However, it does not signify. I will deal with her when we arrive back …. Give the order for all vessels to return at once,” he concluded.

“You really mean, Excellency, you are not going to invade?” the navigator asked in disappointment.

“I have no liking for committing suicide, my friend. We will return one day—with absolute certainty of victory.”


CHAPTER TWO

FLIGHT TO PHOBOS

In the great underground city of Mars—the second Atlantis, indeed since it duplicated all the design and amenities of the original Atlantis lost far beneath the ocean—tremendous activity was in progress, all of it under the control of Clay Drew, Earth-man, assisted by a scattering of Atlantean men and women who represented the last survivors of their brilliant race.

Clay Drew was a man with a purpose, a purpose which had driven him ceaselessly ever since he had discovered that Thalia had been stolen from the mausoleum where he had imagined she was safe. He had only one object—to construct an armada and set out into space to do battle with Lexas and, if possible, bring Thalia safely back to the city of which she was the mistress.

But Clay was fighting a tough battle. The Atlantean city was almost stripped of scientific devices—the Martians had seen to that during their brief mastery of the underworld—except for a few precious machine-tools which could construct almost any device. The difficulty lay in time taken, during which period Clay was harassed by the thought that Thalia was slipping more and more out of his reach.

“You are sore, Nalion,” he demanded, of the chief engineer of Atlantis, “that we are doing everything possible? That we cannot do anything to get the work done faster?”

Nalion smiled slightly. He was an elderly man, long past the impulsiveness of youth. At the moment he and Clay were within the main room of the great edifice designated the palace—wherein, in happier times, Thalia had ruled the destiny of her race.

“We are operating to the maximum of efficiency, Highness,” Nalion responded. “Every available machine is at work, and so are the members of our race. The few Martians who were left have been pressed into service. Even the gravity has been cut down to make movement easier. We have six space machines completed.”

“Six!” Clay laughed hollowly. “And Lexas has two hundred of them! At the speed we are going it will be many weeks before we even get one hundred, never mind two.”

“One hundred will be all we shall need, Highness,” Nalion responded. “We have not enough men and women to fill them otherwise.”

Clay was silent for a moment, gazing out of the glassless window upon the spires and turrets of Atlantis, a fabled city come to life, illuminated by the brilliance of a synthetic atomic-sun given existence by four energy-producing towers.

“What are the latest reports on Lexas’ armada?” he asked presently, turning.

“The astronomers say that the armada is still moving Earthwards, Highness.”

“If only Thalia were not with that armada I could revel in that announcement,” Clay muttered. “I have given Earth all our secrets and prepared them for the onslaught. I know they can smash Lexas’ armada to pieces—but since that will probably kill Thalia too where is the glory? I shall never cease to reproach myself for not keeping better guard over her.”

“You could not foresee the unforeseen, Highness,” Nalion commented, entirely philosophical.

To this Clay made no response. His craggy, near-handsome face was clouded with the worries besetting him. But the fire of resolution was still in his blue eyes and the set of his powerful mouth. He was prepared to sacrifice his life if need be in the pursuit and rescue of Thalia. As the last surviving high dignitary of the Atlantean race—though born on Earth—this was his destiny.

A buzzer whirring on the desk made him look up sharply. He depressed the contact-button.

“Clay Drew speaking. What is it?”

“Highness, an unidentified space machine is approaching the surface.” The message was from the Atlantean who kept a constant watch on the Martian heavens with powerful X-ray telescopes which could pierce the intervening rock roof.

“Unidentified?” Clay repeated, frowning. “Of what design? Is it one of Lexas’ fleet?”

“No, Highness. Much smaller. I will relay a television view of it ….”

There was a pause, then on the encased screen at the side of the instrument board there appeared a. moving colour picture of a space flyer moving amongst the stars and growing slowly larger. Clay and Nalion studied it intently.

“What is it?” Clay demanded. “Just a conventionally designed vessel with no elaborations.”

“It looks like a safety ship, Highness, perhaps from the armada. Possibly a scout returning to see how we are faring.”

Clay gave a bitter smile. “If that is the case our friend can soon have his answer. We’ll blast him down …..”

He switched off the contact with the distant telescopic observer and instead communicated with the section of the city which, by remote controlled weapons, formed a constant guardianship over this buried retreat.

“There is a space flier heading this way rapidly,” Clay said. “Use a disintegrator on it. I have got beyond the point where I ask questions of the devils ruled by Lexas.”

“Yes, Highness,” came the prompt response.

Clay switched off, his eyes moody. Then he turned irritably as the radio buzzed for attention. At the other end of the signal was Thalia, steadily depressing the key signal buzzer on the switchboard of her tiny flier. At the same time her eyes were searching the ochre wastes of Mars below her.

“Well?” Clay’s voice barked impatiently in the speaker at her side.

“Clay, dearest, why so angry?” she asked, and she gave a faint smile as she heard his distinct gasp as the other end of the radio wave.

“Thalia! Thalia! Am I going crazy or is it really you?”

“You’re not going crazy, Clay. I’m coming home—fast as I can. Get the Sixth Valve opened for me, will you? I’m not far from it.”

“But I’ve given orders for you to be blasted down …. My God, I’ve got to act fast!”

Clay stopped communication and Thalia glanced around her in the emptiness. She saw a deep orange disintegrator beam suddenly leap skywards a couple of miles away from her. Instantly she slammed in the power levers and dived at dizzying speed from the thin atmospheric heights. For a time the deadly beam followed her, missed her by perhaps a dozen yards, and then it faded out as evidently Clay had put a stop to the business.

Thalia gave a little sigh of relief and levelled her machine out. At tremendous speed she flew over the waste of Martian desert, arid and disturbed here and there by whirling sand-storms, until on the near horizon there loomed a black line. It was the metallic lip created by two movable sections of underworld roof locked together, lips which were crawling with queer vegetation, absorbing its nourishment from the particles in the metal itself. From 40-million miles distant Earth astronomers would have said this was one of the Martian “canals.”

And, as she hurtled towards it, Thalia saw the lips divide slowly into what appeared a bottomless chasm. She drove her flyer out of the weak sunlight and down into darkness, speeding through a vast shaft. Actually she was descending, but from her relative position the shaft appeared horizontal like a tunnel, with gradually waxing light within the circle at the end of it.

Finally she broke free of the circular metal walls and came into the huge expanse of the underworld. Gradually she brought the machine down amidst the glare of the artificial sun until at last she had gained the flat landing roof of the palace. She had hardly opened the airlock and stepped outside before Clay appeared from the opening leading from the stairway. In a matter of seconds he had covered the intervening distance and grasped the girl tightly in his arms.

“Thalia!” he murmured thankfully, kissing her. “This is the most wonderful thing that ever happened to me …. You’re safe and alive! But how did you do it?” he broke off in amazement.

Thalia began explaining. She had finished the story by the time they had reached the main controlling office of the palace where Nalion bowed impassively in greeting.

“Give instructions for Highness’ suite to be prepared and a meal served,” Clay said; then when Nalion had departed Thalia gave a rather tired smile and settled in a chair.

“And you, Clay?” she asked. “I can imagine how you felt when you discovered I had gone—but what have you been doing since then?”

“Straining every nerve to get an armada together and come after you.” Clay smiled in relief. “Now it doesn’t matter. Everything has worked out right in the finish. You are here, thanks to your own courage and strategy, and by this time Lexas will have plunged into that impregnable defence I fixed on Earth.”

“Oh?” Thalia looked surprised. What defence? I thought Lexas had the complete upper hand.”

Clay hesitated and shied away from the girl’s steady look.

“I—er—broke my promise to you,” he said quietly. “I know you forbade me to hand on Atlantean scientific secrets to the people of Earth in case they started killing each other; but I risked it. I did it without you knowing. I gave them the chance to get the mightiest defensive in history together—which will take care of Lexas. That was why I was so worried when you had been taken because it seemed to me you stood no chance of escape. If I could not find you when my armada was completed I was intending to deal with whatever Martians might be left from Earth’s defensive onslaught ….”

Thalia was silent for a long time, then to Clay’s relief she smiled a little.

“In this case, Clay, I think your breaking your promise was a good idea. I just didn’t trust Earthlings, that’s all. Now I have come to know you so well, who are also an Earthling, I’m revising my opinion.”

The announcement that a meal was served broke their conversation for a while. Thalia departed to her suite and freshened up, then joined Clay in the great dining hall. By the time the meal was over she had learned of the subjugation of the remaining Martians underground.

“Which leaves the way clear,” Clay explained. “You and I, and the few Atlantean men and women around us form the nucleus of our race. As we had planned earlier, we can now be married by the Atlantean ceremony which legally places me as the Emperor of the race. Between us we can model the race as we would wish it to be. The few Martians who are on the surface in their somewhat backward cities can soon be dealt with. I’ll push on with the armada but use it for subduing the surface Martians instead of ….”

“Highness….”

Clay looked up in surprise as a servant entered hurriedly, even forgetting to knock on the door in his urgency.

“Yes?” Clay gave a frown. “What is it, Elvan? And since when have you taken to bursting into my private quarters in this fashion?”

“I am sorry, Highness. I was so alarmed I forgot.” The servant stopped at the table, his eyes startled. “A report has just been sent from the Space Observer. He says that the armada of Lexas is returning—complete! All two hundred machines!”

“What!” Clay leapt to his feet, astounded. Thalia gave him a wondering look then returned her gaze to the servant.

“Are you sure there isn’t some mistake, Elvan?”

“None, Highness. At present the fleet is several million miles distant.”

Clay meditated briefly, then he jerked his head. “All right, Elvan, thanks. You can go.”

Thalia rose to her feet as the servant went. She caught at Clay’s arm as he stood pondering.

“Something’s gone wrong, Clay. Probably Lexas found out that I had escaped and came back after me.”

“No dearest, he wouldn’t do that and sacrifice his whole glorious dream of subduing Earth. He’d have come back for you after dealing with Earth—had he survived. There is only one answer. Somehow he has discovered what awaits him on Earth and withdrew before he could be blasted out of existence. But that isn’t the problem at the moment. What is worrying me is that we haven’t the material here in Atlantis to deal with him.”

Thalia’s expression changed. “You mean he can batter us down?”

“That’s putting it mildly.” Clay clenched his fists. “We can’t stop him smashing open the valves and bringing his armada down into the cavern here. Within half an hour there would be nothing but ashes and charred bodies. Though I expect he would spare you because he has his own ideas concerning you.”

Thalia made a helpless movement, her green eyes troubled.

“What’s the answer, Clay? If we can’t fight him maybe it would be better if he found us dead?”

“There’s another way,” he answered, a gleam coming into his eyes. “Our main immediate task is to stay alive and free to act. Given those two advantages there is much we can do.”

“Without machines? Without weapons?”

“All we need is a powerful radio equipment,” Clay explained. “On Earth there are all the weapons. Earth people lack one thing—a knowledge of how to cross space. If I give them that secret they can equip an armada every bit as powerful as Lexas’ own and fly across the void to do battle with him. The possibility is that he will be taken by surprise, since he believes Earthlings have no idea how to fly across space. I would arrange somehow to take command and …”

“But, Clay, you’re day dreaming!” Thalia insisted. “At this very moment Lexas is on his way back here! Why, before very long he’ll be here and we ….”

“We,” Clay interrupted, “are going to Phobos, the nearer moon of this planet. It is only about six thousand miles distant and we can cover the journey in under an hour.”

“Phobos?” Thalia looked bewildered. “But what can we do there? It is only made up of rock. There is no air, and the gravity is negligible. Phobos is only eight miles in diameter, remember.”

“I’m aware of all those details, Thalia,” Clay assured her. “The fact remains that it is a sanctuary. We can live in our space machine and have all the air we need. In the machine we’ll take the necessary radio equipment and power it from our flyer’s atomic engine. We’ll also have telescopic devices aboard to keep an eye on Mars here and see if anything develops. Don’t forget that Phobos whirls round Mars three times in twenty four hours which will mean we can keep things under pretty close observation.”

The scope of the idea began to appeal to Thalia. Her green eyes brightened.

“And you mean we stay there until such time as an Earth armada can be sent to help us?”

“Exactly. If Lexas wants us he’ll have to find us. We can be sanguine of the fact that none of the Atlanteans will give us away. It’s our only chance—lie low until we have the power to strike. Lexas will take over here, of course, but since he’ll be smashed sooner or later it doesn’t really signify.”

“Is there any reason why you can’t send your radio message to Earth now?” Thalia asked, thinking.

“Every reason. Lexas would probably pick it up since we would use a beam transmission and he is between Earth and Mars at the moment. When I do transmit I want to be sure that I have a clear space all the way to Earth, which will be simple enough to accomplish from Phobos. I have only to wait for the time when Phobos is between Earth and Mars—as it is three times in twenty four hours for a brief period—and there we are. Now we’ve got to move. Get whatever personal belongings you require and meet me in the main hall in ten minutes.”

With that Clay hurried from the room. For the ten minutes he had stipulated he was busy making arrangements and delegating all control into the hands of Nalion. Nalion accepted the responsibility with his habitual calm even though he knew that when Lexas came it would probably mean death. The sole concern of Nalion, however,—and of every member of the Atlantean race—was the survival of the Emperor and Empress. As long as they lived they might conquer their enemies, and being a man and woman a race could still be brought into being to replace the old.

Thalia obeyed his instructions and met Clay in the main hall ten minutes later, a few valuable personal possessions in a small elastic metal case. Clay caught her arm and led her to the staircase which ascended to the roof.

“Everything is ready,” he told her, as they hurried up the steps. “Small space machine fully provided with necessities, and portable radio equipment and small weapons. We can survive on Phobos for about three months, which should be ample.”

Thalia nodded but did not comment. They had, by now, come to the flat roof where their space machine was standing waiting, alongside the safety flier in which she herself had come. She climbed through the airlock and into the fairly spacious control room, then she locked the air-tight door as Clay went to the switchboard.

He shifted the control which started the atomic-energy motor humming and this energy in turn was transferred to the firing chambers of the vessel’s rockets. Instantly the small machine swept from the flat roof and out over the mass of Atlantis, heading for the shaft out to the exterior which Clay had ordered to be opened.

It was. He drove through it and out into the cloudless Martian afternoon with its pale blue sky and weak sunlight. Higher over the desert, and higher still, the valve below closing until it looked like a line in the eternal wastes. Presently the attenuated atmosphere was left behind and the dark of space with its blaze of stars came into being.

Clay turned the machine slowly, heading across the gulf to the swiftly moving bulk of Phobos. Mad, silly little moon, moving faster than any satellite in the entire System. Deimos, the more leisurely moon, was visible too, but some eight thousand miles further away than Phobos.

“See any signs of Lexas and his bonny boys?” Clay asked, as he drove on steadily and left the Martian wastes far below.

Thalia turned to the telescopic equipment and adjusted it, gazing into the reflective screen. But though she searched the cosmos carefully she failed to detect anything unusual. The apparatus had not the tremendous power of the X-ray light-trapping reflectors in the underground city.

“Out of visual range as yet,” she announced. “And since we can’t see him it’s pretty certain that he can’t see us. Just one vessel.”

“He won’t,” Clay answered confidently. “I’m quite sure of that.”

Thereafter he said but little. Landing on Phobos was not a simple job by any means because of the satellite’s fast movement. The only way—which Clay adopted—was to swing the machine round in a huge arc until he came alongside the satellite and was moving at almost the same speed. Then he began to lower the vessel gently, dropping towards a rocky gully.

Thalia, looking down on the moon, was quite convinced it was the most depressing place ever. Pure rock, most of it lined with metallic seams which were oddly scarred and pitted as though acid had been thrown at them. No air, an absurdly light gravity, and certainly no life. Never before had she had reason to visit Phobos, or Deimos, and now she was forced into it she felt no better for the experience. Phobos was quite the most replete “desert island” ever.

Gently Clay brought the vessel down within the shadow of rearing walls of rock. Switching off the power motor he sat gazing for a while at Mars’ gigantic bulk apparently circling the star-clustered sky as Phobos continued its eternal, hurrying journey.

“Graveyard,” Thalia muttered, with a little shiver, and watched the shadows changing rapidly with Mars’ moving light, and that of the sun and Deimos. Altogether the empty little moon had three light sources which made the outlook somewhat bewildering.

“Graveyard it may be but it’s a sanctuary,” Clay said, patting her arm gently. “We can stay here more or less in peace—I hope. Better get the telescopic equipment focussed. I want to watch Mars more or less constantly. From here on you and I will take it in turns to keep on the watch. We must never be caught napping in case Lexas learns that we’re here and comes after us.”

Thalia nodded and there was a silence. But after a while both she and Clay were aware that the silence was not absolute. There was a queer sound amidst it, rather like the soft crackling of paper, or very low static. Puzzled, they looked at each other and then about them.

“Sounds like metal expanding under heat,” Thalia remarked at length. “But I can’t see anything to explain it.”

Moving over to the power plant she cocked her ear towards it but the sound was not coming from there. Clay got up and probed and examined in various directions, without reaching any solution. Finally he looked out of the window and beheld only the dead, merciless rock.

“I don’t get it,” he confessed. “In any case I can’t see that it matters, anyway. Probably the whole vessel is slowly expanding under the heat of the sun in this gully.”

This was not the answer, and he knew it. The temperature here was no different to what it had been in space. It was absolute zero. There was another answer, if it could be found.

And the queer clicking and crackling continued, somehow unnerving in the absolute silence of this dead little world.


CHAPTER THREE

OUT OF CONTROL

Lexas did not waste any time once he came within twenty five miles of Mars’ surface. He knew that any radio communication he sent would be ignored, just as he knew that an order to open the valves to the underworld would be defied. So at his given signal a battery of heat and disintegrator beams concentrated their power on two square miles of desert which stretched exactly over the underworld city. And to make sure the beams and disintegrators had an easier task atomic bombs and hydrogen vaporizers were rained down.

For perhaps half an hour the two square miles of Mars writhed and boiled in the tumult, the Martians themselves half blinded by the intense flashes of the bombs, their massive cruisers bobbing up and down in the violent waves of radiating energy produced.

By sheer force Lexas smashed his way into the underworld, destroying all the rock and metal linings which barred his path. In consequence, when he finally gave the order for a descent to be made, Atlantis lay half buried under debris, some of its buildings still smoking from fire, its synthetic sun destroyed, its power houses wrecked. Lexas permitted only his own and two escorting “saucers” to land amidst the ruins. The others settled in the desert.

“I fancy,” he commented to the navigator, as they both gazed through the outlook port upon the half shattered city, “that Clay Drew of Earth—and Thalia too if she succeeded in returning this far—will be aware by now that I am master of the situation.”

The navigator nodded and smiled coldly. Then he made an observation.

“You have been extremely thorough, Excellency, but are you sure it is not to our detriment? This city was a most useful acquisition and with comfortable breathing atmosphere. Now that has all gone. We are open to the sky and the upper world.”

“That will not be for long,” Lexas responded. “Amongst our instruments we have projectors whose beams can mould solid rock out of the air itself, simply by transmutation of molecules from the gaseous to the hard state. In an hour we can have a roof over our heads again. First, however, we had better see the extent of the damage and if there are any survivors. My only hope is that Clay Drew is dead—and Thalia too.”

“I was under the impression, Highness, that you—er—had an affection for her Highness,” the navigator commented.

“Never that, my friend. I cannot forget that we are of different worlds. I intended to marry her because, whilst I had this body, my physique was similar to hers. I had many plans for what we would do together when Earth was conquered. Now that dream has temporarily been shattered I prefer that Thalia should be wiped out—if only as a punishment for her deserting me in space as she did.”

Lexas turned to the airlock and opened it. Taking out a flame gun from his belt he held it as he stepped outside into fallen rockery and dust. With the navigator and the rest of the crew beside him—men and women, all with their weapons at the ready—he began to explore. To the rear came the inmates of the other two space machines.

Not all the city had been destroyed. This fact became obvious as the Martians advanced. The effect of ruin was apparent by the deluge of boulders which had descended, but in many sectors buildings still stood—the royal palace amongst them. Lexas paused as he eyed it, then he gave a grim smile to himself.

“Most unlikely that any of the Atlanteans would be caught napping,” he said presently. “They would see us approaching through their telescopic equipment and probably went to safety. The only possible place I can think of is the mausoleum region, well down in the under-underworld, where Thalia was supposed to be so well hidden. Go and see what you can find,” he added to his navigator. “Take a party with you. The rest of you will return to the ships with me and I will direct you which apparatus to use to free the city of this debris and remould the roof over our heads.”

The assembly obeyed like so many automatons, all the men alike, and all the women like twin sisters. For an hour thereafter Lexas was busy with his instructions, and in consequence the three “saucers” projected a variety of beams from their prows which vaporised the wilderness of fallen rock into curling, dispersing smoke, until finally the streets were cleared and the rubble—wherever the beams could reach it—had been blasted away.

This task done Lexas changed his tactics. Four beams were projected so they converged in mid-air. Because of their rate of vibration, determined by the brilliance of Atlantean science and which secrets Lexas had stolen for himself, they were capable of slowing down the molecular speed of the oxygen and hydrogen aggregates in the atmosphere itself, changing their nature completely so they became the basis for solids. In consequence the apparent miracle of tracing solid rock in mid-air took place, the solids being “welded” to the parts of the rock roof which still existed. Bridge by bridge a new roof was created and at the end of another hour was complete. The underworld was sealed again, its only light coming from the space machines’ searchlights since the artificial sun had been destroyed.

It was in the midst of this blazing effulgence that Lexas caught sight of a party advancing. He recognised his own crews of men and women by their similarity to each other: the remainder, perhaps a hundred strong, were Atlanteans, with one or two giant Martians amongst them.

Lexas stepped out of the space machine and watched the small army approaching; then from their midst the navigator who had been put in charge of the proceedings came hurrying forward.

“Your guess was right, Highness,” he announced. “We found these people, and some of our own race, in the vaults of the mausoleum …. Apparently, though, there is no sign of the Earthman or Thalia.”

“No?” Lexas surveyed the Atlanteans narrowly. They returned level, composed stares. They ranged from the younger, unimportant scientists to the elders of the race, which included Nalion, Clay’s first-in-command, and the chief surgeons of the biological laboratories.

“Well, my friends, where are the Earthman and her Highness?” Lexas asked deliberately. “I have not the least doubt that some of you can answer.”

There was no response. Men and women alike remained impassive, gazing back at Lexas as he stood before the vast bulk of the “flying saucer.” Finally he shrugged.

“Very well. I have not the time at the moment to go further—but I shall. Understand one thing: I am the ruler of this underworld henceforth. The first thing we have to do is get the air pumps to work and restore the atmosphere in here to normal pressure.” Lexas glanced towards the navigator. “Put them to work,” he ordered. “Afterwards bring the dignitaries and three Atlantean women to my headquarters. I shall take over the same office as I had before departure. The palace, fortunately, is not damaged. And instruct the men and women in the machines on the surface to come down here and assist in clearing away the remaining ruins.”

The navigator gave a nod and turned away. Lexas walked across the empty space where the Atlanteans were watching him and presently reached the palace. Within, it was dark and deserted. He turned back to the main doorway and shouted orders to his followers.

“Get the power-houses in action quickly! How are we supposed to conduct matters with no light?”

In the blaze of searchlights there was a stirring of the men and women, the Atlanteans under guard amongst them. And restoring the power houses was no simple job, either. It was quite two hours before a fuming Lexas suddenly found his dark office ablaze with light. He glanced up at the shadowless globes, nodded, then looked at the intercom switches. Testing them he found that these too were in operation again.

As the door opened he glanced up. The navigator entered, followed by two armed men identical to himself. Before them they directed two Atlantean men and three young women.

“You asked for them, Excellency,” the navigator said.

“Correct,” Lexas assented. “Keep guard by the door ….” His eyes fixed on the two men. “You, head surgeon, are going to do a big job for me before long. I have decided to return to my own body. So will all the members of my race who were engaged on the Earth excursion. You still have our original bodies, minus brains, in suspended animation, I take it?”

The head surgeon nodded but said nothing.

“So to you, my friend.” Lexas studied Nalion. “I believe you are one of the race’s elders and therefore likely to know where the Earthman and her Highness are hiding. I will give you ten seconds to speak.”

“And if I refuse?” Nalion asked gravely.

Lexas smiled coldly, and for Nalion it was a hard task not to believe he was talking to Clay himself.

“I hardly think refusal enters into it,” Lexas responded. “There are three young women here — each one of them beautiful according to your Atlantean standards. I promise you this: if you do not tell me what I wish to know these three will be the sufferers for your obstinacy …. I have often found that using a female as a lever is a good way to make a male speak. For some reason he dislikes to see a member of the opposite sex enduring torture.”

The three girls, two of them black-haired and the third a blonde, glanced at each other quickly, then at Nalion. He remained motionless, his rugged face without expression.

“Very well,” Lexas said. He motioned to the navigator as he stood by the door. “Take this light-haired woman to the surgery,” he instructed. “You will not need to be a surgeon to carry out what I have in mind. You will ….”

Lexas stopped, staring in astonishment as Nalion suddenly reeled forward dizzily; then without uttering a sound he fell full length on the floor and became still. Instantly Lexas rushed over to him, shaking him violently. He only began to desist when he realised the old Atlantean’s heart was no longer beating.

“You!” Lexas snapped, to the head surgeon. “Find out what’s the matter with him.”

The surgeon obeyed, then after a brief examination he extracted a needle-thin sliver of glass from the corpse’s forearm.

“Racol-X,” the head surgeon said, shrugging. “Only one drop in the blood stream produces instant death. I gather Nalion preferred self-destruction to helping you.”

Lexas clenched his fists. “Which amounts to open defiance! Very well. I’ll make every Atlantean in this underworld endure the miseries of the damned. Somewhere one of them will break.”

“It is possible,” the head surgeon remarked, “that only Nalion knew the whereabouts of the Earthman and Thalia. I certainly do not—and I am quite sure these women don’t, since they are dignitaries.”

“Possibly they don’t,” Lexas retorted, “but if they are put on public exhibition for all to see their anguish, one or other of your number may speak to save them ….” He gestured impatiently to the two guards standing beside the navigator. “Take these women and incarcerate them in the palace dungeon. I’ll decide later what is to be done with them.”

He was obeyed promptly and, at the business end of ray guns, the three women left the room. The door closed. Lexas stood with his lips tight for a moment, the eyes of the head surgeon and the navigator upon him.

“How long will it take to restore all of us to our normal bodies?” Lexas asked the surgeon presently.

“Since there are six hundred of you, men and women, it will take—maybe a week,” the surgeon answered.

“Very well then: you will start immediately, commencing with me. My colleague here will keep you under guard while my brain is transferred back to my own body, just in case you have any ideas of your own.”

“I cannot see the purpose of returning to our own bodies, Excellency,” the navigator protested. “Surely these synthetic bodies are lighter, more comfortable? And what of our intended invasion of Earth?”

“Are you daring to question my decision?” Lexas roared; then he calmed a little. “The conquest of Earth is still remote from fulfilment,” he explained. “It will take a long time to work out a counter plan. On the other hand, we must return to our own bodies for the simple reason that if the Earthman and Thalia can be found we must be instantly aware of their identity. How can we be, with so many Clay Drews and Thalias around us? It would play into their hands. We would never know where we stood and which was which. So—our bodies must become our own again.”

He motioned to the surgeon and then led the way from the office, the navigator following behind.

“I think,” Clay Drew said, straightening up from before the telescopic equipment, “that now is as good a time as any to risk sending a beam radio message to Earth. Take a look for yourself.”

Thalia nodded, moving across the small control room. She put her eyes to the telescopic sights and found herself looking at a pin sharp picture of looming Mars. The deserts were there in all their arid brilliance—so were the canal-like lines of the valve openings. Moving the controls gently she scanned over the main exterior cities of Mars and then gradually came back to a spot where a vast assembly of golden “flying saucers” lay assembled. But nowhere near them was there any life. Martians only moved in the cities, and since they had no radio equipment they were of no consequence to Clay.

“Apparently,” he said, as the girl looked at him, “Lexas smashed his way into the underworld and then sealed it up again. We saw all that through this telescope. Fortunately for us he’s remaining underground, and taken his followers with him. That means we can use our beam radio without it being picked up—or rather we can use it when we move to the other side of this cockeyed moon. Since Phobos always keeps once face towards Mars we need the other face to get a clear view of Earth with Mars behind us.”

He turned actively to the controls and powered the rocket jets. The little machine rose gently from the gully, and as it did so that queer crackling sound ceased. Puzzled Clay gave the girl a glance. They had become so accustomed to its persistency—and had decided it was perhaps some kind of electrical static—that it was quite a surprise when it stopped: But it returned again the moment Clay brought the vessel down on the other side of Phobos, a trifling hop of some eight miles.

Here the view was awe-inspiring. The two felt as though they were on the rim of the Universe. All space lay before them, depth upon depth, the stars blindingly bright in the total black. To the uttermost edge of the System there was nothing to impede the light waves. Even Pluto, furthest of all the worlds, was just visible to the naked eye.

“And there’s Earth,” Clay said abruptly, indicating the bright green world no larger than a penny. “We’ll communicate the next time round.”

For even as he was speaking the high revolutionary speed of Phobos was carrying it round Mars so rapidly that the heavens appeared to be swirling dizzily. Earth moved swiftly with the rest of the stars and planets from east to west of the Phobian “sky” and within a few minutes began to vanish over the rocky horizon.

Turning to the radio equipment Clay made the necessary alterations which permitted it to be powered from the vessel’s atomic plant, then with the microphone open and the beam transmitter at the ready there was nothing to do but wait for Earth to reappear in the sky as Phobos whirled madly onwards. The matter of calculating the beam wave to strike Earth at the identical moment was already taken care of by mathematical calculators which could not make a mistake.

“I wish I could understand that crackling noise,” Thalia said, as she and Clay sat waiting, their eyes on the changing heaven.

“Every planet and satellite has its peculiarities,” he answered. “Not always easy to solve them, either. I still think our guess of solar static is the best answer.”

Thalia nodded but did not seem convinced. She would have started a further examination there and then but was afraid to move in case the moment arrived for Earth to reappear in the sky. So she relaxed, studying the stars, her thoughts far away.

The wait was a long one. She and Clay both had time to refresh themselves with a meal and Martian wine before the green disc of Earth began to peep over the distant eastern rim of rock. Clay became intent, waited until an exact predetermined position had been reached by Earth in the Phobian sky—then he depressed the switch which powered the atom plant. Immediately, projected from the beam transmitter on the roof of the vessel, a radio carrier beam stabbed as an invisible searchlight into space, timed to strike the spot Earth would occupy some four minutes later.

Silent, Clay watched the chronometer slicing off the seconds, picturing in his mind’s eye the beam hurtling across the void at the speed of light. Thalia, scarcely breathing, looked over his shoulder.

One minute—two—three—four—

At the exact second stipulated by the automatic calculator Clay spoke into the open microphone, his words travelling—he hoped—along the carrier beam to some station on Earth which would pick them up.

“Clayton Drew of Earth calling. From the Martian satellite of Phobos. I have information to give to the President of the British Association of Science and Interplanetary Research. You can reply along the beam being projected at you providing you reply immediately before the relative positions of Earth and Phobos change. Over.”

Clay switched the button on the panel and waited. The seconds mounted into minutes and nothing happened. The only sound from the loudspeaker was the steady flow of power. He began to frown, moving the controls experimentally, but no answer came forth. At the end of five minutes he relaxed and gave Thalia a puzzled glance.

“Too late now,” he said. “The positions are too far out. All I wanted was an answer, then I’d have made arrangements for a further broadcast later on …. I just don’t understand it:”

“Perhaps we haven’t enough power,” Thalia suggested, considering the gauges. Then she gave a shrug. “No, that isn’t the answer. We’ve more than enough to cover forty million miles. There’s some other answer.”

“And what time have we got to look for it?” Clay demanded bitterly. “Everything depended on getting a message through, on giving Earth people the secret of space travel ….”

Thalia was silent. She studied the void for a while, then struck with a sudden thought she turned and looked at the power plant, examining the meter which registered the amount of energy still left in the copper block used for disintegration.

“Why waste time bothering with radio?” she asked quickly. “It would be simpler to take a chance and fly to Earth personally.”

Clay looked up in surprise. “I never thought of that!” he ejaculated. “But it’s a dangerous risk, Thalia. If Lexas’ lookout men on Mars should see us ….”

“We can detour,” the girl interrupted. “Approach Earth by a roundabout route, giving Mars a wide berth as we pass it. It is not very likely that the look-out will be expecting anything leaving Phobos anyway, and on the other hand our vessel is so small it is unlikely to be detected against the backdrop of space.”

Clay did not waste any further time on words. He moved to the power plant, disconnected the radio equipment, and then returned to the control panel. Moving the power lever he set the little machine rising swiftly from Phobos’ surface, curving it round in a huge arc so that it sailed away from nearby gigantic Mars.

“Take us some time to cover the distance in this little ’bus,” he said, but it’s well worth the gamble.”

Thalia nodded, her eyes gleaming at the thought of some action. The danger of the situation did not seem to occur to her: it was the relief from virtual inactivity which pleased her.

In silence she and Clay watched Mars apparently moving round them as he manoeuvred the ship into position. They were perhaps a thousand miles from that orange-coloured surface with its traceries of lines and few surface cities.

Then, unexpectedly, just as they were commencing to draw away from the red planet and set a course for Earth something unpleasant forced itself upon them. The atomic motor was spluttering oddly, missing a beat here and there which in turn caused the rockets to misfire.

Clay looked up in alarm and Thalia hurried over to the power plant, peering at it intently through its transparent hemispherical dome. To look at it there was nothing wrong, but there was no doubt that the misfirings were increasing. She was endeavouring to decide what to do next when to her amazement the thick metal blocks which held the copper-bar matrix suddenly collapsed into dust. Instantly the power-plant itself sagged downwards, sparks and bolts of energy exploding from it.

Dazzled with the coruscating blaze Thalia fell back, covering her eyes. Clay leapt up from the control board and was just in time to see the entire plant fall through the bottom of the vessel and vanish in the void!

“What in heavens’ name ….” He caught Thalia to him and they both looked through the hemisphere into space and down onto Mars’ surface. The vessel itself was commencing to swirl round gently, caught in the red planet’s attraction and starting to pull towards it.

“Why should that plant drop out like that? Clay demanded blankly. “Just a gaping hole left in the floor of the vessel—and but for this sealing dome we’d be without air, too, by now ….”

“Look there!” Thalia interrupted, pointing.

He gazed intently and saw that the edges of the gap through which the plant had fallen were crumbling and boiling weirdly. The metal itself was falling away into powder—and the trouble was fast spreading.

“Quickly—spacesuits,” Clay snapped. “If those rents go beyond the dome area our air will blast out into the void and that will be that.”

“Will it matter so much?” Thalia asked. “We’re dropping towards Mars with ever increasing speed and with no power plant we can’t possibly stop ourselves being ground to dust.”

To Clay, however, life was still precious enough for him to wish to prolong it to the last moment. He hurtled over to the steel locker and whipped open the door. In a matter of moments he had handed the girl a space suit, and by the time the machine had really fallen into a direct Martian-ward dive he and Thalia were both screwing on their helmets and looking at each other anxiously through their face-visors.

Clay’s foresight had not been in vain, either. A second or two later part of the floor, some distance from the spot where the plant had collapsed, gave way. The air sucked out of the gap and dragged Clay and Thalia helplessly towards it. They found their hands clawing at metal which broke in their grip like chocolate, then Clay got his huge gloved fingers round a stanchion and flung his free arm round Thalia’s waist. By dint of a desperate effort against the Martian gravity field he fought his way back to what remained of the control room floor.

For a second or two he lay looking at his gloves. The rubber and metal mesh was crawling with thousands of microscopic little creatures. They seemed to be everywhere—and they were visible in uncountable numbers around the gap in the floor.

Suddenly Thalia switched on her audiophone.

“Knock them off!” she cried hoarsely, fighting into a kneeling position and batting furiously at her spacesuit. “I know what they are now—they’re metal-eaters. I once heard of them in our records. They exist in zero cold and live on metal. Phobos is crawling with them since he is nearly all basic iron. They’ll eat the metal away in our spacesuits if we don’t get rid of them ….”

Clay nodded and began to brush fiercely at his sleeves and body. As he did so he looked at Mars’ surface coming ever nearer below, and presently the machine jolted noticeably as the outermost edge of the thin atmosphere was struck. Immediately heat began to rise in the floor because of the friction being generated.

“Metal eaters or otherwise we can’t get out of this mess,” Clay panted. “We’re hurtling straight down towards the desert and there isn’t anything to stop us …. I suppose the power plant fell out because it was the heaviest part of the machine and these little brutes had eaten the metal floor away?”

“That’s it,” Thalia agreed, her eyes on the desert below. “That buzzing we heard was these things at work.”

Faster—and faster still. The machine was totally lost, dropping like a bullet through the thin Martian atmosphere.

“Pity it had to finish like this,” Clay said, with a hard grin, his gloved hand on the girl’s arm. “I thought we were in the clear—”

He got no further. A sudden terrific jolt knocked him backwards along the floor, Thalia falling on top of him. Their suits, so heavily inflated, saved them from injury and they looked about them in wonder. To have struck anything in mid-air was impossible, and yet—they were slowing down! There was no longer any doubt of it.

In wonder they crawled back to the gap in the floor and peered below. Nothing was visible, and yet they were descending with no more speed than a well-controlled lift.

“Levitator beam,” Thalia said finally, her face grim.

Clay nodded slowly, the same idea occurring to him. Levitator beams, invisible to the eye, were in common use in the Martian underworld and could pass through the interstices of rock if necessary. Actually they were beams of force which, being stronger than gravity, could raise any object against it—or, in this case, prevent a falling body from crashing violently.

“You know what this means?” Thalia asked quietly, turning her head inside the transparent helmet. “Lexas’ outlook must have seen us dropping and intends to investigate. We have two choices—be taken captives or jump for it and end everything.”

“You always seem anxious to end everything when we get into a mess,” Clay commented.

“Because I know the cruelty of the Martian race,” Thalia answered. “I have lived side by side with them all my life, remember. I’d sooner by far be dead than at their mercy—as we look like being hereafter.”

Clay said nothing to this. After a moment or two, as the vessel still continued to drop slowly, he removed his heavy spacesuit and motioned the girl to do likewise. There was no need of them now they were back in an atmosphere.

“If it’s a fight they want,” Clay said, patting the guns in the belt about his waist, “they can have it. You’d better arm yourself too, Thalia.”

The girl moved from the gap in the floor to the weapon rack and took down two ray-pistols in their holsters. She belted them about her middle and then returned to Clay’s side.

“I’ve an idea,” she said. “These metal eaters can apparently live either in or out of air ….” and she nodded to the busy multimillions swarming over the edge of the metal gap. “We might do worse than keep a few of them handy. They multiply at lightning speed by fission, same as an amoeba.”

“How do you keep ’em?” Clay questioned.

“Simple—in anything that isn’t made of metal.” And Thalia set the example by diving her hand into the ant-like clusters amidst the metal. Immediately her hand looked as though it had grown a moving beard. Moving it carefully she sank it into the pouch on the belt about her waist and closed the zip-like top quickly. The remainder of the amazing little creatures she shook free.

“Not many girls I know who’d do that,” Clay commented. “They usually squirm at the sight of things like this—never mind handling them!”

“I don’t enjoy it,” Thalia responded. “I just think they might be useful somewhere ….”

She ceased talking as the broken flier reached the end of its fall and, cushioned by the invisible levitator beam, came to rest in the desert sand.

“Well, anyway, the only way anybody can enter is by the airlock,” Clay said. “These holes are blocked by the ground itself ….”

But in this he was premature for at that moment part of the nose of the machine fell away, and only a few seconds afterwards a segment of the side collapsed in dust.

“Reminds me of the white ants back home,” he commented. “They tunnel through wood and leave the shell …”

He stepped out through the nearest fissure, helping the girl after him. They stood looking about them, then they drew their guns in readiness as from the distance there came a sand-tractor, atomic-powered, the usual conveyance used by the Martians to cover the wastes.

“It’s no use shooting it out, Clay,” Thalia said, as the tractor came nearer. “If we kill off these men we shall only have others after us. We can either kill ourselves or be captured.”

“I’m a believer in while there’s life there’s hope,” Clay replied, then he raised his hands and motioned the girl to do the same as the tractor came close to them, its two guns levelled in readiness. Within it were four of the giant, green, hideous-faced Martians—and evidently they had come from the nearest underworld valve for they spoke in the English tongue.

“Climb aboard!” commanded their leader. “His Excellency Lexas wishes to see you. And drop your weapons.”

“I might have known it,” Clay muttered, and taking the girl’s arm he stumbled forward in the light gravity, raised her into the tractor amongst the eight-foot, barrel-chested giants, and then climbed up behind her.

The tractor was turned and headed back at top speed across the endless sands.

“Have you men come from a surface city or from below?” Clay questioned.

“Below,” come the curt answer from the leader.

“Are you one of the men who was in the Earth armada?”

“I am. And you ask too many questions, Earthman.”

“I’m entitled to,” Clay retorted. “I’ve been away quite a little time. Tell me one more thing; why don’t you resemble me? All the men in the invading fleet were patterned after my image.”

“His Excellency Lexas, in his wisdom, saw fit to give us back our normal bodies so you could be detected immediately when you returned. For the same reason the gravity has been made Earth-normal, despite discomfort to ourselves. It will prevent you moving with the prodigious speed you used before.”

“I assume,” Clay said, “your lookout saw us, and a levitator beam saved us?”

The Martian nodded his bald head.

“Which doesn’t make the situation too good,” Clay murmured in the ear of Thalia, at his side. “Lexas in full control.”

She gave a little sigh and passed no comment. She was watching the emptiness of the desert; then at last, from the far distances, there loomed the vision of hundreds of “flying saucer” space machines set out in rows, and beyond them the open lips of one of the many underworld valves. When the tractor had reached them the Martian gave an order and the heavy vehicles were driven on to a platform supported in the shaft by a levitator beam. Gradually, as in a lift, the machine and platform began to descend into the underworld.

Once they reached the familiar area, lighted again by a new synthetic sun — though neither Clay nor Thalia were aware of the destruction of the preceding one—there seemed at first to be no difference in the set-up. Then, as they walked along the main street, noting the heavy drag of the artificial gravity, they realised that buildings were being rebuilt, and—

“Look!” Thalia whispered, stopping in horror. “What do you make of that?”

She pointed briefly and then lowered her arm.

Clay came to a halt—nor did the Martians make any attempt to hurry things. They seemed to rather enjoy the terrible spectacle at which Clay and Thalia were gazing.

At the side of the main street, where it could not possibly be missed by the inhabitants of the underworld, a giant cage was standing on a metal trestle. Within were three young women, two of them black haired and one blonde. They had been stripped almost naked. The blonde was feeling her way helplessly around the constricted area and for the brief few moments she turned her face it was obvious that she had been blinded. There were only blackened sockets where the eyes had been.

Clay felt his scalp crawling. He jerked his gaze to the next girl. She was half sitting on the floor, staring vacantly into space, spittle drooling from the corners of her mouth. Plainly she had received some kind of shock which had blasted all reason from her.

The third girl was suspended from the roof of the cage, thin wire passing round her thumbs and her arms drawn taut above her head. The weight of her body and the thinness of the wire had set blood coursing down her hands. How long she had been there it was impossible to guess, but from the hang of her head she was unconscious.

“This is some of Lexas’ doing?” Clay blazed, swinging round on the Martians.

“They’re my people!” Thalia burst out in anger.

“True,” the leading Martian acknowledged. “You are both responsible. Unable to find your whereabouts his Excellency Lexas in his wisdom had these useless females placed here and tortured, in the belief that their sufferings would make others of your race, Highness, speak out. None of them did.”

“They couldn’t!” Thalia cried. “Nobody knew where we were—except Nalion. What happened to him?”

“He killed himself ….” The Martian jerked his head. “Continue moving.”

Thalia cast a desperate look towards the helpless girls in the cage; then she had to continue moving as a gun jabbed in her back. Before very long she and Clay, too grim and angry to pass any comment to each other, found themselves in the familiar controlling office of the palace. Lexas himself was at the immense desk—and he was again the bald headed green giant in the blue singlet and shorts, his merciless eyes as steady as a snake, his great mouth grinning crookedly.

“Welcome back,” he greeted dryly, getting up and towering to his full eight-foot-six.

“You can cut out the politeness,” Clay snapped. “Now you have got us get those three women freed from that cage—and particularly cut down that girl who’s hanging by her thumbs.”

Lexas’ hard grin broadened. “You are a sentimentalist, Earth man—a trait which is not to be encouraged in a man who wishes to be a ruler. However, if you wish it—those Atlantean women have served their purpose. See to it,” Lexas added to the four guards. “Destroy them. I have no use for the unfit.”

“You filthy, murdering beast,” Thalia whispered, her green eyes glinting. “If the chance ever comes to repay you for the way you’ve treated those three women of my race I’ll seize it with both hands.”

“Naturally,” Lexas agreed. “Since we are enemies that is only to be expected. However, I suppose I should thank the fates which led you to return to this planet—or at least so close to it that you were observed.”

“We wouldn’t have been but for ….”

Clay cut Thalia’s sentence short. “But for running into difficulties with the power plant. It broke free of its moorings and we were helpless.”

“And you still are,” Lexas commented, with a frozen stare of his lashless eyes. “I think you are both entitled to know that I have taken complete charge down here. I have postponed my invasion of Earth for the moment until I work out a new plan. One or other of you gave advance warning to Earth of my intentions, I believe?”

Neither Clay nor Thalia answered. Lexas waited for a moment and then he shrugged.

“Very well; I hardly expected you would admit the fact. If it is any satisfaction to you, it prevented me attacking Earth—for the moment. The regrettable part, from your point of view, is that I was not such a fool as to fly straight into disaster.”

“I don’t quite see why you’re wasting time talking,” Clay snapped. “Kill us and get it finished with. That’s obviously your intention.”

“No.” Lexas shook his big head. “That would be too easy. One ray charge from a gun and you would cease to care. Do you suppose I wish you to fade out so quietly? No, it is my intention to make you suffer a good deal before I finally destroy you. Besides, you may yet be of advantage to me as decoys when I commence my second—and successful—invasion of Earth. In the meantime you will be imprisoned.”

Clay and Thalia waited, expecting the guard to be summoned. But instead Lexas seemed to be thinking. Then he made up his mind.

“Foolish of me not to think of it before,” he commented. “From the radio broadcasts being given on Earth I can possibly discover which of you was responsible for warning that planet of my intentions. Then I can act accordingly. Believe me I do not intend to permit that act to go unpunished. Come with me,” he finished, jerking his head—and leading the way he left the office. Clay and Thalia followed him because there was no other course. It was unnecessary to direct them with the point of a gun. Every avenue of escape was sealed up.


CHAPTER FOUR

IMPRISONED

Lexas finished his journey in the huge laboratory a few yards down the main street from the palace building. In this huge scientific headquarters there was every known device of Atlantean science, restored to service again now Lexas had temporarily abandoned his Earth invasion project.

Clay and Thalia noticed with some concern that all the scientists present were now Martians, where formerly they had been Atlanteans. Evidently Lexas had made short work of the men and women who had formerly been useful to him for their knowledge. Now that he knew everything there was to know regarding the wilderness of scientific equipment, he had wiped out all those who might be a source of danger.

“What communications have you received from Earth, in the manner of broadcasts?” Lexas asked of the radio operator, seated before an enormous, complicated switch panel.

“None, Excellency,” the Martian answered, and Lexas frowned at him.

“None? But that’s ridiculous! Earth broadcasts are in being continuously, day and night. You must have picked up their radio bulletins in the ordinary way. I am anxious to discover if....”

“No broadcasts from Earth have been received, Excellency, since we returned from the—er—invasion.”

“Why was I not told of this?” Lexas demanded.

“I have been investigating the cause, Excellency.” The operator was entirely impassive. “And now I think I have discovered it. Observe ….”

He pressed a switch and, connected to the output beam of the radio equipment, an oscillator came into life. After a moment or two its ground-glass screen depicted a zig-zag line of force.

“That, Excellency, is a barrier in space between us and Earth,” the operator explained. “I have just projected a radar beam and on the screen there you observe the ‘echo.’ The instruments trained on that spot reveal a very high degree of radioactive energy—though, fortunately, the disturbance is not nearly so severe as hitherto.”

“Which means what?” Lexas asked impatiently—and Clay and Thalia were interested too, feeling that perhaps they were about to discover why their own broadcast had received no answer.

“It means,” the radio operator said, “that when your armada crossed space, Excellency, it trailed behind it a vast cloud of exhaust from the rocket chambers. That exhaust, being from an atomic power plant, was composed of atomic by-products, highly radioactive, and rendered even more so by the action of free cosmic waves in space. You laid, in effect, a vast curtain of radio-activity wherever the rockets were in operation. You did the same on the return journey. That curtain disperses only very slowly because gravitational fields are the only influences which can cause drifting. In consequence, until the curtains have been moved apart by cosmic action radio waves are reflected back. They cannot penetrate as far as Earth. It is as though a powerful ionic layer is in the way.”

“Then,” Lexas asked, “we can neither receive nor—if we wished—send a communication to Earth?”

“No, Excellency. However, in perhaps a week it might be possible to do so. The barrier is definitely weakening.”

Satisfied, though obviously not at all pleased, Lexas turned away and motioned to the two guards by the door.

“Imprison these two until I have need of them,” he ordered, then without even another glance he turned away to gather more details from the radio operator.

Clay glanced at the girl but did not say anything. In silence they submitted to being led from the building. They were taken back to the palace and then down into its lowest depths where lay the dungeons. So completely had crime been eradicated from among the Atlanteans, that the dungeons had been used for storage for many years—but Lexas had restored the prison quarters to their original purpose. Clay and Thalia noticed, as they were escorted along a gloomily lighted passage, that several of the cells were occupied by Atlantean men and women, evidently being reserved for some particular purpose.

“Is there any reason,” Clay asked the guards, “why her Highness and I cannot occupy the same cell? It is a small enough concession to ask. In fact as dignitaries we are entitled to it.”

The guards glanced at one another.

“As you wish,” one of them growled. “I have no orders to the contrary.”

He moved the switch which released the electric lock on the massive metal door facing him. Opening it, he thrust Clay and Thalia forward into a dim, yellow glow from an unreachable globe in the metal ceiling—then the door slammed and clicked decisively. The feet of the guards receded into silence.

“Why together?” Thalia asked, moving to the hard bunk by the wall and throwing herself upon it.

“Why not?” Clay perched himself on the low built, solitary table. “The only thing we can do at the moment is exchange words—until Lexas decides what to do with us. That is, unless we beat him to it in getting out of here.”

Thalia looked about her on the metal walls. There was not even a window since the dungeons were deep down under the palace.

“With these walls and an electrically controlled lock we don’t stand much chance,” she said.

“Then why did you collect those metal-eaters?” Clay asked. “Not as pets, surely?”

Thalia gave a start and straightened up. “I’d forgotten all about them.”

She began to open the top of the pouch affixed to her belt. Clay watched as on to her hand the strange, phenomenally busy little creatures began to swarm.

“Apparently they’re hungry,” he commented dryly. “And they’re not alone in that, either. Put them on the door and see what happens. If things work out properly and they like the taste of that particular metal we might have a way eaten through for us before long.”

The girl moved across to the door and laid her hand upon it. Immediately the creatures fled on to the metal. Next she turned the pouch inside out, shaking the few remaining metal-eaters free.

“Not that I see it can do us much good even if we do get out of here,” she remarked, returning to the bunk. “The palace is crawling with guards and what few of my own race there are seem to be imprisoned like us.”

“I’ve two objects in view,” Clay responded. “One is to get at that radio equipment in the laboratory, and the other is to try and get a space machine somehow. By the time we are free the void ought to be clear of interference from that atomic cloud—which is obviously the reason why our radio effort from Phobos failed. Once we can get a message over we’ve hurdled the biggest difficulty and can bring all the hosts of Earth to our aid. Not particularly because Earthlings want to help us but because it’s the only way they can ever be sure of destroying the threat of Lexas invading them …. Then, find a space machine, somewhere, and head for Earth if we can. I know the risks, and I know we may never accomplish our purpose, but it’s all we can do at the moment.”

Thalia nodded. “I’m with you, Clay ….”

In the momentary silence which followed there was a low humming note, like a child’s singing top spinning far away. With the seconds the intensity of the sound increased, and also changed its rhythm. It became more of a hissing noise.

“Our metal-eater friends apparently do like the door,” Clay commented, nodding towards it, and getting up from the table he went over to the door and peered at it in the dim yellow light. Presently Thalia joined him. In silence they watched a slowly spreading black mass in the centre of the door. Already the insatiable eaters of Phobos had increased their number by about three times, so rapidly did they procreate themselves by division.

“Brainless, ever-hungry,” Clay murmured. “Yet a key to escape. Sort of confirms the belief that everything in the universe has a purpose. I only hope the guard doesn’t notice the buzzing when he sees fit to show up with something to eat.”

In this respect Clay had no need of worry. The guard, when he arrived, paid no attention to the faint crackling and humming proceeding from the door. He set down food—a quite generous serving, together with Martian wine—on the table and then turned to go.

“His Excellency wishes to be sure you eat well,” he said briefly. “He says I am to tell you he does not want you to be undernourished in case, at a later date, he has need of you.”

“Tell him from us that he can’t drop dead too soon to please us,” Clay responded.

The guard departed impassively and re-locked the door. Never for a moment had he detected the metal-eaters’ noisy progress as they devoured and pro-created at lightning speed. He was a Martian and, being in his normal Martian body, his cars were unaccustomed to the finer shades of sound below ground. On the surface he would have noticed the disturbance. Down here he was deaf to it.

So Clay and Thalia began to eat and drink, and whilst they did so, Lexas was holding a conference in the controlling office. Present around the desk were the few men whom he had selected as his governing body, chief amongst them being the navigator who had led the armada to Earth.

“My friends,” Lexas said, looking at the big, merciless faces grouped about him. “I have been doing a good deal of planning and I believe I have something very close to an inspiration. Which shows the advantage of having a thorough knowledge of all Atlantean scientific secrets.”

The other Martians waited for him to pass from egotism to explanation, no flutter of expression on their features.

“There is one thing only wrong with this world of ours,” Lexas continued. “Just one reason why we wish to leave it and take over Earth. The reason is—lack of water.”

“Agreed,” responded the navigator, and the other Martians nodded.

“The conception of draining water from the Poles to the deserts is feasible, of course,” Lexas continued, “but it would not avail us much. There is only a certain amount of water at the Poles and it would never be replenished because there has been no rain on this planet for many centuries—and there never will be. Without water from oceans we cannot get vapour in the air which, in turn, form clouds and, under certain hot and cold currents, condense to form rain. We can never restore the lost beauty of our surface unless we have oceans.”

“Common knowledge, Excellency,” one of the men commented impatiently. “That is why we must have Earth. We cannot go on living on a dying surface—nor can we stay indefinitely down here in this synthetic underworld. We are men of the air and the open spaces.”

“Exactly,” Lexas’ eyes gleamed and he laid an enormous hand palm down on the desk. “Suppose, then, we replenished this world of ours and at the same time utterly demoralised the people of Earth, by which we could smash them completely by launching our invasion?”

There was silence. Nobody seemed to know what Lexas was driving at.

“I am suggesting,” he said, “that we steal water and air from Earth! Our atmosphere is desperately thin, so much of it having leaked out into the void. It needs to have its density increased. Here we have scientific equipment around us which is capable of snatching an entire ocean, and all the air above that ocean, from Earth and settling it here on this world of ours. The appalling chaos created by that scientific engineering feat would deluge earth in tidal waves and atmospheric upheavals which, possibly, might wipe out half the population until things became stable again. At that time, with everybody fighting for survival, we would strike and become the masters. Here, we would have a world rejuvenated, and Earth—when the chaos has settled—would also be under our control and with excellent surface conditions. Only the gravity would impede us, but we know that synthetic bodies are the answer to that.”

“A wonderful dream,” said the navigator, musing.

“It is not a dream!” Lexas slammed his fist on the desk. “I have worked out in detail how it can be done—thanks to the science we have learned from the Atlanteans. What we require is the erection of a giant tower on the surface—controlled safely from down here. It will project a heterodyning beam which, when it strikes Earth, will encompass perhaps a thousand miles of its surface area. The heterodyning beam will be in the centre of a funnel of force. That is to say, this funnel will be a beam having walls of vibration solid enough to withstand the sudden uprushing of water and air. Obviously, with part of Earth degravitated and this force funnel immediately over that part, the air and ocean will be sucked up the force funnel by the process of following the line of least resistance. But for this funnel the seas and atmosphere would spew sunward. So, finally, the stolen oceans and air will be brought here—to the deserts above our heads.”

The assembled Martians were intent now, amazed to discover Lexas’ grasp of things scientific since he had learned practically all Atlantean secrets.

“Do you suppose Earth cities and peoples will be sucked up the tube?” one of them questioned, but Lexas shook his head.

“No, because the binding molecular forces which hold solid things together will be destroyed by our beam—but degravitated air and water can only reassemble into their original non-solid form.”

The Martians looked at one another. Lexas rose from the desk and paced slowly up and down.

“The project is tremendous,” he admitted. “But we have all the labour we need, both amongst our own people and the few remaining Atlanteans.”

“This heterodyner you speak of, Excellency,” the navigator remarked. “How exactly will it work?”

“Gravity,” Lexas responded, “is as much a force as cosmic rays, light, or heat. It has definite limits and its power can be increased or decreased at will—which fact we know from our levitator beams which lift anything against the pull of gravitation. Just as ordinary waves can be heterodyned, so can a gravitational field.”

“How high is this giant tower to be?” another questioned.

“A thousand feet, my friend, sunken into the bedrock which exists below the desert sands. The actual controls will be down here. Everything will be watched by television eyes. We have the machine tools, all the scientific amenities we need. And I have here a rough plan ….”

Lexas went across to the big filing cabinet and produced a number of metal foil sheets. He laid them on the desk for his colleagues to see. They were in the form of blueprints, scale drawn by mathematical machines plus Lexas’ own surprising ingenuity.

The project called for a tower 1,000 feet high and sunken to a quarter of that depth in sand and bedrock. It would be made of non-corrosive alloy to resist the eternal metallic rot which existed on the Martian surface. At the summit there would be a circle of polished copper able to turn universally, and within the centre of the circle, suspended by electromagnets, would be a transmitter fitted with numberless graded lenses. This instrument and the copper hoop would be connected by cables dropping the length of the tower and passing down into the underworld …. Then would come the linking up, the use of vast stores of atomic energy, all the resources of Atlantean science, to bring life back to one world and chaos and untold destruction to another ….

And, entirely unaware of these grandiose ideas being argued somewhere above their heads, Clay and Thalia were half asleep in their cell, the girl stretched on the bunk and Clay with his back propped against the wall. Conversation was exhausted, ideas at a low ebb. They were both agreed there was nothing they could do until the metal-eaters, buzzing perpetually upon the door—and now upon part of the floor and walls—had succeeded in destroying the door, or made a fissure large enough for escape to be possible.

This did not happen, however, until several days and nights had gone past. The struggle against idleness was the hardest thing Clay and the girl had to bear: otherwise they had no complaints. They were fed well and at Clay’s request an extra bunk was put in for his own use—but there concessions ended.

Then came the time when Clay’s gentle testing of the door satisfied him that the metal was becoming frail. To study it there was no apparent change, save for the ant-like clusters clinging to it, but the metal itself was fragile and flaky.

“One good kick would smash a hole clean through,” Clay said, as the girl stood by his side.

“That’s what we want—but not until we have guns to fight with. To just step outside unarmed would be committing suicide.”

Clay nodded. “Next time the guard comes,” he decided. “He carries two guns and by this time is more or less lax, thinking we’ve given everything up as a bad job.”

He retired to his bunk and gave himself up once again to the hard task of waiting. Thalia sat down beside him and they both kept their eyes turned towards the dim outline of the door as it buzzed incessantly. So they remained until the time came for a guard to arrive with a meal—but to their surprise it was Lexas himself, together with two massive Martian guards.

“I think, my friends, you are entitled to hear about a scheme I have decided upon.” he said dryly. “Not because you rank high in my estimation but because you are going to work as you have never worked before. I said I wanted something to make you suffer for the inconvenience you have caused me, and I think I have found it. You are to be transferred to a labour force working on the surface.”

“Doing what?” Clay asked curtly.

“That,” Lexas said, his cold eyes triumphant, “is the interesting part. You will work with the remaining members of the Atlantean race, along with some lowly members of my own people, to encompass the destruction of Earth. Or if not that, to create such upheaval as will probably kill half the population of that planet.”

Clay looked disbelieving for a moment. “You’re not fooling me, Lexas. You wouldn’t destroy the planet which you wish to populate with your stinking race.”

“I exaggerated somewhat,” Lexas admitted. “All I propose to do is steal water and air over a thousand miles of Earth territory to replenish this dying world of mine. I think you can picture the chaos which will ensue on Earth … As for you and her Highness, you will not find it pleasant working seventeen hours a day on the surface, in air so thin it tries your small lung capacity, a strain which will grow more severe upon you every foot you, rise from the ground. Until at last, when you are working at the top of a thousand foot tower you will find it difficult to draw breath at all. When that time comes I shall spare you no mercy, my friends. None.”

Lexas became silent, his steel-trap mouth set hard. Then he said briefly.

“I will send guards to claim you when I am ready.”

With that he turned and left the cell. The electric lock clicked. Clay looked at Thalia steadily.

“So that’s his game,” he breathed, clenching his fists. “All right, it’s time we got some action, and I’m not waiting any longer!”

“But, Clay, you can’t attack them ….!”

Thalia was wasting her time. Clay backed to the further wall of the cell and then hurled himself forward with all his strength, crashing his right shoulder into the door. The shock numbed him for a moment, then the metal gave way in a wide fracture and sent him stumbling into the gloomy corridor outside.

Hearing the crashing of the metallic fragments the three Martians spun round, hands on their guns. They had not yet reached the end of the corridor. Clay, fully expecting their action, whipped up one of the metal pieces lying beside him and hurled it with all his power. It missed its objective but it had the effect of putting all three giants off their aim—and in those seconds Clay had hurtled down the short length and slammed a pile driver fist into Lexas’ stomach.

The Martian gulped in anguish, bending forward, and the guards with him brought up their guns, only to lower them again as they saw Clay had seized Lexas’ weapons and was holding them steadily.

“Kill me and you kill him,” he said briefly.

Slowly Lexas began to straighten again, his face contorted with pain. The Martian midriff, as Clay had discovered on past occasions, was even more sensitive than that of an Earthling.

“Get this cell open,” Clay ordered, nodding to the one nearest him, which was empty, the tiny square of inspection shield being drawn back to reveal the barrenness beyond.

The guards did not move. Clay pressed the guns to Lexas’ side.

“Do as he says,” Lexas ordered; then he added, “I don’t quite understand why you don’t use your temporary advantage to the full, Earthman. There is nothing to stop you killing me here and now.”

“I told you once before I don’t murder in cold blood,” Clay retorted. “Only in self defence. I never wiped out a man in cold blood unless my very life happened to be at stake.”

“And you are fool enough to think it isn’t now?”

“Not while I hold the guns. Besides, I feel about you as you did about me and Thalia. Death is too easy a get-out. It wants something slow …. Get in there!” Clay finished, as one of the guards completed the opening of the electric lock and swung wide the door.

Lexas obeyed slowly and the guards followed him into the confined space, Clay taking their weapons as they passed him. Then he slammed the door shut, spun the control of the electric clock and closed the slide through which the Martians were peering. Turning, he found Thalia at his side.

“I don’t quite know how you managed that,” she said in wonder, and Clay gave a grin. He gave her one gun and kept two.

“Neither do I. Sheer surprise and a punch in the stomach I think. Fact remains our friends are packed away for the moment and our next stop is the radio room. The safest way to get it without going into the street is to go to the top of the palace and use the roof-tops. Come on.”

“And leave Lexas and his guards to shout blue murder and get themselves released? There are guards just outside this corridor, remember.”

“I have that worked out,” Clay murmured, and grabbing the girl’s arm he hurried her along beside him until the end of the corridor had been reached. Here there was a massive metal door. Clay moved the heavy locking bar gently and pulled the door towards him, gazing intently at the guard standing at attention, his back turned. He had no reason to look behind him since the last people he had seen go in had been Lexas and his men: naturally he did not expect anybody else to come out.

Clay crouched for a minute, measuring the man’s immense height, then taking a sudden leap upwards, and raising his right hand gun at the same time, he brought it down with smashing force at the base of the Martian’s skull, just under the edge of his protective helmet. He dropped instantly, the senses knocked out of him.

To haul him into the narrow corridor and shut and lock the door on him was only a moment’s work, then Thalia looked about her in breathless anxiety.

“The next guard will be at the top of the steps which lead into this underground,” she said—and Clay gave a nod as he pondered the problem. Finally he made up his mind.

“Have to fight it out,” he said. “They’re armed and so am I—that’s a reasonable enough setup. If they get hurt they’ve asked for it.”

“But this is no time to be chivalrous,” Thalia protested, her green eyes wide in the dim light.

“Sorry, dearest, it’s a code I have,” Clay responded, shrugging. “I’ll kill in a fair fight, not otherwise. And if you spoke the truth you wouldn’t have me do any differently.”

“Well, no—But the odds are three to one. There are usually three or more guards at the top of the steps.”

“Here I go,” Clay said, and hurried forward with the girl trailing behind him anxiously. When they reached the steps she crept up after him as he inched his way to the summit.

A quartet of guards was in the upper corridor, but some little distance away. Clay weighed his guns in his hands and then dived into their view.

“On your guard!” he shouted, and as the Martians’ hands dived to their weapons he fired savagely, one gun after the other, the fiery pencils smoking as they slashed across the intervening distance. Clay had one advantage: the ray pistols had no recoil since they were not explosive in their “kick,” which fact enabled him to fire one gun after the other relentlessly.

The nearest guard screamed with pain as the searing ray completely amputated his hand and then sliced a piece out of his thigh. He stumbled away giddily and the man behind him fired both guns simultaneously. Clay flung himself on his knees and Thalia hurled herself against the wall. An inch or two above her head a black line traced itself in molten metal.

Clay fired from his low angle and cut the guard’s feet from beneath him. He crashed to severed stumps and dropped, writhing with anguish.

The floor smoked close beside Clay’s shoulder. He hurled his body sideways and then scrambled to his knees just in time to miss the rays from both guards’ guns simultaneously. He knew it was an advantage he could not hope to maintain indefinitely so he flung himself forward in a zig-zag movement, making it impossible for the two Martians to pinpoint him. Even as it was, one of the whirling flame jets slammed his left hand gun from his tingling fingers. He fired back with his right and saw a hole appear magically where a nose and ugly mouth had been.

The last remaining guard steadied himself as Clay hurtled upon him, but at the last second Clay pulled one of his gymnastic tricks. He dropped down on his haunches and slithered along the polished metal floor, clean between the tall Martian’s outspread legs.

Astounded the guard whirled round, but before he could aim his guns Clay had got him. Two beams slashed through the giant’s throat and brought him down gulping and dying … …

Slowly Clay rose up again and looked about him. He picked up one of the guns to replace his lost one and motioned Thalia.

“You didn’t use your gun,” he reminded her, as she came forward, and she looked shamefaced.

“I—I somehow couldn’t.”

“Yet you got yourself out of a space ship by stabbing a woman to death? It doesn’t make sense, Thalia.”

“She was synthetic: these men are real. It sort of—makes a difference.”

“All right, so you’re soft-hearted,” Clay smiled. “I don’t suppose I want you otherwise, either. I’ll do all the fighting that’s necessary round here. Now, where’s the staircase to the roof? We should make it without trouble.”

In the confusion of the struggle he had lost his sense of direction, even though he was familiar with the palace. Thalia, however, knew every corridor and passage and began to lead the way. They met with no further interruptions as they went down corridor after corridor, until at length the staircase leading to the upper regions came in view. Swiftly they ascended it, Clay with his guns ready for action—but they were not needed. The main guard in the hallway had already been dealt with.

So they gained the roof and looked about them quickly, the buildings of the underworld spread out on either side of them under the glow of the synthetic sun.

“That’s the laboratory where the radio rooms are,” Thalia said, nodding to it a little distance away, its presence distinguished by the network of aerials and antennae sprouting from its roof.

“As if I didn’t know,” Clay murmured. “I’m no stranger here, Thalia, remember.”

“I keep forgetting,” she apologised, and Clay patted her shoulder.

“I didn’t mean it unpleasantly—How about leaping the roofs? Think you can do it?”

For answer she hitched the long skirt of her gown high up round her waist so that her shapely legs were exposed to the knees, then she followed Clay quickly to the roof parapet. He thrust his guns into his belt, weighed up the distance to the next roof, and then leapt. Once he had landed he watched in anxiety as Thalia went a long way back and then began running at top speed. She cleared the gap easily and landed stumblingly, Clay catching her before she fell.

“This artificial gravity you have here is a nuisance,” he said. “It has as big a pull as on Earth—and I can’t think why. Lexas, you’d imagine, would have reduced it to Martian normal to suit his body and the rest of his friends.”

“While you are around?” Thalia asked, shaking her head. “That would make it easy for you to move at prodigious speed and leap tremendous distances, as you did when you first came here. Lexas is too smart for that …. And we’re wasting time,” Thalia added. “We’ve two more buildings to cross yet.”

They did not prove difficult to negotiate and the leaps ended on the flat roof of the immense laboratory. Clay considered the many skylights with their mesh of bars firmly embedded across them.

“Too big a drop from up here to the inside,” he decided. “I tried it once before and nearly broke my neck. A ground level entrance is our only chance.”

Moving to the edge of the roof he peered over it, to behold the main city street below. Martians were passing to and fro on the pedestrian walk and traffic was in the street. On the steps of the laboratory building itself were the foreshortened figures of guards.

“No use,” Clay said, as Thalia looked also. “See what the back has to offer.”

They hurried across to it and studied the wide expanse of yard. There was one guard visible but he was some distance away by the main gate—closed at the moment.

“Here we go,” Clay decided, and threw his leg over the parapet. “Keep your eye on that guard while I climb down. I’ll settle him fast enough when I get to the ground.”

Thalia nodded, drawing her gun, and Clay went silently down the tall, metal flue-pipe bolted to the wall. He had just touched bottom when the guard turned casually and looked about him. Clay’s hands dropped to his guns, but he was not quick enough. The guard flashed up his own weapon, and then dropped it as a livid sapphire streak flashed from the roof-top and struck his helmet. The impact knocked him over and stunned him, but otherwise he was uninjured. Clay looked above and grinned as Thalia made an “O” out of her second finger and thumb.

Then she hauled herself over the parapet and descended in a manner hardly becoming to a lady of high rank. Clay caught her in his arms as she neared the bottom of the flue-pipe.

“Good work,” he smiled. “That dead shot probably saved my life.”

“Does he stay like that?” Thalia asked, glancing towards him. “Suppose he recovers?”

Clay nodded and hurried over to him. Using the man’s belt he secured his massive arms tightly, then he tugged up his singlet-like tunic until it was rammed in the guard’s mouth.

“That should settle him for as long as we need,” Clay said. “Now to get into this place ….”

Thalia beside him, he looked at the opaque windows of the gigantic building. It was an advantage that the glass was obscure since it had saved watchful eyes peering through—but it had the drawback of making the laboratory’s interior a complete mystery.

“We might step into a quiet part or a hornet’s nest if we smash a window,” Clay said, thoughtfully.

“Have to take a chance,” Thalia replied. “Lexas won’t be imprisoned for ever and time’s running out ….”

Clay took out his guns and moved forward swiftly. He chose a window at random and slammed his right hand gun through it. The instant the glass had shattered around him he pointed both guns into the laboratory steadily. At a nearby bench, working Martians were eyeing him in amazement. Further away by the nearest door a guard paused half way to drawing his gun.

“Not a move out of any of you,” Clay said using the Martian tongue so none could misunderstand. “All of you line up in a group there—on that main aisle.”

His order was obeyed, and whilst the Martians moved he clambered through the aperture and stepped down into the space beyond. Behind him Thalia followed his example, her own gun at the ready and her green eyes bright with excitement.

Clay waited until every Martian in the huge area—perhaps twenty of them—had gathered in the centre aisleway, then he spoke to Thalia.

“Take their weapons, Thalia, and throw them through the window. They can’t get at them there. I’ll keep you covered.”

She nodded and stepped forward. The giant Martians, both men and women, looked as though they would have liked to smash down the girl’s relatively tiny figure as she took their guns from them, but they did not dare with Clay’s merciless eyes fixed on them.

So, finally, Thalia had completed her task. Feeling a little shaky but not admitting it openly she returned to Clay’s side.

“Which of you is the radio operator?” he demanded, for—though he had seen the operator before—he found it impossible to distinguish one Martian from another. They were alike as Chinamen to an Englishman.

“I am,” one of them responded, stepping forward.

“And that’s your apparatus over there,” Clay said, nodding to it a few yards away. “Get busy and contact Earth. Thalia, see that he does it. The rest of you will be better off in one of the ante-rooms there—”

“Who says they will?” snapped a voice to the rear.

Clay swung round; Thalia paused half way to the radio equipment. A sudden blast of fire narrowly missed Clay’s face and he dropped his right hand gun with the sudden shock. Before he could use the left one it had been snatched from him as the Martians closed in.

In the broken window stood Lexas, grinning widely with his hideous mouth, his two guards behind him. All three of them were fully armed.

“I spoiled your party, Earthman, it seems,” Lexas commented, striding over the window bottom with his long legs.

Clay waited, his face grim. Thalia tore savagely free of the Martian holding her and came to Clay’s side. Lexas’ boring eyes surveyed the gathered Martians:

“Nice collection of fools you are,” he commented sourly. “You let a single Earthman and a frail woman give you orders! Twenty of you and afraid to act!”

“We were taken by surprise, Excellency ….”

“Shut up!” Lexas spat at him. “And get back to work, the lot of you.”

Silently the Martian men and women obeyed. Lexas watched them moving for a moment then his eyes came back to Clay and Thalia as they stood side by side.

“You are too soft-hearted, Earthman,” he commented. “And I despise you for it. You could have killed me earlier, and didn’t. You could have killed the guard whom you dragged into the dungeon corridor, but you didn’t. He recovered, and his hammerings brought aid. After that it was not difficult to track you down. You will remember that everybody has an aura, detectable by a television eye. With that I was able to see where you both were ….”

Lexas became silent and Clay gave a shrug. “All right, so we gambled and failed. Nothing else you can do but kill us off or return us to the dungeon.”

“Later, perhaps,” Lexas mused for a moment. “I am interested in knowing why you took such risks to reach the radio equipment. What had you in mind?”

“Since we failed it no longer matters,” Clay retorted.

“I think it does, Earthman—and I mean to know what you intended. Don’t forget I have a way of making you talk. For that purpose, at least, her Highness is most useful.”

“Neither of us have anything to say,” Thalia snapped. “Return us to captivity and leave it at that.”

“Remember the women in the cage?” Lexas asked impassively. “They suffered quite a deal. I see no reason why you should not, Highness. That is up to the Earthman. Now, why did you wish to use the radio?”

“To—to see what is going on back on Earth,” Clay said, and then staggered a little as Lexas struck him violently across the face.

“Stop lying!” he roared. “I want the truth! You would not go to all that trouble just to get reports. Perhaps some secret you wished to send to your race on the third world?”

Clay tightened his lips, his colour deepening. Thalia gave him a quick glance.

“Don’t tell him, Clay,” she entreated. “Once you do we can never use the plan again and it’s the only one that can save us.”

“Really?” Lexas asked, with his hideous smile. “Thank you for revealing that much, Highness. Would you care to elaborate a little—or would you, Earthman, prefer to see he Highness suspended by her thumbs?”

The mental struggle through which he was passing was obvious on Clay’s face. If he revealed the truth it would scotch forever the opportunity of getting an Earth armada to help: Lexas would always be ready for it, and there was certainly no other way to get aid since he had such vast preponderance of numbers. On the other hand, to allow Thalia to suffer was unthinkable.

“Do what you like with me,” Thalia said defiantly, her eyes hard. “Clay, I beg of you, don’t gratify him. A chance will come for you to carry out the scheme we arranged and ….”

Lexas motioned impatiently. Thalia had no chance to speak further. Clay watched fixedly as she was swept backwards in the grip of the two giant guards. She was powerless to prevent them winding thin wire about her slender body.

“The thumb process is a slow one,” Lexas mused. “And you are so obstinate, Earthman. There may be a quicker way …. Try it,” he added briefly.

Clay clenched his fists, but he could not act with Lexas’ gun fixed on him, so he looked again at Thalia and wondered what villainy was intended. He was not long in discovering. Thalia suddenly found herself raised into the air and the wire which looped under her arms was hitched on to a projecting stanchion bar. The guards stood aside leaving her suspended three feet from the floor.

“Continue,” Lexas ordered—and the guards moved across to the bench again. From it they selected a massive metal weight with a hook attached. They hooked it on to the wire binding Thalia’s ankles and she bit her lip as it dragged down on her body, the thin wires commencing to sink into her flesh.

“Weights will be added by degrees,” Lexas explained. “As the weight increases the wires will cut deeper ….”

Clay lashed out with his fists, and a resounding blow felled him to his knees. He shook his head dazedly.

“Get her down,” he panted. I’ll—I’ll tell you.”

“I prefer the information first, Earthman.”

“I was going to give Earth people the secret of space travel,” Clay said breathlessly. “Bring them here, with an armada, to smash you and your filthy works to hell!”

“Really?” Lexas mused. “Quite interesting.”

“That’s all there is!” Clay shouted at him. “Get Thalia down!”

Lexas motioned briefly and the guards obeyed. Thalia found herself lifted in their powerful arms and was returned to the floor. The steel wires were unwound from about her.

“I am sorry I had to be unpleasant, Highness,” Lexas apologised. “You can blame your obstinate friend here.”

“I would sooner have died than let you know what we were trying to do.” Thalia said helplessly. “Clay, you told him everything …. How can we ever—?”

“What else could I do?” he demanded, getting up. “He knows I can’t stand out against having you maltreated. If it were me he’d never get a word.”

“I learned long ago the usefulness of a female in making the male talk,” Lexas commented. “However, to return to the point … You thought of summoning an Earth armada? Perhaps that is quite a good idea.”

Clay and Thalia gazed at him blankly.

“I have already told you of my plan to take water and air from Earth,” he continued. “That will take care of many thousands of Earth people,” he continued. But many will survive of course. We could deal with quite a number of them if they came in an armada—and, what is more, they would have aboard the armada all the weapons which are dangerous. If the armada were to be destroyed—as we might have been had we continued to Earth—it would mean the end of all organised opposition. With no weapons to defend themselves and their peoples demoralised by climatic upheavals, the Earthlings would fall under my control without a struggle.”

“What!” Clay cried. “You think I’d tell my people to come here, straight into a trap?”

“I do, yes,” Lexas assented. “You have such a regard for her Highness, you do not like to see her suffer.”

“How much you could do, Clay, if I were not here,” she whispered.

“Which would rather defeat its own purpose,” Lexas commented. “I gather you have the wish to create the nucleus of a new race. One of you is powerless without the other …. But we waste time. You decided to radio to your planet, Earthman—so do it!”

Clay, driven into a corner, had no other course. He went over to the radio equipment and the operator went to work with the controls. There was a long pause then through the speaker there came at last an Earth voice, marred somewhat by what remained of static interference in space.

“Calling Earth,” Clay said despondently, turning to the microphone. “Clay Drew speaking from Mars. I have a message to hand to the President of the British Association of Science and Interplanetary Research. Contact him for me ….. Over.”

Lexas smiled and relaxed, waiting. Beside him, powerless to do anything, Thalia looked on.


CHAPTER FIVE

CLAY’S PLAN

In half an hour Clay had finished his communication and switched off. He gave Lexas a grim look.

“Satisfied?” he asked coldly.

“Entirely, Earthman. I compliment you on giving your race such explicit details as to how to cross space. In the course of a few months, whilst they build their armada—thinking everything is safe to attack, thanks to the excuses you have made to explain away my own lack of action—I can also make my own preparations to deal with them. In the meantime, or until it becomes necessary for you and her Highness to enter the labour squad working on the tower I have planned, you will be returned to captivity. And I would add,” Lexas finished, “that on this occasion no metal eaters will help you. They have all been destroyed. It was clever of you to bring them from Phobos. Allowed to multiply they could have endangered this entire underworld.”

Lexas jerked his head briefly and Clay and Thalia found themselves led from the laboratory by the guards. Lexas stood in thought for a moment or two, then he too departed and returned to his headquarters office in the palace. Within ten minutes his orders over the intercom had brought the men who represented his governing clique.

In detail he outlined the situation to them, and the story made the navigator, at least, shake his head dubiously.

“That Earthman has far too many surprises for comfort, Excellency,” he commented. “Up to now, by some unexpected method or other, he has always succeeded in outwitting you—and I have the uneasy feeling that he will go on doing it. I think it would be better to dispose of him completely—and her Highness.”

“Not as long as they can be useful to me. I shall use them when these Earth fools attempt to invade us. They will be the decoys by which the Earth commanders will believe they have an easy victory ahead of them.”

“You are sure there was not some hidden meaning or warning in the message Clay Drew sent?” another asked.

“Quite sure. The Earthman knew that the well-being of her Highness was at stake if he dared try any trickery …. However, I have called you here for a specific purpose. I have decided on a method by which this armada can be dealt with. We shall have plenty of time to prepare it because the Earth people cannot construct a worthwhile armada under several months, even though Clay Drew gave them all the details.”

“I assume we shall use our own fleet and attack them as they approach?” the navigator asked.

“No, my friend, though as a warrior that is about what I would expect from you. There is a better way, if we are not to jeopardise ourselves, and we can use part of the labour force which is going to build our tower for us. I propose four more towers, much smaller than the giant one we have devised, to be set at equidistant parts of the surface rather like the mathematically exact points of the compass. They will be constructed in such a way that they are on a line with this planet’s axial revolution.”

“Meaning, I take it,” the navigator said, “that as one tower is carried out of sight beyond the horizon—as seen from space that is—another tower will come into view?”

“That is it exactly,” Lexas assented. “Four towers, in series, each one projecting a wide fan of destruction into space between this planet and Earth. An unremitting, battering barrier of disintegration. No armada ever made will be able to get through it.”

“An excellent idea,” one of the assembly admitted. “But over what area do you imagine the disintegration will become effective? Our greatest range at the moment is three miles. And if the armada gets within that distance of us they will see the towers and destroy them with their own weapons.”

“I have not studied Atlantean science to no purpose,” Lexas responded, revealing again the surprising streak of ingenuity in his able brain. “I think it will be possible for each tower to emit disintegrating vibration for a distance of eight thousand miles.”

“Impossible, Excellency!” one of the Martian engineers protested.

“Not if we use the entire planet. Every planet with a rotation is a natural dynamo, my friends, spinning and generating energy. It is particularly noticeable in the case of Earth, where the surplus energy forms the auroras at the Poles. That energy must be harnessed, the inexhaustible energy of our planet spinning against the ether, and then passed through giant converters. That way we can produce all the energy and power we need and radiate it into space. That same source of energy can also power the giant tower with which we will steal oceans and atmosphere. It is my hope that that act will be completed before the armada sets forth. It will give Earthlings an overwhelming desire for revenge on us, send them rushing headlong into the trap.”

“Will they know it is us?” the navigator asked.

“Clay Drew will see to that. I shall order him to do so.”

Plainly, Lexas had made up his mind, so there was nothing for his colleagues to do but obey his instructions. In consequence of these instructions Clay and Thalia found themselves taken from their cell a week after their abortive effort to secretly radio to Earth. They were taken to the desert above the underworld and then by tractor to a site of operations in the midst of the wastes. Here they discovered a small town had already sprung up, housing the Martian engineers and labour corps they had gathered together.

“Apparently Lexas means it,” Clay commented, looking about him—then he was thrust into a slowly moving queue of workers with Thalia at his side. In the main, the file was made up of giant Martians from the surface—none of whom had had the chance to become as powerful and intelligent as those who had mastered the underworld—though here and there a smaller figure revealed a survivor of the Atlantean race.

In every direction, for perhaps two square miles, there was equipment. Machines of practically every description, most of them in transparent casing which kept away the eternal sand from delicate mechanisms. Power transmission by cables was evidently in force, for six-inch-thick wires, heavily insulated snaked through the sand to a specially made valve connecting with the underworld.

Martians in authority came and went, some carrying what appeared to be sketches; others measuring and examining the desert. Overhead the sun blazed down steadily from the eternally cloudless sky. Far away in the distance a black cone reached heavenwards and gyrated away to the east—one of the sandstorms which were always moving in some part of the expanse.

So, presently, Clay and Thalia found themselves within the temporary structure where the labour force was being indexed. The Martian in charge of the records looked up with a cold grin as he saw the two before him.

“I fancy, Highness, you will find this work very different to lying in the silken cushions of your palace,” he commented. “I have instructions from his Excellency to put you both to the task of girder-construction.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Clay snapped, who on Earth had been an engineer. “It demands a considerable amount of muscular strength and tremendous endurance. It’s a job only suitable for the strongest of men.”

“You have a lesser gravity to contend with than below, where it is regulated to suit requirements,” the official replied. “That is the order. You will take your instructions from the man on the site over there. Your duration of work will be seventeen hours in one shift. There is much to be done and no relaxation will be tolerated.”

“Why, you low down—” Clay broke off and clenched his fists. To do anything about the edicts was impossible. So he moved on with Thalia beside him.

“I don’t quite know how I’m going to do it,” she muttered, with a glance down at her slim body and the costly royal robe she was still wearing.

“I’ll help all I can,” Clay promised, as they moved across to where the Martian supervisor stood—a nine foot giant with enormous shoulders and muscles rolling on his naked arms.

Apparently, however, Lexas had already foreseen the possibility of Clay aiding the girl, for the supervisor separated them into two distinct labour corps. For Clay there was the work of helping to lay the foundations of the vast tower which, eventually, was to turn into a cosmic thief. For Thalia was the back-breaking task of helping Martian women to heave metal struts and bars into position—and since she was the only Atlantean woman among them, and a dignitary at that, they saw to it that she had the hardest load.

Because she had character and courage she battled on without complaint. Clay caught glimpses of her at times, but with overseers keeping an eye on things he could do nothing to help her ….. So the toil went on throughout the day in the blaze of the Martian sun. The air being thin made the sun’s rays extra hot, and it also made Clay, Thalia, and all those of non-Martian origin, struggle for breath. The various scientific devices for raising heavy weights were reserved for other members of the labour corp—those who by some influence or other had got themselves into a favoured position.

For the majority there was no respite. Lexas was sadist enough to treat the lower classes of his own race with the same heartlessness as his bitterest enemies.

Even sundown brought no relief, except for a brief break for food—such as it was. The work went on until close on the Martian midnight; then a night shift was put into operation. Feeling half dead with fatigue Clay crept to the long wooden bunkhouse which had been erected for his particular corps, and with no thought of Thalia or anything else, he fell dead asleep.

The second day he found it less gruelling as wrenched muscles began to adapt themselves. He wondered about Thalia but was not allowed to communicate with her. So he worked on amidst the sweltering heat, watching the base of the titanic tower being constructed, its side pieces being driven down, down, and ever down, by atomic pile drivers. Then, when one Martian was accidentally killed by a fall of rock an Atlantean was put in his place—a young, powerfully built man with the finely cut features of one of high caste. For the first time since his slavery had commenced, Clay found he had somebody to talk to.

“Apparently, Highness, Lexas has the advantage by weight of numbers and knowledge of stolen science,” the young man commented, as he and Clay worked in the shaft where the tower foundations were being sunken.

“I am not entitled to be called ‘Highness’ until—if ever—I am wedded to her Highness Princess Thalia,” Clay reminded him. “Until then I’m just a worker like the rest, and I seem to have made one glorious, hopeless mess of trying to oust Lexas and establish Atlantean law throughout the red planet.”

“You cannot be blamed for that sir,” the Atlantean responded. “Lexas and his hordes proved too much of a handful for us—But there are still some of us left, and perhaps someday we shall struggle beside you to victory.”

Clay paused in his work of heaving a massive girder into position.

“Who are you, my friend? I cannot remember having seen you before.”

“Just one of the race. I was originally in the biological laboratories and I escaped the general slaughter when Lexas decided to eliminate so many of our people. My name is Axion.”

Clay was about to speak but the roaring voice of a Martian guard got him to work again. He continued conversation as he moved the girder around, the Atlantean at his side.

“At the moment the position is desperate,” he said. “Not only are we all slaves at Lexas’ command, but the one thing that could have saved us—an armada from my own world—will soon be on its way, to be destroyed. And I gave the information which will lead it to destruction. I don’t see how I can ever live that down!”

“An armada?” Axion repeated. “I don’t quite understand. I did not know Earth people had the secret of space travel.”

“They have now ….” And Clay gave the details.

“Yes, a sombre outlook.” Axion admitted. “I hear that work has started on four other towers beside this one, but I do not know their purpose. You say this particular one is to steal water and air from Earth?”

“So Lexas informed me.”

“Then why the four smaller ones? Axion frowned as he worked. “They can have no connection with this …. I got the information through this,” he explained, and from his tattered blouse he produced an object like a medallion—until Clay, peering at it, realised it was a minute radio.

“Usually worn on the wrist,” the young scientist explained. “I hung it here when I was arrested for labour work. I knew it would be confiscated otherwise. It covers a range of nearly a hundred miles and is most useful.”

“I only hope it may help us later,” Clay said, and went on with his work to avoid trouble with the overseer who was commencing to look suspicious.

Bunked in the same building when the shift was over, Clay and Axion forgot the differences of planet and social position which separated them, and became two companions in adversity, exchanging personal reactions, views, and speculations on the future. Not that their conversations ever lasted long: they were too exhausted for that—but on some of the nights, as they lay in bunks next to each other, they both listened to the tiny radio which Axion kept well smothered. Reedy and muffled they caught snatches of information broadcast by other Atlanteans in different parts of the planet who also possessed the microscopic transmitter-receiver equipment with their pin-head atomic batteries.

Clay began to put together bits and pieces. He would lie awake, deliberately fighting sleep, hearing news of four towers at equidistant points on the Martian surface. He heard rumours of power being gained from the entire plant itself. Underground, it seemed, vast power houses were being constructed. There was talk of disintegration fields—and none of it made sense to him, until the night when he was literally too tired to sleep.

On this night the tiny radio was silent, and Axion was fast asleep. Clay watched the twin shadows moving along the floor, one shadow from Phobos moving rapidly; the other from Deimos almost imperceptible. The windows of the bunkhouse were brightly silvered with the light and beyond them was the grey of the Martian desert with its icy night wind. There being no clouds the day heat vanished into space at night and struck a frosty chill ….. From not far away was the clangour and rattle of the night shift working on the tower.

Phobos …. Four towers …. Disintegrative force. The three points were only loosely connected in Clay’s fatigued brain, yet he felt he had the basis of a desperate plan somewhere. So much so, indeed, that he urged Axion to find out all he could over his radio equipment.

By degrees, as day succeeded day, the Atlantean picked up details and odds and ends and Clay fitted them together for himself, saying nothing, as yet. Now and again, when he took time to think of anything beyond the immediate problem, his mind turned to Thalia. How was she? Had she broken under the continuous strain? It did not seem possible to discover anything as her own particular corps was working in another area altogether, and to reach it would mean running the gauntlet of several guards.

And, by degrees, the giant tower which was to bring chaos to Earth, took shape. The foundations were finished, going two hundred and fifty feet into the ground, the main girders being composed of pressure-resisting alloy. From these foundations there were now springing lattices of metal, mainly of three-foot-thick girders held in position by lateral bars and struts.

Clay and Axion began to work at loftier levels. With every passing shift they were perched higher over the desert, welding sections into place, fitting gigantic bolts, seeing below them the other workers and the whole vast site of operations. Clay for his part kept a constant watchout on those below in the hope he might spot Thalia, but he was unsuccessful ….

Until the middle of one Martian afternoon. He was labouring hard in the torrid blaze of the sun, a hundred feet above the desert, perched in a cradle with Axion working at his side, when he became aware of. Thalia and three Martian women standing on the platform in the tower centre. They were in the midst of arranging drums of cabling which had been lifted hither by levitator beams from below.

“Thay!” Clay exclaimed in delight, and beside him Axion looked up quickly.

Regardless of guards or anything else Clay scrambled from his cradle and wriggled along the girder connecting to the tower centre. He caught the girl into his arms and held her tightly. The Martian women glanced but otherwise did not concern themselves. Unrelenting toil had by this time rendered them regardless of everything save their own miseries.

“Thank heaven you’re alive,” Clay whispered at length, holding Thalia a little way from him and studying her. “And apparently you’re not much the worse!”

The surprising thing to Clay was that instead of being a drooping, physical wreck after the toil she had endured she was stronger, and there was a hardness about her arms that had certainly not been there before. Attired in a sleeveless affair with a low neck, and a pair of shorts, she had changed from the delicate girl of high birth who had shrunk from killing a Martian in cold blood. Instead, she was deeply bronzed with sunlight, and soft muscles visibly rolled as she moved.

“I’ve recovered something of my heritage, Clay,” she explained. “I could even enjoy it but for the air being so thin. It half chokes me, and working up here the effect is even worse than on the surface.”

“Just as Lexas promised,” Clay said bitterly. Then he looked puzzled. “Recovered your heritage, dearest? What heritage?”

She began to work on the cable with strong brown fingers as she talked, to offset the telescopic sights of the guards who had the tower under observation.

“Don’t you recall that the Atlanteans, way back in their early days when they lived on Earth, were the greatest athletes in the world? I’m descended from them—but like the rest of my race I have lived in pampered security, until this happened to me. Now I’ve had security and easy living taken from me I find I have the strength and agility of the stock from which I sprang. It’s the same with you. Though born on Earth you are of direct Atlantean descent—and look at you! You’re twice as muscular as when I last saw you.”

Clay glanced at his powerful arms and grinned a little.

“I certainly don’t feel much the worse. The lighter gravity helps, of course. Maybe Lexas did us a good turn in putting us to work. If I ever get near enough to him again I’ll break his jaw for luck …. Oh, this is Axion,” Clay broke off, as the Atlantean made his way along the girder and smiled a greeting.

“Your servant, Highness,” he murmured, inclining his head to the girl.

Clay glanced about him. “Better break it up for the moment,” he said. “The guards down there will be getting suspicious.”

Thalia nodded and turned back to her task of arranging the massive cabling. The Martian women with whom she worked still took little heed of her, beyond exchanging words connected with the job they were doing.

“I thought those creatures would make it tough for you,” Clay remarked, puzzled, as he and Axion apparently busied themselves with a cross-strut and heaved it into place.

“They did at first,” Thalia responded. “Now they’re quite friendly. They’re disillusioned by the way Lexas has treated them and they keep remembering that whilst my own race was in power they were left undisturbed. All this grinding work for an objective they don’t understand is winning them over to our side.”

“All the better,” Clay murmured. “Maybe we’ll get the whole of Mars united in the finish.”

For a long interval no words were exchanged, then Thalia worked her way into a position where she could talk to Clay without it being too noticeable. He, in his cradle with the Atlantean, had the girl above him on the platform. She lay down flat, arranging cabling over his head.

“Lexas obviously means going ahead with his plan to steal Earth sea and atmosphere,” she said. “This giant tower under construction is only part of the idea. I’ve been working down underground too and I’ve seen the miles of cabling and huge electrical engines he has under construction. Nearly all the available space has been taken over for machinery. How we ever start to break it all down or upset Lexas’ plans I can’t even guess.”

“I think there may be a way,” Clay said—and at that the girl and Axion looked at him sharply.

“With guards everywhere?” Axion asked.

“I’m thinking of the four towers which are being built—independently of this giant. By piecing together information which Axion here has obtained over his pocket radio it seems the towers are to be used for projecting disintegrative power. That power will be generated in a tremendous intensity by using the whole planet as a dynamo, its axial spin creating the energy. That will give enough energy to feed four projectors, each one capable of projecting disintegrative force into space for a distance of eight thousand miles …. That much information I have gathered.”

“But why such enormous range and power?” Thalia asked. “I thought this tower was going to be used for stealing the air and water from—”

“It is,” Clay interrupted. “The smaller ones will set up a disintegrative barrier in space which will destroy the oncoming Earth armada. Don’t you see? As one tower rotates out of position because of Mars’ spin, another one will take its place. That will keep up a constant fire.”

“Which as good as writes off the Earth armada,” Thalia said, working mechanically.

“Phobos,” Clay said, with a grim smile, “is six thousand miles distant from here. These disintegrator projectors, when in action, will reach eight thousand miles. What does that suggest to you?”

To Axion, from his expression, the suggestion did not register at all. But Thalia’s green eyes suddenly opened wider and her lips parted in excitement.

“You don’t mean—destroy Phobos?” she gasped. “But —but if you did that—”

“If I did that;” Clay finished, “the pieces of that eight-mile-wide satellite would fall to Mars here, drawn by his gravity. Each piece would be crawling with metal-eaters which would instantly be released into the desert. The rest you can picture …. The desert here is one mass of rust and corroding iron grinding down into sand. Then there are the towers. The more the metal-eaters get to eat the more they multiply. Lexas would be faced with an almost impossible task in trying to destroy them. And the cosmic avalanche produced by the destruction of Phobos would bring down a rain of boulders and rocks which, if the timing was correct, would destroy all the Martian cities on the surface here. There are only three anyway, with Malacon as the capital.”

Thalia and Axion were both quiet for a while, digesting the enormity of Clay’s plan. He had suddenly moved from the field of small time aggression to super-science, using a whirling moon as his ally.

“It’s feasible enough, sir,” Axion said presently. “But it would require a good deal of calculation. Phobos would have to be struck at just the right moment to permit of his pieces falling to this part of the planet. If they fell on the other side, far away from these towers, the point would be lost.”

“Mathematics can take care of that,” Clay responded. “You and I can work them out. I haven’t been an engineer all my life for nothing. As to the rest—We cannot make any move until the actual projectors are fixed on the towers. Then it will be a dangerous matter of dealing with whatever guards there are watching the towers.”

“Whatever the situation we’ll tackle it,” Thalia declared, glancing back over her shoulder to see if the Martian women were listening—which they were not. “The only unfortunate part is that I cannot be with you to help arrange the plan.”

“You’ll be kept informed somehow,” Clay told her—and for the time being he dropped the subject. He knew exactly what he intended to do. He had not played his last card in the life and death struggle with Lexas by any means.


CHAPTER SIX

THE DESTRUCTION OF PHOBOS

Lexas himself, from the indexing reports which he received from the surface, was well aware that Clay and Thalia had come together again in the course of their work, but the fact did not disturb him since he was perfectly confident there was nothing they could do to upset his plans. And in any case he had too many other things on his mind.

Whilst the construction of the giant, and four smaller towers, was proceeding on the surface he was personally directing the deployment of the vast engines of power needed for his audacious plan to steal water and air, and destroy an armada.

Throughout the underworld, buildings having been vaporised to make room, were enormous electrical engines of every shape and design, constructed by Martians and Atlanteans alike and made to handle the planet’s own energy as it spun steadily in space like a mighty armature.

There were generators, vacuum tubes, enormous anode and cathode globes roped together by powerful filaments; bridges and ladders of insulated metal perched between vast electromagnets, and miles of cables of all thicknesses leading through newly-bored passages which ended at the Martian poles. Here lay more electrical equipment of a magnetic variety, used for absorbing the flow of planetary current as it was generated by natural processes at the tips of the planetary axis. There was little doubt that Lexas, the one-time uncouth conqueror with visions of ruling his world and destroying the “usurpers,” had a good deal of scientific vision. Almost unaided, except for a few suggestions by his immediate clique, he had devised this super-scientific set-up which he was confident would restore to Mars much needed water, and take care of the Earth invaders at the same time.

And, on the surface, the towers became taller and taller as the night and day shifts continued without pause. Many Martians, particularly the females, collapsed under the constant strain—and more immediately took their place. Lexas took no heed of life or comfort in his ceaseless drive to get the towers completed before Earthlings had the chance to launch their armada. Radio reports from Earth, some of which Axion was also able to receive, revealed that as yet, Earth had not completed its plans for invasion.

Weeks passed into months and the days of the Martian summer became less uncomfortable as the furious heat declined. As always the sky was cloudless but with the coming of the Martian solstice a colder nip was in the air; especially noticeable to those who worked on the towers.

Clay’s connection with Thalia had, by this time, been broken again. She had been transferred to cable work on one of the smaller towers some eighteen miles distant—and visible from the giant structure on which Clay, Axion, and numberless others were working. But by night she returned to the site of operations, occupying one of the long bunk-houses at the far side of the area surrounding the tower. Clay knew exactly which window was nearest to her bed and was resolved that when need arose he would take a risk to communicate with her.

As for the mathematics concerning Phobos, these had been worked out to the last split second. Clay knew exactly what he intended to do, but not a single move could be made until the projector on the nearest tower—on which Thalia was at work at the moment—had been wired up and tested. Once that happened, and the test would be obvious to everybody, so there was no no need to try and discover when it would take place, Clay was ready.

But again many weeks passed, time in which the giant tower had reached 800 feet of its proposed 1,000-ft. height, excluding the distance the foundations sank into bedrock. Clay worked on, struggling now against the tenuity of the air, but otherwise developed into a muscular giant and fully prepared for whatever feats of endurance and strength he might have to attempt.

Then the whisper went round that a test was to be made. Axion heard of it first and passed the news on to Clay. It became a matter of pinning down the exact time. It was to be by day, when the guards were able to watch what happened. They were taking no chances of any unauthorised worker getting near the terribly destructive power of one of the projectors. It only needed a sufficiently determined man to destroy everything in sight with that frightful blast of energy.

So, unable to do anything because of being watched, Clay and Axion had to look on with the rest of the workers on the day the test was made. Thalia, removed from the test tower with her fellow workers, saw the demonstration from the ground level. A single Martian engineer, highly trusted by Lexas, was put in charge of the projector and its power was trained on a test “flying saucer” whirling at 30,000 feet over the desert. The invisible beam from the projector destroyed it instantly.

Another one was tried from a lower level and before everybody’s eyes the mighty machine was blasted into one eye-searing mass of brilliance ….then the cold blue sky was empty.

Power beyond our wildest dreams there, Axion,” Clay murmured, as the workers talked amongst themselves after seeing the demonstration. “Each tower equipped with such vast force will end any armada in the universe. We’ve got to act fast. So far there is no news of the armada having left Earth, but it could happen at any moment.” Clay was silent for a while and then said decisively, “We’ve got to get busy tonight. The longer we delay the worse things will become.”

“I don’t doubt we could risk tackling the tower,” Axion responded, looking at it in the sunny distance. “It will be heavily guarded, I expect, but we’ll deal with that. The point worrying me is, how do we get the power switched on? It is all controlled from below. Otherwise the projector is just dead metal, and will remain so until word goes forth that the Earth armada has started on its journey.”

“Thalia has worked below, so she said,” Clay mused. “She is the only one amongst us likely to know where the controls are. Tonight, when she returns to the women’s bunkhouse, I shall have to get in touch with her somehow. After that we’ll see what happens. You’ll work with me, Axion: one more is always an advantage.”

“Just as you say, sir,” the Atlantean agreed.

And Clay did exactly as he had planned. Once he and Axion had finished their shift—long after the Martian night had come—they returned to their own bunkhouse in the normal way and made a pretence of going to sleep. In truth this was all they felt fit for, but there was much to be done. They waited until the remainder of the workers, most of them Martian, had relaxed into slumber, then they rose silently from their beds and stole to the nearest window. Knowing already what kind of a window it was and that it overlooked the open space in front of the bunkhouse, they succeeded in getting out of the building without any disturbance. Then they looked about them.

The twin moons were casting their confusing light on the dusty spaces. A thin, cold wind was blowing. Some distance away the glare of electric floods illuminated the site where the night workers were toiling.

“Won’t be much attention being given to us,” Clay said finally. “I think we can risk it. Come on.”

He crept along for a moment or two in the shadow of the long bunkhouse and then gazed across the space separating him from the half dozen wooden buildings which housed the Martian and Atlantean women. A guard was visible in the distance, moving slowly up and down, but apparently he was the only one. The chance of anybody trying to cross the space was so remote that the guard considered he was almost wasting his time.

“Wait until he starts walking back to his post, then run,” Clay murmured. “We want the nearest building to us—third window. Our trouble is that we have no arms.”

Axion nodded in the twin moonlights—then he darted after Clay as he suddenly leapt forward. Thanks to the weakness of the Martian gravitation he crossed the open expanse in safety, moving in the prodigious leaps of a kangaroo with Axion close behind him. Both of them had reached the safety and shadows of the first women’s bunkhouse by the time the guard had turned again.

“So far, so good,” Clay murmured. “Now for the tough part. I only hope Thalia has not had her bed moved to some other spot. This window, so she told me, is of similar design to ours.”

Having no penknife or weapons of any kind he had to use the thin edge of his trouser belt buckle to force the catch between the sashes. It gave a faint click and he waited tensely, sweating. Nothing happened; so he began to raise the sash silently and gazed within the long, dark room. There was only the sound of deep breathing and dimly visible heads.

Cautiously Clay eased himself through the window and to the boor beyond. Evidently luck was still with him for Thalia’s bed was exactly where she had described it. She stirred uneasily as he gently moved her shoulder, then before she could speak he put a hand over her mouth.

“Come outside,” he whispered. “I’ll wait for you …”

He returned through the window and joined Axion in the shadows. There was a pause of perhaps five minutes, then Thalia appeared, in her shorts and blouse, her young, muscular body moving with a panther grace, to where Clay and the Atlantean stood.

“Going into action?” she breathed, looking about her.

“Tonight—if we can.” Clay gave her the details.

“I know where the controls are down below, yes,” she assented, “but it’s an almost impossible task to reach them. The underworld’s teeming with Martians, and the guard is extremely heavy. We’d never stand a chance, Clay.”

“I was afraid of that,” he muttered.

All three fell to thought for a space, up against what seemed an insurmountable problem.

“Somehow that one tower eighteen miles away has got to be powered,” Clay said at length, clenching his fist. “I was never at work on it—but you have been Thay. What about the wiring? It all goes into the underworld?”

“Through a special vent, yes.”

“And what about the top of the tower? It’s guarded, I suppose?”

“By one Martian with a high-velocity ray-rifle. There’s a guard there day and night.”

“Does he have communication by visiphone with the underworld? I mean, suppose he was suddenly attacked, or needed the projector to ward off an unexpected onslaught. What then?”

Thalia snapped her fingers gently. “I believe you’ve got it, Clay, she murmured. “Yes, there is communication with below in case of emergency, of course. Our one chance is to ascend the tower without the guard spotting us—which we can probably do since he’ll be on his platform and we’ll be moving up directly underneath him. Then we could send an urgent message in Martian, purporting to come from him, asking for the projector to be switched on to quell an outbreak of rioting. I think we’d get it then. Naturally, men would be sent from below to investigate, but by the time they had arrived you should have had time to do all you want: The vibration flung at Phobos will cross the six thousand miles distance in a few seconds, moving at the speed of light …..”

“If it fits in with our calculations, sir?” Axion asked.

Clay looked at the sky. At the moment Phobos was disappearing over the eastern horizon, at the point of setting.

“We can just about do it if we go now,” he said. “Since we can’t walk the eighteen miles to that tower we need a conveyance. That calls for a tractor. Its noise will never be noticed in the din there is from the operations site. If we watch ourselves we might manage it. Come on!”

He led the way from the shadow of the bunkhouse, and by degrees he, Thalia, and Axion succeeded in mingling with the night shift men and women. They were taken for workers, and no questions were asked. The thought that three day-workers might decide to work by night as well was something beyond imagination.

Pretending to do odd jobs, and making their way all the time towards a fleet of parked tractors, they finally reached one and clambered into it. Nobody took any notice when they drove bumpily away from the site: it was assumed they were on some errand connected with the job—and once they had got beyond the immediate brilliantly lighted area of activity they were more or less safe, there being only the weak light of Deimos illuminating the desert.

At the controls, Clay drove on steadily through the cold night wind, regardless of discomfort and the overwhelming urge to sleep. Thalia and the Atlantean lay down on the floor, avoiding the wind and glad of the chance to relax.

Two miles from the tower Clay drew to a halt and switched off the noisy, atomic-powered engine.

“Better do the rest on foot,” he said, jumping down into the sand. “The guard would hear this confounded contraption. We’ll have to make our approach as cautiously as we can.”

He caught Thalia as she jumped down after him, and Axion descended a second or two later. They began to advance in the dim light, Clay glancing ever and again towards the western horizon, watching for when crazy little Phobos would make his next whirlwind appearance.

The tower was a dark mass of girders against the brilliant stars and moonlight. Far away, green in the firmament, gleamed Earth. Clay looked at it as he tramped along in the sand with Thalia at his side. Just for a moment nostalgia swept him, a longing for the green fields, the warm sunshine, the cities and amenities of civilised Earth beings. Then his mood changed. Perhaps those things did not really matter. He had Thalia and, if things went right, he would become the Emperor of a civilisation far surpassing anything on Earth.

“Better start taking it easy from here on,” he murmured. “We’ll be visible as black specks against the sand.”

“There’s a ridge over there, sir,” Axion remarked, pointing. “If we move along on our faces we ought to avoid being seen.”

Clay nodded in the dim light and turned aside. Thalia and the Atlantean followed him, and after a moment or two they were sliding down a high dune. Using it as cover they finally came to within perhaps fifty yards of the tower base.

“The guard is only at the top?” Clay questioned the girl. “Nowhere else? On the ground level for instance?”

“Not to my knowledge. It isn’t necessary to have one at ground level when the man at the top can see all that’s going on—or so he hopes.”

“We’ll make a dash for it across here,” Clay decided. “Our job is to get the mastery of this tower before the night’s over. Phobos will appear once more before daylight, and that is when we fire at him.” He moved cautiously and peered up at the tower rearing into the night against lonely Deimos; then he surveyed the black, lower structures.

“Let’s chance it,” Thalia murmured, and she set the example by speeding low down across the sand. Once again it was the light gravity which helped her—and Clay and Axion following her. They progressed in vast leaps and covered the fifty yards in a matter of seconds.

Breathing hard, they paused under the massive metal work at the base of the tower and waited to see if anything happened.

“We’ve done it,” Thalia said at length. “There’s an alarm siren on the tower top. I’ve heard it sound once or twice when things have gone wrong. It would be in action now if we’d been seen …. I’ll show you the stairway.”

She began moving, motioning Clay and Axion to follow her. They wandered through a maze of gloomily shadowed girders and big cable funnels until they reached a metal ladder leading up the tower’s centre to the heights. Clay began to climb first, Thalia followed, and Axion came last so that if the girl slipped he would be able to save her.

Without a sound they went upwards steadily, a task which would have taxed them a good deal on Earth but which was not too difficult with a lighter gravitational pull. The hardest thing they had to bear was shortness of breath due to the thin air. Several times on the way up they had to pause and give their rapidly beating hearts a chance to slow down.

Higher, and higher still, until all the desert was spread out below them and, in the far distance, they could see the glare of light where the operational site of the giant tower was in full swing.

Then, ultimately, the black underside of the tower platform was above their heads, the summit of the ladder running up to the trapdoor. Clay glanced down at Thalia and Axion below him.

“I’ll deal with this,” he murmured. “If I can!”

He finished the climb and tested the trapdoor gently. It was firmly bolted—which was just what he had expected. To try and force it was impossible, and to knock on it would be asking for trouble. So he looked about him and finally singled out a girder which jutted outwards to the under edge of the tower platform. He began to wriggle his way towards it and Thalia and Axion watched him in breathless silence. If he lost his hold or became unexpectedly dizzy there was nothing to stop him falling nearly five hundred feet to the sand below.

But, though tired, Clay was in first-class condition. His months of gruelling toil had seen to that. He used his powerful muscles to full advantage, made his way along the girder, and finally reached a point where he could just see over the edge of the platform floor above. The guard was there, his back against the massive projector, his thoughts apparently miles away. At his side stood his ray-rifle. Clay gave a grim smile to himself. Only a low built rail now separated him from the enemy. He began to muscle himself gently upwards.

The Martian looked about him and yawned noisily. Clay slid gently under the lowest rail and moved like a shadow to the rear of the projector. In the west a dim, white glow was shining, presaging the return of Phobos on his eternal, hurrying journey.

Clay sprang, vaulting upwards against the gravity, his lungs filled to capacity with the thin air. His fist crashed with devastating force to the side of the Martian’s jaw before he fully realised what had happened.

He staggered, but so great was his size he did not overbalance. Instantly he dived for his rifle, only to find it flung far out into space. Down Clay dived in a tackle, gripping the Martian round the knees and flinging him over on his back. Then, for a second or two, Clay felt those deadly fingers tearing at his throat. They did not grip him for long. He slammed down a right that made the Martian grunt with the impact.

Suddenly Clay found himself lifted helplessly in the air by the giant’s bent knees. He crashed against the projector, which saved him from falling. The Martian was on his feet immediately, and ran into a pole-axing left which struck him in the stomach. Dizzy with pain at the blow in a vital spot, he doubled and reeled around. A blow smashed into his face, another whipped up and snapped back his huge head as though it were on a hinge. Clawing the air helplessly he hit the low guard rail, and overbalanced. With a desperate scream he went sailing down into the moon-ridden depths.

Breathing hard, Clay drew the back of his hand over his perspiring face; then he turned to the trapdoor and unbolted it. In another moment or two, Thalia and Axion had come up by his side.

“You certainly settled him,” Thalia said briefly. “How about the timing of Phobos? He isn’t over the horizon yet.”

“And won’t be for another three hours,” Axion commented. “That’s only his preliminary light we’re seeing. That will make it about an hour before dawn when he’s in the right position, sir.”

“Give us time to rest and sort ourselves out,” Clay responded, peering over the rail at the dim speck which he assumed was the dead guard. “The rest is up to you, Thay. What about the communication system up here?”

Thalia turned her attention to a control panel protected by a transparent framework. Since she had been employed on the tower she knew most of its details. It did not take her long to indicate-the requisite switches and buttons.

“These communicate with the underworld,” she explained. “If you leave this switch out of contact no teleview will be sent, which would give away your features. Infrared devices would transmit your image, even in the darkness. This knife-switch here controls the projector power. As for the projector itself, it can be swung in any direction, as you can see.”

She moved it on its universal mountings and Clay patted the girl’s arm.

“Good enough, Thay. That’s all we need. Axion, we’d better check up on our calculations, then we’ll take it in turns to rest. Heaven knows, we need it.”

The trio settled down with their backs to the projector and Thalia kept a silent watch on the desert—in case any trouble showed itself—whilst Axion and Clay studied their mathematical notes in the light of the stars, Deimos, and ante-Phobos moonrise.

“No doubt about it sir,” Axion said finally. “If we can fire the projector as Phobos reaches the fiftieth degree in the sky it will strike him dead in the centre. In a matter of perhaps an hour, or less, his remains will crash down from vertically overhead. Which will just give us time to take shelter.”

“That’s a point!” Clay exclaimed. “Where do we shelter?” We’ve been so busy with mathematics we never gave a thought to that.”

“Best place will be under this tower, I should imagine,” Thalia said. “An even better one would be the other tower, of course—the giant one—but we wouldn’t be able to explain our presence there since it would be before shift time. The metalwork in this thing should protect us.”

“We hope,” Clay muttered fervently. “Anyway, for the time being, Thalia, you had better try and get some rest. I will, too. You, Axion, keep, a look-out and awaken me in about an hour. Then I’ll take over from you.”

“Very well, sir,” the Atlantean assented, and to make sure he could not relapse into a doze he stood up and leaned against the projector, arms folded, his eyes on the slowly deepening white glow on the western horizon ….

So, finally, Phobos swept into the Martian heaven, oddly like a slow moving fireball from a titanic Roman candle. All three were awake and alert as the satellite appeared and began its gradual climb towards the zenith.

“Here we go,” Clay murmured, and switched on the contact with the underworld. Immediately a voice responded, in Martian.

“Guardian of the tower nearest the giant under construction,” Clay said, likewise using the native tongue and wondering if he could get away with his rambling explanation of his whereabouts. He knew he ought to have given his supposed name and number.

“What is the trouble?” the voice asked briefly.

“I have detected three unidentified space machines approaching us,” Clay lied. “Possibly they are spies from Earth examining the situation before attacking in force. I can deal with them if you will give me the power to this projector I am guarding.”

“Have you checked with the astronomical section concerning these unidentified invaders?” the impersonal voice asked.

“No; I have not had the time. If I do not get power immediately it may be too late for me to do anything.”

“Power will be supplied,” the voice said. “Tower One, you said?” and Clay gave a helpless glance to see Thalia nodding her head vigorously.

“Yes, Tower One,” Clay agreed. “Hurry!”

There was a momentary pause, then the voice in the speaker said,

“Power in operation. Inform me when you have completed your attack on the alien machines.”

Clay switched off and stood watching the projector’s control panel as, under the influence of the power, a bright shielded glow came into being and illuminated the various meters and gauges. Thalia looked at them intently and then nodded.

“Everything’s in order,” she said. “You can fire this thing any moment you want.”

Clay looked at Axion. He was studying the passage of Phobos against the stars. Since there were no watches handy their plan had been timed by the movement of the satellite through the Martian constellations, as infallible as a graph.

“Be ready, sir,” Axion murmured, peering intently upwards. “Ten—nine—eight ….”

Clay settled himself steadily behind the projector, his hands on the firing buttons the girl had indicated, the sights of the instrument trained slightly in advance of the moving satellite so that the vibration, seconds later, would strike it dead in the centre.

“Five—four—three ….”

Clay stiffened, his fingers taut.

…. two—one—Zero!”

Clay pressed the button. The projector hummed slightly and that was all, but Thalia, watching the gauges, saw the output needles suddenly leap to maximum. They remained there for a space of ten seconds, then fell back again as Clay switched off. He found it odd to see Phobos sailing in the sky untouched—odder still not to have seen the disintegrative beam he had hurled at it.

Then, not more than a few seconds later—time in which the beam had crossed space at the speed of light, and time also in which the light waves from Phobos had been reflected back to Mars—the result of his work was evident.

Soundlessly, completely, Phobos broke into a million whirling pieces. It was as though a stone had been hurled into a circular lake of quicksilver. In awe the trio watched the whirling pieces spin outwards, then gradually move inwards again towards a common centre of gravity. Phobos had been utterly smashed …. and the pieces were slowly becoming larger as Mar’s gravity began to claim them. The essential balance of the satellite had been lost with the initial disruption and, as Clay and Axion had calculated, it had dropped over the borderline of safety and was now moving inwards with gathering speed.

“We did it!” Clay muttered. “We actually did it!”

“And we’d better get out, quick as we can,” Thalia reminded him.

He turned to the control panel and switched through to the underworld.

“Invaders dealt with,” he said in Martian. “Cut off the power.”

“Astronomical section reports that no sight of any invaders has been seen,” the voice snapped. “An explanation is …..”

Clay cut off and looked at Thalia and Axion sharply.

“They’re on to the gag,” he said. “Not that it matters now with the thing done. My only regret is there wasn’t time to blast that distant giant tower—as much of it as has been built, anyhow …. Come, we’d better get below and prepare for trouble from whichever gets here first—Lexas’ men, or the remains of Phobos.”

He turned to the ladder and began to descend, helping Thalia down after him. As they hurried own from the heights all sign of Phobos was hidden from them by the bulk of the tower; but when they finally reached the sand at the base and looked into the sky, slowly paling to dawn, they could discern how much nearer the boulders of the riven satellite had come.

Clay looked around him quickly. So far the weirdly lighted desert was empty, except for the corpse of the fallen guard not very far away.

“Somebody is bound to come out here and investigate,” Clay said. “Thanks to the astronomers proving my story wrong. The only thing that will stop it is the sight of Phobos fallen apart. Best thing we can do is bury that guard so he doesn’t attract attention—and then bury ourselves too, as deeply as we can without smothering. We might just hold out. Those rocks out of the sky should take care of the rest.”

Without commenting, Thalia and Axion began to help him. The guard was duly buried in the sand, then they too scooped out shallow graves for themselves and lay in them, hoping that the tower’s base and the maze of girders and props amidst it would act as a camouflage for them.

From where they lay they could command a view of the desert in either direction, and a part of the sky. After the passage of some time, in which the hurtling remains of Phobos had become large and glowing in the dawn sky, the speck of an advancing tractor became visible in the distance.

“I’d like to know just what they’re thinking of their crazy little moon,” Clay commented. “They’re not without courage, either, coming way out here to find out what’s happened when an avalanche can descend at any moment ….”

All over the planet, in fact, the alarm bells were sounding — particularly in the surface cities of Malacon and its widely spaced neighbours, all of them on the side of Mars facing the crumbled moon. In the tower area, work had been stopped and workers and overseers alike were hurrying to the safety of the valves which led to the underworld.

Then at last, as the day came, the first remains of Phobos struck the Martian atmosphere and glowed immediately into meteorites with the friction. Before the investigators in the tractor had three-quarters completed their desert journey the deluge descended. Rocks, some weighing countless tons, fell in smoking ruin to the desert sand, setting the ground trembling with their impacts. Because of the vast spaces, however, and the fact that Phobos had only been a moon of some eight miles in diameter, the destruction was not as concentrated as Clay would have liked.

He watched it intently with Thalia and Axion buried to the necks beside him, and they heard the tower clang dangerously as now again the meteorite shower struck it. Malacon, the major city—had they been able to witness it—received a direct hit from of the biggest boulders of all, smashing the centre of the town into dust and ruin.

Then, gradually, the rain of fire began to slow down and only small chunks descended. These too finally ceased. In the distance the tractor which had stopped when the deluge had commenced, began to move on again slowly.

“Well, there’s nothing we can do to escape them,” Clay said, forcing himself free of the loose sand and standing up. “We’ve accomplished our purpose, so now I suppose we pay the price for it.”

He helped Thalia out of her “grave” and she straightened beside him, her green eyes fixed on the tractor as it came up in the sunlight. Axion took up a position behind Clay and the girl, his arms folded. From the tractor four grim-faced Martians descended, ray guns ready in their hands.

“Lexas wishes audience with you,” the leader said briefly. “Get in the tractor ….” He glanced about the desert, and at the craters the still smoking meteorites had punched in the sand. “Presumably you operated the projector to destroy our nearer Moon, Earth man? Was there ever such an insane scheme?”

Clay did not trouble to answer. He took Thalia’s arm and moved towards the tractor, Axion coming up in the rear.


CHAPTER SEVEN

THE EARTH ARMADA

Lexas was striding angrily about his headquarters office when the trio was pushed without ceremony into his presence. He motioned the guard to stand beside the door and then moved forward to study each of the three in turn, a deadly stare in his snake-like eyes. Finally he gazed at Clay.

“Are you insane, Earthman?” he asked briefly. “Why did you take all that risk to turn a disintegrator projector on our nearer moon?”

Clay merely shrugged; then Lexas gave a hard smile.

“I think I know the reason, Earthman. You believe that by bringing that moon down to the surface of our world you have accomplished a master stroke. You believe that from these rocks there will spew countless trillions of metal-eaters, do you not? So many of them that all our efforts will be powerless against them? How utterly wrong you are.”

Still Clay did not say anything but he could not help his sudden uncertainty expressing itself on his features.

“You wonder why?” Lexas grinned malignantly. “Did it not occur to you when you thought out this ‘master stroke’ that the rocks would turn into meteorites as they fell through the atmosphere, which in turn would change them to blazing incandescence and destroy all forms of life within them? I fancy, my friend, your metal eaters have been, more thoroughly destroyed than ever before …. However, I do compliment you. It was clever, but not clever enough.”

Thalia gave a helpless glance at Clay but his rugged, impassive face gave no clue to what he was thinking. Lexas, content that the situation had left him the master, almost began to purr as he spoke again.

“I think, my friends, you will be interested to hear that the Earth armada has started on its way. My astronomical department reported it not an hour ago. It is unfortunate that they have commenced their journey before I had time to finish my giant tower, with which I might have depleted their numbers very considerably—but, however, I can still obtain my water and air, at a later date. In the meantime, the four disintegrator towers will take care of our voyaging friends, very effectually!”

“And I assume that we too fit into your plan of elimination?” Clay asked. “Our usefulness in tower building now being over?”

“The principal tower has still to be finished, of course,” Lexas responded, ‘but I fancy I have enough labour to help me—and none of it as dangerous as you, Earthman, or her Highness, and this individual whom you seem to have picked up in your travels. Frankly, I shall never feel safe as long as you are on this planet, either dead or alive. So I think all of you had better take a journey in a space machine, remote controlled. It will travel sunward. Do I need to say more?”

“Stated briefly,” Clay snapped, “you mean to throw all three of us into the sun?”

“Exactly. You will be chained during the journey, and if you have not died of exhaustion or fear during the trip you will be able to study your destination as you travel, knowing with every second how inescapable is the doom facing you. I shall consider that ample repayment for the trouble you have caused me.”

Lexas did not spend any more time arguing. He motioned to the guard and he brought his ray-guns to the ready. Clay toyed for a moment with the idea of meeting death from those guns rather than be hurled on the frightful journey Lexas had planned: then he thought better of it, clinging still to his old belief that life holds many surprises.

In the corridor the guard was reinforced by three more and, in silence, the trio were marched from the palace and out to the grounds at the rear, where a space machine stood. Evidently Lexas had planned everything in readiness. Clay was made to enter the machine first and one of the guards chained his wrists and ankles to the metal wall. In a moment or two Thalia, and then Axion, were similarly treated.

The guards retired and the airlock cover slammed shut, locked on the outside. Clay looked at the space where the normal controls should have been, but instead there was only complicated radio equipment for remote control of the rocket chambers.

“They’ve done it thoroughly, sir,” Axion said, his face grim. ‘Even if by some miracle we could break free of these chains it would not avail us much. There’s no way of controlling this thing.”

Clay did not answer. His brows were drawn together in hard thought—then he, Thalia, and Axion all staggered slightly as, with a sudden lurch, the space machine took off. It skimmed over the parklike space and rose swiftly. Through the windows, which they were facing, the three saw the roof of the gigantic cavern hovering over them. Then they were hurtling through a valve shaft, and so out into the open. Whoever was in control of the radio equipment had complete mastery of his job.

So out into the brilliant Martian morning, high above the desert, the semi-completed giant tower becoming smaller and smaller and the workers changing to specks.

They vanished. The blue sky became pale purple. It turned to black—and the machine was in space, swinging in an are until its nose turned to face the sun. Thalia turned her eyes from his prominence-girdled grandner and gave Clay a troubled look.

“What’s the answer, Clay?” she asked quietly, pulling uselessly on the chain which held her wrists behind her to the wall. “It’s the last hop, isn’t it?”

“I never like admitting anything is the ‘last’, but on this occasion I’m forced into it,” Clay responded. “I can only see one advantage. By the time we come within roasting distance of the sun we’ll be pretty well spent anyway. We have no food, no water, and standing here in these chains we’ll finally collapse. It seems odd somehow; with all the knowledge we have between us we can’t think of a way of getting out of these chains.”

He dragged savagely on his wrists for a moment or two but the manacles held firm.

“I’ve thought of one possibility,” Thalia said slowly. “The nearer we get to the sun the hotter he will become to us. I expect this ship is proofed against his radiations, as all of them are, but nothing will be able to withstand his terrific heat vibrations as we come close. Is it possible, when our skin becomes moist from the heat in this control cabin, that we might slide the manacles from us?”

“Possible, but unlikely,” Clay replied. “That same heat will make our hands and feet swell, so I fancy we’ll be no better off. Any anyway, even if we could get free, we can’t stop the vessel falling towards the sun. We haven’t a single control!”

There was silence. Thalia slitted her eyes at the far distant sun. His prominences were twirling; his vast corona was hurling out a pearly fan, millions of miles into space. Almost any fate would have been better than this.

“It would have been easier to bear had we known that our work had succeeded,” Axion said presently. “I mean, in regard to those metal-eaters, sir. I cannot understand how we came to overlook the fact that the meteoric heat of the falling pieces of Phobos would destroy all the life in them.”

“It wouldn’t,” Clay said. “That is only what Lexas thinks. It startled me for the moment but since then I have thought it out. The metal-eaters are in the same class as bacteria, the toughest and most resilient form of life in the universe. Any scientist will tell you that you can put bacteria in a complete vacuum with zero-cold and yet they will come to life again in warmth. You can boil and fry them, and still they are not destroyed, because they have adaptability to the nth degree. No, these metal eaters will not have been destroyed, I fancy …. Unfortunately we shall never know the answer to that.”

Just how right Clay was, Lexas was just commencing to discover, only the menace was not as yet coming from the desert but from a forgotten region. The first intimation Lexas received of it was when he was in the astronomical department, gazing with the Martian astronomer into the huge mirror which reflected the X-ray light-waves through the enormous telescope.

At the moment, against the endless backdrop of space, there moved an armada of some two hundred flying saucer machines, gleaming like new pennies in the sunlight. To their right was the green bulk of earth from which they had come. Lexas gave a grin as he watched them.

“How beautifully they are sailing into the trap, my friend,” he murmured to the astronomer. “I have given orders for a night and day watch to be kept at the projectors. I still regret that I could not manage to steal the air and water from Earth first, using Clay Drew as my mouthpiece to inform Earthlings of the fact and incense more of their number to head this way. However—”

The door of the underground observatory suddenly opened and a Martian guard come in hurriedly.

“Excellency!” He rushed towards Lexas. “Excellency, it is essential you come to the palace dungeons immediately!”

Lexas and the astronomer regarded him in amazement.

“The palace dungeons?” Lexas repeated. “Fool! Why should I waste my time there when there are no prisoners present? All of them are at work and ….”

“Excellency, this has nothing to do with prisoners,” the guard interrupted. “It concerns metal-eaters! Corrosion! All the cells, being metal, are collapsing. Nobody has been down there since the prisoners were released for work and I only investigated when I noticed distinct tremoring under one of the main corridors ….”

“What!” Lexas cried, aghast; then without further hesitation he followed the guard from the observatory. Thereafter he wasted no time in reaching the palace, still following the guard into the depths. Here other guards were present, busy with flame-guns, electric floodlamps casting on a scene which stopped Lexas in his tracks by its very incredibility.

Where there had been the long metal corridor, flanked with iron doors on either side, there was now a crawling, swarming mass of metal-eaters. The walls, floor, and ceiling had all vanished beneath them. Instead they moved and shifted and buzzed like bees round a honeycomb.

“What is the meaning of this?” Lexas shrieked at the guards, striding ankle deep through the weird life. “I gave you orders to destroy this metallic life at the very outset! Why wasn’t it done?”

“It was, Excellency, one of the guards answered. “At least we thought so. We believed we wiped out all traces ….”

“You thought so!” Lexas sneered. “Fool!” and with the flat of his hand he struck the guard savagely across the face. He would probably have gone much further than this, too, only the sound of collapsing metal and the clang of falling pieces startled him. A little distance away, clearly visible in the floodlights, a piece of the roof fell into the shifting, avid life and was immediately seized upon.

“This is ghastly,” Lexas whispered, backing. “They are eating away the very foundations of the palace since these dungeons pass underneath it in all directions. If those metal eaters had been properly eliminated in the first place this would never have happened. Somebody is going to pay dearly for this!”

Had there been prisoners down here, Excellency, we would have know much sooner,” the head guard said. “This must have been going on for months—”

“Get every weapon you can find,” Lexas stormed. “Acids, atomic guns, disintegrators. These metal-eaters have got to be wiped out!”

Breathing hard he left the men to it and returned to the upper regions, more shaken than he cared to admit. He knew from experience that the metal-eaters were extremely difficult to destroy because of the enormous rate of reproduction. Grim-faced he left the palace and returned to the astronomical observatory. The Martian astronomer glanced at him questioningly.

“How serious is it, Excellency?” he questioned.

“Serious enough!” Lexas clenched his huge fists. “Those infernal metal-eaters are eating the heart out of the palace. However, I think they can be brought under control.”

“They’d better be,” the astronomer said. “Phobos only became a dead moon because of metal-eaters, Excellency. You know what the history records tell us. Phobos had a minute civilisation of sorts until the metal-eaters got to work. They literally ate it to pieces. If they once got a grip here …..” He left his sentence unfinished, his ugly face only thinly disguising his alarm.

“They couldn’t,” Lexas said. Anyway, there is only sand up above which wouldn’t be any use to them.”

“On the contrary, Highness. Our planet is not so much covered with sand as ferric oxide, the residue left when metal has been decomposed by exposure to the elements. That is why are deserts are red: in fact that is why we have deserts at all. Metal, ground down into red powder, and misnamed sand. Believe me, if metal-eaters got a grip on that this planet would be eaten to the core in a few years! As for all actual objects, like the towers, and the immense amount of metal in this underworld here …. Well, your Excellency has imagination enough to picture the prospect.”

“And it is time you had sense enough to stop talking such nonsense!” Lexas retorted. “Certainly there is no danger in the deserts. Don’t forget those red hot meteorites which fell. No organic life could survive that. Now where are those three I sent sunward? I want to see them.”

The astronomer adjusted the focus controls of the mirror and presently the solitary space machine carrying Clay, Thalia and Axion floated into view against the stars. Lexas gazed at it and his irritated mood relaxed somewhat.

“Splendid!” he murmured. “The radio-controller is doing a good job. Well on their way sunward—And the armada? What of that?”

“Gradually approaching, Excellency, but quite a distance to cover yet. I will show—”

He paused as the signal buzzer shrilled at his elbow. Depressing the switch he spoke into the microphone.

“Viladon, astronomical observatory, speaking,” he said.

“I must communicate with his Excellency,” an urgent voice said. “I understand he is with you ….”

“What is it?” Lexas interrupted, and moved the switch which gave him a six inch square picture of the speaker—a worried looking guard with a dim view of the giant tower in the background.

“Your instructions, Excellency? I must have them. There are reports that metal-eaters are abroad in the desert, particularly near Tower One.”

“But they can’t be!” Lexas shouted hoarsely. “Somebody among you is playing tricks and—”

“Look for yourself, Excellency,” the guard said, and on the surface he turned the transmitter-visor so that it showed the desert. Studying the screen Lexas and the astronomer could distinctly see the black swarm in the distance to which the guard was referring. And the swarm was moving in a slow tide.

“I’ll—I’ll come,” Lexas whispered, dazed, and switched off. Then he gazed worriedly at the astronomer.

“Only one answer, Excellency,” the astronomer said grimly. “The Earthman’s scheme must have succeeded after all! Evidently the heat of the meteorites was not sufficient to destroy the metal-eaters ….”

Lexas was not listening. He fled from the observatory, only just beginning to realise the magnitude of the crisis into which he had plunged ….

Travelling now at tremendous velocity, the radio-guided space machine carrying Clay, Thalia, and Axion had reached the orbit of Earth in the relentless journey sunward. All three were still chained to the wall, unable to sit or even relax because of the central chain about their waists. They were all silent, too exhausted from their ordeal and the tremendous drag created by acceleration to exchange words.

Their distance from the sun was lessening with every second. The orb of day had grown visibly bigger since they had left Mars, had indeed become nearly the same size as when seen from Earth. They only glanced at it for split seconds at a time, and even then his unmasked, terrifying brilliance left pink seas floating before the eyes.

But, gradually, the immense strain of mounting velocity was showing signs of weakening, which could only mean the rockets had burned out their fuel and a constant speed had been achieved. It gave them the chance to breathe more easily but in another sense they faced a new difficulty. All weight slowly departed from them so that they floated a few inches from the floor, at the limit of their foot chains.

“So much for gravity,” Clay said, forcing himself to speak through dry lips. “The only mass we have is roughly situated in the centre of the vessel— Thus we shall remain until, perhaps, we gain greater speed by falling into the pull of the sun.”

He wished he had not said that. It brought the certainty of their doom more clearly home. Thalia gave him a long, troubled look from her green eyes, pulled uselessly at her chains, and then glanced through half shut eye lids towards the sun. But she saw something else as well that made her open them wide. Dazzling though the sun’s light was, she endured it to obtain a long view of glittering points floating in the distance across the everlasting patchwork of stars.

“Clay, am I seeing things?” she asked at last, turning her gaze to him and blinking. “Look out there ….”

He peered at the window; so did Axion. Then after a moment or two Clay gave a gasp of delight.

“The Earth armada!” he cried. “A fleet of flying saucers on its way to Mars— Do you realise what this means?” he broke off excitedly. “In firing us from Mars, Lexas overlooked the fact that at one point we would have to cross the orbit of Earth on our journey to the sun—unless he thought we’d be so far away from the armada we’d never be noticed.”

“Even as it is we’re a long way from them,” Axion said anxiously. “See—they’re heading towards us but at a distance of quite five or six thousand miles—”

“If only there were some way to signal them!” Thalia said desperately, and began to wrench and drag on her chains; but the only effect she achieved was to float weirdly to the limit of their extent and then bump lightly into the wall.

“Nothing we can do,” Clay said, his face grim. “We just have to hope that as we pass them at the nearest point, they will see us and investigate.”

So thereafter, half blinded by the glare of the sun in their faces, they watched that distant fleet anxiously, until at last it was in a direct line with them. Imagination told them that one or two of the mass of vessels were moving out of formation and coming towards them — but they were wrong. The great armada went sailing on steadily, and slowly began to become smaller.

“This is ghastly,” Clay whispered. “Why are they such idiots? We could not only have saved ourselves but also them by telling them that Lexas is ready for them ….”

Thalia had no comment at all to make. She was too close to despair. Her head hung despondently and she gazed at the metal floor, giving her eyes a rest after the strain they had been enduring.

Axion, however, ventured a comment. “Probably they didn’t even see us, sir. We’re many thousands of miles away and only one tiny vessel. Their lookouts will all be watching Mars, not us.”

“Whatever the answer it’s too late now,” Clay said, his voice low. “They’re flying straight to destruction, and so are we.”

“Are you sure they are? Axion questioned. “What of the metal-eaters which we hoped Phobos would release—?”

“I don’t think they’ll cause damage enough in time. We did not know the armada was going to start off as soon as it did.”

Talking ceased. Clay made a savage effort to free himself, his limbs numb with cramp from the necessity of remaining so long in one position, but all his efforts to drag free of the manacles were useless. The exertion, however, made him perspire freely, so he tried Thalia’s earlier suggestion of trying to slide his hands out of the clamps …. and again met with no success. At last he gave it up, relaxing in the chains as far as he could, the light gravity making him float absurdly at the least movement.

Thalia too was sagging to the limit, the chain at her waist holding her, her arms hanging limply. Ahead through the port the sun blazed like a relentless eye, becoming very imperceptibly bigger as thousands of miles per second were sliced away. To the rear, like bright sovereigns, the Earth invading fleet was sinking into the gulf as it hurtled on towards Mars.

But there was one factor operating in his favour which Clay had forgotten. Aboard the leading Earth machine Commander Perrins was having difficulty in communicating with the remainder of his fleet. There was severe static interference which certainly had not been present up to now throughout the space journey.

“Find out what it is,” he instructed the chief radio engineer “And hurry it up. I can’t afford to launch an attack unless I have clear contact with my other commanders and they with me.”

So the radio engineer went to work immediately with his team of experts. An hour later he reappeared in the huge control room. Commander Perrins, hook-nosed, famous for his work in air warfare back on Earth, turned questioningly from beside the navigator’s bench.

“Yes, Mr. Saunders?” he questioned.

“We’ve located the trouble, sir. There’s an extremely powerful radio beam being generated from Mars, according to our detectors, and it is of the frequency usually used for remote control. It’s action is heterodyning our radio waves so we must be flying right in the midst of it.”

“Remote control beam?” the Commander repeated, surprised. “But what on earth is there in space that needs remote controlling? And from Mars? It doesn’t make sense.”

“Whatever it is sir, it’s obviously to our rear,” Saunders pointed out, “otherwise the beam would not affect us. Our best course is to move to the east of the celestial compass and then we’ll get out of the beam’s range and radio communication can be resumed.”

Commander Perrins nodded and confirmed the order to the navigator. Then by signal system the same order was transmitted to the remaining Commanders in the fleet. Gradually the huge armada drifted amidst the stars.

“We might do worse than try and find the reason for that beam,” the Commander said finally, peering like an eagle into the deeps at the rear of the leading machine. “I don’t observe anything with the naked eye. Get the reflectors to work. I don’t understand why Clayton Drew did not inform us if he had some scheme in mind.”

“He’s been pretty quiet anyway, sir,” the navigator remarked, as the radio engineer left the control room. “And frankly I don’t quite like it.”

Perrins gave a grave smile. “You overlook, Mr. Beddows, that Drew probably took his life in his hands sending us the information how to cross space. He may even have been killed since. The fact remains he advised us that it was safe to invade Mars, and we are going to—if only to protect Earth from a similar Red Planet invasion later on.”

The navigator said no more, his attention fixed on the “tennis ball” planet still a long way distant in the void. Perhaps an hour passed, then the radio engineer returned once more to the control room. He was looking vaguely surprised.

“We’ve had detectors at work, sir, tracing the direction of the beam,” he announced. “Also reflectors. I have to report a single space machine headed sunward, guided by radio remote control.”

“Oh?” The Commander looked puzzled. “Any particular insignia upon it?”

“Not that we could see, sir. It is too far away. We can only detect it at all by reflection of sunlight. The beam was the best direction-indicator.”

The navigator looked up sharply. “It doesn’t make sense to me, sir,” he said, and Perrins looked at him. “Why beam-control a space machine to travel sunward? It will only be destroyed, and surely there’s no point in sending an empty machine into the sun and using such vast power to do it? There must be more to it than that.”

“How far away is the machine?” Perrins questioned.

“About eight hundred thousand miles, sir, at the last reading.”

Perrins looked through the big observation window on to space, musing. Finally he turned.

“Very queer,” he admitted. “It may even be some kind of trap being prepared for us, though I can’t imagine what.” He turned to the second navigator. “Mr. Truscott, take Mr. Saunders here and leave in a safety machine immediately to investigate. Report back by radio. We will continue with our prearranged plan to invade Mars.”

“Very good, sir,” the second navigator responded promptly, and with the radio engineer beside him he left the control room.

Not long afterwards, Commander Perrins watched the tiny, very fast safety flier being ejected from the mother machine, then, with a flaring of exhaust tubes, the little vessel began to gather momentum in the void.

At its controls, Truscott sat watching the floating needle which gave away the presence of the radio beam projecting through space. By keeping it dead centre he could not help but come finally upon the beam’s objective—for by this time the tiny space machine which had been glimpsed was new beyond the range of the smaller ship’s instruments.

Fortunately the beam was constant. Projected from the Martian underworld it turned on universal bearings to keep its objective pinpointed despite Mars’ revolution, the beam passing through solid rock as in the case of all radio wavelengths.

It was a surprise to Truscott and Saunders, therefore, when the beam abruptly ceased to operate. The needle dropped to zero.

“There’s the vessel ahead, anyway,” Saunders said. “We can keep it in view—but I don’t understand why the beam has stopped …. Better put on more speed if we’re to overtake that flier.”

Truscott nodded and pulled the power lever further over. Gradually the little safety flier achieved a tremendous velocity, winging across space like a silver bullet. There was, however, a tremendous leeway to be made up and it was many hours before it became apparent that the distance between the two vessels was lessening. By this time Venus’ orbit was not so very far away. Once beyond that and the sun would start to make his immense gravitational field really felt.

To Clay, Thalia, and Axion there was no awareness that they were being followed at a demoniacal pace. They had long since given up all hope of rescue after seeing the armada vanish in the direction of Mars. Half dead with fatigue and suffering severely from cramp and thirst, they occasionally took a glance towards the sun—then Clay slowly began to realise that it was no longer facing them. He stirred back into life.

“We’re turning aside!” he exclaimed hoarsely. He gave a quick look at the instrument board. The pilot lights upon it which showed power was existent had faded out. The machine was flying free, turning slowly because of the pull of distant Venus. Since it was nearer than the sun it had the first claim on the “free-wheeling” vessel.

“But what’s happened?” Axion demanded in surprise. “Lexas would never let us escape the fate he’d planned without some very real reason.”

“The fact remains that we’ve exchanged the sun for Venus,” Thalia said, as the brilliant planet slowly came into view ahead of the vessel. “In about another hour we’ll crash into the midst of it. Whatever the explanation it’s not much advantage to us—”

She broke off at a sudden unexpected clanging sound from outside the machine. Hope struggled into her wan face. Clay and Axion stared fixedly, listening, then they heard the sound of the airlock’s exterior clamps being flung back. In another moment Saunders came into view. Behind him was a vacuum trap stretching back to the airlock of his own machine.

“An Earthman!” Thalia gasped thankfully.

“I’m Saunders, radio engineer on the Earth armada,” Saunders said, examining the chains quickly. “Mmmm—you’re nicely sewn up. I’ll soon fix this.”

He hurried back into his own machine and returned with a ray-gun. Its incinerating blast fused the chain links and one by one the three captives floated free, hardly able to stand up through weakness and the difficulties of gravity. But Saunders was equal to the occasion. Helped by the lightness of each victim he carried them one by one to his own machine and laid them down on the floor. Then he cast free the vacuum trap and for a moment watched the deserted vessel hurtling away towards Venus as Truscott turned the safety flier round in a big arc.

“Where is the armada at the moment?” Clay demanded, forcing himself to his feet.

Saunders gave him a drink and then answered, “They’ll be about within shooting distance of Mars by now. They—”

“Stop them!” Clay cried. “Radio them at once! Lexas is all ready and waiting to blast every ship to pieces. I can’t give you all the details now—Quickly! Contact them!”

Startled, Saunders handed over the drinking flask and then settled at the radio equipment. In a matter of seconds, to his relief, he had established communication with Commander Perrins. As quickly as possible Saunders explained matters.

“Then there is something very strange somewhere,” Commander Perrins replied. “We have launched our attack according to plan, and have met with no opposition. We have already softened up the desert with H-bombs, destroying some towers in the process. Apparently there are no attackers on the surface, and certainly no retaliation has come from below—”

“May I speak, Commander?” Clay asked, taking over the mike from Saunders. “What is the appearance of the desert?”

“Appearance?” Perrins sounded puzzled. “Why, as it has always looked. Vegetation growing in big areas, the marks of canals—”

“There is no vegetation in the Martian desert,” Clay interrupted. “Are you sure it is? Or does it move?”

There was a pause, then the Commander’s voice spoke again.

“Yes, it is moving, where the beams and H-bombs haven’t struck it! I’ve just had an examination made by telescope.”

“There’s only one explanation then,” Clay said, unable to keep the excitement out of his voice. “An army of metal eaters has grown from the remains of a Martian moon I shot out of the sky—”

“And metal-eaters must also be affecting the underworld,” Axion put in quickly, “otherwise there would certainly have been some form of retaliation. The fact that the radio beam directing our space-ship failed suggests the power must have been cut off. If we could see that underworld I think we would find chaos.”

“We shall see the underworld, Perrins declared. “We’re going down now to see what we can discover ….”

With that he cut off communication. Clay looked at Thalia and then the men grouped around him.

“Apparently our plan succeeded after all,” he said. “Put on all the speed you can. I want to be in at this.”

Truscott gave a nod and the tiny machine hurtled forward with an ever mounting velocity. By degrees, each man sleeping and piloting by turns, the distance back to Mars was covered and a landing made near one of the valve lips, which had apparently been blasted open by disintegrative fire.

From the outlook port Clay surveyed the desert, Thalia and the men group behind him.

“We succeeded all right,” he said, with a grave smile. “Take a look!” That stuff that looks like black waving grass in the distance is alive. Multimillions of metal-eaters! This area is free, fortunately, so we’d better get below.”

They signalled their presence by radio and a levitator platform was sent up the shaft to receive them. On descent into the underworld they found Commander Perrins in control—but of a city that had been practically eaten from its foundations by the avid life.

“Glad to meet you, sir,” Perrins said, shaking Clay’s hand. “We got down all right, and found everything smothered in this metal-eating life. It wilts under supersonics, however, whereas heat and disintegration seems to have no effect.”

“You mean supersonic waves will destroy this life?” Thalia asked quickly.

“Yes, madam. We found that out by accident. This underworld was smothered—but look at it now. We have made repairs, taken all the Martians we could find into captivity. I fancy, Mr. Drew, that you will be able to take over from here …. The surface metal-eaters can also be destroyed by supersonics.”

“And Lexas?” Clay asked quietly.

For a moment the Commander was silent, then he shrugged.

“I’m afraid he escaped, sir. It was when we had descended to the surface that we saw a lone space machine leaving. We tried to give chase but he was moving too fast. We have learned since, from these survivors, that it was Lexas, escaping before his underworld could fall down round his ears ….”

Clay put an arm about Thalia’s shoulders.

“As long as Lexas lives there will always be danger,” he said slowly. “He has to be found, and destroyed—and he will be. But for the time being we have the mastery. His grandiose schemes collapsed. I out-smarted him, as we say back on Earth. We can rebuild down here, do all we planned to do to revive the Atlantean race and its science. And Thalia and I can at last take our proper positions as Emperor and Empress of Mars.”

“We have an able second-in-command,” the girl smiled, glancing at Axion, and he bowed.

“Always your servant, Highness,” he murmured.

Clay looked about him on the patched-up ruins. Then he began to move briskly.

“With your help, Commander, and your men, we can very soon get things to right. And then we must find Lexas. At all costs he must be found!”
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