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ABOUT THIS AUTHOR AND BOOK 

Raymond A. Palmer (1910-1977) was one of science fiction's most successful and controversial editors.
When as a budding young science fiction writer he was asked to take over the helm of the moribund 
Amazing Stories in 1938, Palmer immediately propelled it to the number one ranking science fiction
magazine in terms of sales. However, the magazine's juvenile slant (Palmer said he intended his magazine
to be the steppingstone between the comic book and more mature science fiction) and Palmer's later
publication of the so-called “Shaver Mystery” (1945-9), a series of lightly fictionalized stories which the
author, Richard S. Shaver, claimed represented his actual, personal encounters with powerful beings in
vast caverns beneath the Earth's crust. These creatures interfered for good or ill (mostly ill) with the lives
of those on the surface via a series of superscientific inventions (these were supposedly the descendents
of a once mighty race that had ruled the stars but degenerated when the sun's rays changed millions of
years ago). The Shaver Mystery boosted Amazing's sales even further, thousands of people wrote in to
recount similar experiences, and the phenomenon reached such proportions that it drew the attention of
Life magazine, and other national publications. However, more serious science fiction readers and
authors felt the Shaver Mystery, besides being a hoax, was making them look like kooks and the genre
appear even more juvenile just as they were beginning to be taken seriously by a few mainstream critics
and anthologists. So in 1949, in a palace coup led by Palmer's assistant, Howard Browne (who soon
took over the top editorial job on Amazing), Brown and a number of top sf authors bearded the
magazine's publisher in his den and convinced him that in the long run the company's reputation would be
tarnished if he allowed the Shaver stories to continue. Faced with having his editorial hands tied for the
first time in a decade during which he had piloted Amazing to the top of the sales charts, Palmer resigned



to found Clark Publishing Company, which he then ran until his death in 1977.

During his years at Amazing and after, Palmer had continued to write science fiction, under his own
name and a slew of pseudonyms including A. R. Steber, Morris J. Steel, Henry Gade, Frank Patton and
others. Under whichever name he used, Palmer's stories were highly popular with readers, as the glowing
praise heaped on them in the letter columns attests. Yet, amazingly enough, until this ebook publication
of The Vengeance of Martin Brand, none of the stories and novels he wrote has ever been reprinted.
This is all the more difficult to understand, for the work Palmer produced, as this classic 1942 space
opera from Amazing shows, was unusually sophisticated for its time. Here is the first of the adult space
operas. In this book, Palmer took a giant stride forward from his contemporaries, replacing the noble,
uncomplicated heroes of the first space exploration epics, with the tormented anti-hero. Meet “Suicide”
Martin Brand, one of science fiction's most memorable characters. The half-crazed Brand, who likes to
play Wagner while rocketing toward a half-dozen enemy ships, atomic cannons blasting, is Earth's only
hope. The embittered former spy for the Interplanetary Patrol is the only one who knows about the
Martian spaceships waiting in the hidden cavern on the Moon. To warn Earth Brand would have to
forsake vengeance on the man who betrayed him, survive two ultra-dangerous women, one who has
sworn to kill him and one who has sworn to arrest him dead or alive. Then, if he does survive, he'll have
to fight his way to the surface through half the Martian army. But that's why the call him “Suicide” Martin
Brand. Worse, if he does succeed in warning Earth, war will flare across three worlds, setting them
ablaze and killing billions! From its advanced flashback within a flashback technique, to the adult passions
and emotions of the characters, The Vengeance of Martin Brand is superior space opera far ahead of
its time!

Jean Marie Stine

CHAPTER I 

"It's a crazy thing, Kathleen,” Hal Orson said in a savage whisper. “Worse still, it can only hurt you. He's
dead ... why open up old wounds? You'll break your heart..."

"It's already broken,” Kathleen Dennis said in a tight, strained voice. “It broke the day they took him
away, condemned as a traitor, and I believed it ... until you told me the truth."

Orson stopped in the darkness and grasped her arm. “Kathy, please don't do it! You don't know how
much trouble you can get into if you are caught at this mad scheme. You couldn't possibly explain why
you did it—” Orson pulled her around until she faced him in the gloom of the tomb's interior. “Just why 
are you doing it?” he insisted. “Why! For the life of me I can't understand..."

"Why did you agree to come along in the first place?” she whispered fiercely.

He tried to see her face in the gloom, but it was only a pale oval, and for an instant he thought he saw
something glistening, as though there were tears on her cheeks reflecting little glints of light from some
unseen source. He lifted one hand and brushed his fingers across her velvet skin. They came away wet.
He shook his head in irritation.

"Because I was his best friend—or as good a friend as he'd let anybody be. And because...” He fumbled
for words, but the wetness on his fingers strangled them in his throat. To say more would only hurt her
worse...

"Because you felt there was a possibility that I might be right,” she finished for him. “That he might not
be..."



"Kathy,” he begged. “Don't say it. You'll break yourself up..."

"Because I'm crying?” she asked, defiantly. “Hal, discovering that he really is dead can't hurt me half as
much as the torture of not knowing. And as long as this doubt gnaws at me, I'll be a river of pain
dammed forever from the sea. The dam will break if I don't relieve the pressure."

"Then let me look!” he exclaimed. “There's no use in burning such a ghastly picture into your mind..."

"Don't be afraid of that,” she said. “For eleven years I've burned a picture of him into my mind—ten
years while I worshipped him from a distance, and once since I told him I loved him. No other picture
can replace that one. I can take it, Hal, I'm no baby."

"You're crying like one,” he said and regretted the words instantly. “I'm sorry, Kathy. I didn't mean that.
I'm a fool...” His voice broke and he stopped speaking.

She reached out and touched her cool fingers to his face. He stood still while they explored. He didn't
flinch when she found the wetness.

"Hal,” she said. “You're good. Too good to get into trouble because of me. Go now, Hal—I'll finish the
job alone."

He hefted the crowbar in his left hand. “No!” he said roughly. “I'm going to take this tomb apart, stone
for stone, and if he's in there, I'm going to take the Capitol Building apart right afterward!” He strode on
the gloom of the marble monument to seek the hero whose real heroism had never even been told, whose
life had been forfeited by the cowardice of a nation's government. Kathleen followed behind him,
clutching his right hand with her left.

They reached the rail around the sunken marble mausoleum and Orson halted. “Over you go,” he
whispered. “I'll let you down and you can drop the last foot or so. It's only eight feet...” He put down the
crowbar, and it clanged loudly against the floor.

Kathleen clambered over the rail. He grasped both her wrists and lowered her gently, leaning over as far
as he could. Then, with a whispered warning, he released his grip. He heard her soft sandals slap against
the floor, and knew that she hadn't lost her balance.

"Here I come,” he said, picking up the crowbar.

In an instant he stood beside her in the gloom and fumbled in his pocket for the black-light spectacles
necessary to give them vision. She put on a pair, and as he donned his, she snapped on the black-light
flash. Without the glasses, nothing would have been visible at all in the impenetrable darkness. An eerie
reddish-glow seemed to fill the chamber. He turned to look at her. She stood stiffly, staring at the huge
marble coffin in the center of the circular floor. Even in the weird light he could see that her face was
starkly white.

He clenched his fist so tightly that the nails bit into his palm, and turned almost savagely toward the coffin.

She held the light while he placed the crowbar against the thin crack that marked the lid. The slab was
tremendously heavy, but by fractional inches he forced the thin edge of the bar beneath it until enough of
it was under the slab to give leverage. His first heave moved the slab not more than an inch. He tried it
again, and once more he moved the slab a tiny bit.

"Can you do it?” Kathleen asked anxiously.

"It's a cinch you alone couldn't have,” he grunted.



"I'd have smashed it,” she said simply, “if it took me all night. I don't think anyone outside could hear
what went on in here. It's almost soundproof."

"I hope so,” he said, inching the bar under the slab once more. “It looks as though we'll be making plenty
of noise before I get this off."

* * * *

Ten sweating minutes later the slab had moved enough to show a thin black line of the interior of the
outer coffin. Orson thrust the crowbar into it with a mighty heave. The muscles in his shoulders bunched
as he strained against the bar. Then the lid slid aside as though it were greased and fell with a thunderous
crash to the floor. The echoes were deafening in the vaulted chamber, then silence came once more.

They waited almost a full minute, listening for the sound of running footsteps, for an alarm; but no further
sound came other than their hoarse breathing.

Kathleen thrust the light over the edge of the sarcophagus.

"The coffin!” she gasped. “It's there."

"Of course,” he said, almost savagely. “It would be. And it's going to be a devil of a job to open it. It's
metal, and it'll be bolted shut. I only hope the wrenches I've brought will fit..."

He tried them one by one, then grunted as he found one that worked. He began loosening the first bolt...

* * * *

An hour later he sank back, his hands bleeding. “There, that's the last one,” he gasped, “but I'll have to
rest a moment. I haven't got the strength left to lift that cover..."

Kathleen laid the flash on the floor and leaned over the coffin.

"Kathy!” said Orson sharply.

"Don't..."

But with one superhuman heave, she lifted the metal cover. It crashed aside, ringing as though a thousand
gongs had been clashed together. Orson clapped his hands over his ears, then took them off. He looked
at Kathleen, who was peering into the coffin.

Suddenly she screamed. Again and again she screamed, ear-piercing shrieks that penetrated his
eardrums with more intensity than had the noise of the metal coffin lid.

He leaped forward, grasped her in his arms and pulled her away from the coffin.

"Kathy! Come away! Don't look any more..."

Her screams stopped and she whirled on him, sobbing shrilly. “Hal! He's ... he's not there. He's not
there! Don't you understand? ...He's alive! He's not dead at all; he's alive! The coffin's empty!"

"Oh God,” said Hal Orson, folding her trembling body in his arms. “Oh God!"

As he stood there, holding the sobbing girl tightly, his mind went back to that memorable day when the
“luck of Suicide Martin Brand” had become almost a legend with the Interplanetary Patrol. They had
heard it all over his transmitter, which, in the heat of battle he had forgotten to turn off. They had heard



him screaming his defiance at his enemies while he plunged in for his suicidal attack against impossible
odds, accompanied by the roar of Wagner's immortal Die Walkure dinning at them out of their
loudspeakers from the music tape he habitually carried into battle with him...

CHAPTER II 

"Come and get me, boys!—If you can!"

Martin Brand clenched one space-browned fist around the fighter's throttle and threw the ship into a
screaming, roaring bank that ended in a terrific dive straight down, parallel with the breath-taking
forty-thousand feet of cliff that was one side of the Liebnitz Mountains. With his other hand he pressed a
switch on the control panel—a switch that had all the earmarks of having been crudely installed by one
who was not a mechanic.

There was a faint hum, then from a speaker mounted over his head.

Brand grinned as the strains of Wagner's inspired music dinned in his ears. He turned up the volume still
further, until the roar of the music drowned out the drone of his rockets.

"Now come on, you lousy ambushers!” he roared.

Behind the ship against the rocky wall of the Liebnitz, a brilliant, soundless puff of light momentarily
erased the inky moon-shadows at the mountain's foot.

"Missed!” exclaimed Brand triumphantly. “And you had me boxed!"

Suddenly, across his sights flashed a hurtling dot. Brand tripped his guns. Once again the bright light
puffed, this time as one of Brand's shells exploded in the hull of the enemy ship.

"That's it!” screamed Brand. “The luck of ‘Suicide’ Martin Brand! Back on Earth I'm a legend, but right
here, I'm a damn fool—a fool even the devil won't kill."

There was something bitter in Brand's tone as he shouted aloud over the crash of the magnificent
Siegfried music which was filling the control room of the tiny fighter rocket. There was bitter recklessness
in the thrust of his hand as he bore the throttle over hard and sent the flier zooming up again in a
heart-bursting maneuver.

The fire of the remaining three pirates—the thought of the word pirate brought an angry flash to Brand's
eyes—converged on the Lunar floor over which he'd been, and then, suddenly, they were below him and
in line with his sights as he looped over at the top of his upward rush.

Once again those brown fingers clenched, and this time a spray of shells vomited outward toward his
enemies. Not just one lucky potshot, but a barrage with all six forward-guns.

Brilliance blinded him as thirty-six magnesium-atomics burst all around the diving ships trapped in his
sights. When the light faded, he saw another ship dropping in a mass of fragments toward the desolate
surface below. The other two were streaking desperately across the sea bottom, crater-hopping like
mad, to put distance between them and the demon fighter who had so recklessly and amazingly escaped
the perfect “box” ambush they had laid for him along the slopes of the Liebnitz.

Without pausing, Brand lanced his ship after them. Gray lava swept under the belly of his flier with a blur
of motion. With a grim, set grin on his lips, he centered the crosshairs on the flames of the laggard's



rockets. His fingers pressed delicately. Six shells “ringed” the ship, blasting it into fragments that
showered down even as Brand's flier tore through the expanding gas of the explosion.

It was then that the surviving ship made its fatal mistake. At the range that now existed, the pirate might
have escaped had its pilot continued in a straight line. Instead he shot his ship outward into space in an
attempt to flee the satellite.

Brand's pursuing ship flared across the heavens. He instantly computed the angle of intersection, then
waited, squinting his eyes. The pirate ship sped up into range of his guns...

Ten seconds later the fight was over. The wreck of the last pirate ship twisted madly as it hurtled down to
a soundless crash on the airless sea-bottom.

Brand slacked speed, bore his ship around, and then brought it to a long, gliding landing near the
wreckage.

And as he did so, a rocket flared beyond the wrecked ship. A tiny one-man escape rocket looped over
a crater rim and streaked toward the horizon. Brand cursed.

"Damn! He got out before she crashed!"

There was no chance of taking-off in time to catch the speedy little ship, so he switched on his
communicator and roared into it.

"Run! You rat! And when you get home, tell your boss I'll get him sooner or later. The next time he tries
to trap me, tell him to bring out his whole damn fleet!"

There was a faint hum in the receiver, and Brand snapped off his recorder, which was still blasting out the
music of his favorite selection.

A voice came faintly from the speaker. Brand turned up the volume to its peak. With a crackling of static,
but still quite clearly, the voice spoke.

"You never could hang on to anything, Martin Brand,” came the voice, dripping with mockery. “Not even
a girl! And the next time we meet, you won't be so lucky. I'll bring you in and you can give the boss your
own messages."

There was a sudden snap and the hum faded from the speaker. The man in the escape rocket had cut off
his radio.

But Martin Brand sat as though frozen, only the static of empty space breaking the silence inside his
fighter. Only static until his voice cracked out in a hoarse whisper that, had it become flesh and blood,
would have been incarnate hate.

"Jeffry Killian!" 

Again and again through Martin Brand's head echoed the words he had just heard. You could never
hang on to anything, Martin Brand. Not even a girl! And as they repeated themselves over and over,
another voice whispered in his mind ... a voice as soft and musical as a summer breeze in a forest; cool,
alluring, sweet. It whispered in his mind and carried him back over ten long years

CHAPTER III 



"I love you, Martin. Oh so very much..."

Martin Brand crushed the slim girl's form to him as he kissed her yielding lips, passionately, tenderly,
adoringly.

"We're going to be so happy, Estelle,” he said. “Just wait till you see the home I've built for you. It's the
coziest thing on three planets..."

"I can hardly wait,” she said. “And I'll treasure everything in it. You've worked and fought so long and so
hard to get it..."

"Just for you,” he put in.

"Just for me?’ she questioned coyly. “You've only known me five months. Couldn't it just as well have
been any other girl?"

He clutched her to him.

"No! I've known you ever since I was old enough to know there could be anything like you on Earth. I've
pictured you in my mind since almost the first time I rocketed a ship into space, a raw kid in the
Interplanetary Patrol. I don't think there could have been a little home if you hadn't really existed."

"You dear,” she said softly. “You idealistic darling."

He fished in his pocket, showed her the deed to their home to be, and for many moments they read it
together.

"I've got to go now,” he said then. “But I'll see you tomorrow morning at the spaceport. Then well walk
up to Commander Wilson and get tied up in glorious style. Great old man, Commander Wilson. Not a
man in the universe I'd rather rocket with. He gave me official orders to let him do the officiating."

"It'll be wonderful,” she breathed.

Again he kissed her, and left.

* * * *

"Commander wants to see you,” said Brand's roommate when he reached his quarters. “Probably wants
to make sure you've got the ring."

Brand grinned. He put his fingers into his watch pocket, removed a tiny box and flipped it at the
rocketeer.

"From now on, Hal, it's your worry. You're best man, you know. And if I haven't a ring when
Commander Wilson calls for it, there'll be one member of the Orson family who'll rocket no more!"

"Take more than a Brand to stop an Orson,” the rocketeer tossed at Brand's back which was retreating
through the doorway.

Brand knocked at Commander Wilson's door and waited. A gruff voice answered and he went in. He
closed the door behind him, saluted sharply.

"Lieutenant Brand reporting as ordered, sir,” he said,

Commander Wilson's space-tanned face appeared rather red in the glow of the desk light before him.



"Never mind the formality, son,” he said. “Sit down. I've got some things to say to you."

He fussed around at some papers on his desk for a moment, while Brand seated himself and waited.

"Damned nuisance!” fumed the commander. “Just when I wanted a vacation."

Brand leaned forward, startled.

"We haven't been ordered out?” he questioned anxiously.

"Not immediately. But we leave in four days. You'll have a very short honeymoon, lad. Three days."

Brand looked disappointed, then he stiffened.

"We can arrange it, sir. If this thing's what I think it is, it's more important. We can continue the
honeymoon later. After all, we'll have a long time to be married."

Wilson chuckled.

"That's youth for you—think the honeymoon will never end. Well, I hope it doesn't, lad, because...” the
commander sobered, “maybe the next ten years are going to be tough ones."

"The Martians?"

"Yes. The latest report comes from Luna. It seems a party of Martian scientists have obtained permission
from the Lunarian government to conduct archeological explorations on the dark side. Archeology my
foot! The dirty snakes are scouting the territory for military purposes."

"You mean you think Senator Beasley is right? That Mars intends to invade Earth?"

Commander Wilson grunted.

"I'm a soldier,” he said. “I can see a million reasons why Mars should want to invade us, and how they
could do it. Those damned pacifists keep prating about 41 million miles of space being a bulwark of
natural defense. Bulwark, my hat! It's just a matter of coasting. What they really need is a base of
operations near us ... and that base is the moon."

"What are our orders?” asked Brand.

"Unofficial,” said Wilson. “Senator Beasley and the President aren't asleep. We're to ‘scout’ beyond
interplanetary limits and keep our eyes open, but damn it, that isn't enough! Sooner or later we're going
to have to institute a secret-service unit which will work entirely on its own risk—a body that can fight it
out freelance and be prepared to take the rap if caught..."

"Count me in on that, Commander,” said Brand swiftly. “I..."

"Not a chance.” Wilson shook his head. “That'll be for single men only. It's too much of a suicide job.
For instance, if the Lunarians nabbed one of these operatives, he'd probably be liable to life
imprisonment, or even shot as a spy, and our government would have to deny him altogether. In fact,
he'd forfeit his citizenship when he went into the service."

"You talk as though this service were already in existence."

"Not yet. But let's talk about that wedding tomorrow. Has she picked out a ring...?"



* * * *

A confused babble of voices drifted across the take-off platform of the Space Patrol landing field.
Brilliantly uniformed racketeers stood chatting with lovely girls, and behind them loomed the tremendous
mass of the blasting pit's metal and concrete walls. The morning sun was shining brightly, and beneath an
arbor of flowers stood Commander Wilson, waiting. Before him stood a double line of officers of the
Space Patrol, wearing their dress swords. At the far end of the line stood Martin Brand and Hal Orson.
Brand was fidgeting nervously, peering often toward the gates of the landing field, which yawned to the
highway outside. It was here the limousine that would bring Estelle Carter and her bridesmaids was
scheduled to appear.

"This thing's twisted,” said Orson. “Isn't it supposed to be the groom who traditionally keeps the bride
waiting?"

"She's worth waiting for, Hal. But if she doesn't come soon, I'll need a fresh collar..."

Ten minutes passed, and Commander Wilson moved back into the shade of the arbor. Orson's face took
on a sober look, and every few minutes he fumbled in his jacket pocket wherein reposed the ring for
which he was responsible.

The purr of an atomic motor came from the road beyond the fence, and Brand stood erect. The line of
officers snapped to attention; white gloves went to sword hilts in readiness.

A messenger's cycle swept in through the gate in a swirl of dust. Its rider dismounted, propped up his
machine and strode forward.

"Lieutenant Martin Brand?” he asked.

Brand stepped forward.

"Here."

Brand took the message the boy handed him, while Orson tossed the lad a coin.

"Something wrong, Martin?” asked Orson while Brand scanned the message he had removed from the
envelope.

Brand's face went white as the words bit into his brain.

Congratulate us. Estelle and I will be married by the time you read this. No hard feelings. The best
man won. Jeffry Killian. 

He didn't hear Orson's repeated question. He stood there, a blood-red haze before his eyes, a roar in his
head. Slowly his fingers curled into a white-knuckled fist, crushing the paper into a ball. Then they
relaxed and the paper fell to the ground.

Unseeing, unhearing, oblivious of the tense silence that hung over the landing field, he strode through the
gate toward his car.

He didn't hear the curse that Hal Orson let loose as he picked up and read the message. Hal Orson was
too enraged to notice the pink cheeks which he caused to appear on some of the girl attendants, and
tensed jaws on the part of their escorts. The curse was echoed by Commander Wilson in modified form
as he read the sheet from Orson's hand.



"The skunk! The no-good, rotten rat!"

As he strode through the gate, whispered words formed on Brand's lips.

"She ditched me!" he said. “Ditched me for a dare-devil spaceracer. Eloped! And she only went out
with him once..."

His hand whipped inside his jacket, tore out the deed to the little house. He ripped it into fragments and
threw it to the winds. And then he laughed, harshly and loudly.

* * * *

There was a heavy silence in the room. Hal Orson fumbled aimlessly with the television set, as a variety
of scenes faded in and out on the screen.

"We take-off at noon tomorrow,” he said abstractly. “Be good to get into space again. I've got a bellyfull
of this inaction..."

Brand sat on the bed, looking dazed. He remained silent. Orson looked at him, shook his head, frowned,
then returned his attention to the televisor. More scenes flashed on. A newscaster's face appeared. His
voice droned...

Martian war spread to another front on the red world today, when the Syrtis armies attacked tiny
Malvian defenses without warning. Tank columns followed initial attack by rocket-bombers and
smashed through Malvian defenses at three vital points... 

The announcer's voice went on and his features were replaced at times by maps illustrating the areas
under discussion. Then he launched into an account of local news.

Early this morning the wrecked racing-rocket of the famed interplanetary-racer, Jeffry Killian,
was found on the Maine coast, half submerged. A young woman, tentatively identified as Miss
Estelle Carter of New York, was taken from the crackup in serious condition... 

Orson turned slowly to face Martin Brand, who was rising to his feet, a stricken expression on his face as
he faced the televisor screen. On the screen now was a view of the wreck, a grimly shattered object
washed by foamy seas as the wind roared in a gale from the Atlantic. The announcer's voice continued...

...and has been removed to the Community Hospital at Boston. The body of Jeffry Killian has not
been located as yet, and it is believed that it may be lost in the sea, thrown clear of the wreckage. 

Hal Orson snapped off the television and tossed Brand his coat.

"Come on Martin, we'd better get started. I'll rocket you up there in my speedster."

Brand's face was pale, and his browned hand was trembling as he caught the coat.

"Thanks, Hal,” he said. “But don't spare the fireworks. I've got to get to her before ... before..."

"We will,” promised Orson. “We'll be there in a half-hour."

* * * *

"She isn't badly injured physically,” said the doctor, “bruises and contusions, a broken arm, and head
injuries. We had to operate on her head as soon as we got her here—pressure on the brain. Would have
killed her in another two hours. Unfortunately, a bone chip on the inside of the skull had penetrated a



portion of the brain, causing damage to an extent which we can't predict at the moment. It may be..."

"How's she now?” asked Brand tensely. “Can I see her?"

The doctor shrugged.

"Yes, you can see her, but it isn't exactly—well, pretty. You see, she's violently insane."

Brand went white.

"You mean...?"

"Perhaps. There's not much hope that she'll regain her sanity. There's been some sort of mental shock
also. Perhaps the sight of her ... companion drowning while she was powerless to help him."

"I want to see her,” said Brand, tight-lipped.

The doctor led the way down the corridor to a small room. Brand entered first. He halted as he saw the
figure on the bed.

"She's strapped down!” he exclaimed.

On the bed lay Estelle Carter, her legs and arms strapped to the bed, a leather strap across her breast.
Her head was heavily bandaged and one arm was in a cast. Her eyes were open, and they stared directly
into Brand's with an intense glare that stopped his lips with shock.

"Look at the tin soldier boy!” she jeered. “I hate you! I hate you! I hate everybody! You've got stars in
your eyes..."

In startling change she recoiled, fearful, eyes dilated.

"Stars!” she shrieked. “They're in your eyes, and they're getting bigger. The whole sky is full of them.
Running races, that's what they are. Racers! And cowards too! They aren't really racing—they're running
away. Ooohhhh-hh!"

Her voice ended in a high-treble scream, filled with utter terror combined with horrible hate. She tossed
convulsively on the bed.

"The fool! He thought I loved him. He got a deed to a nasty little shack ... Get away from me. You've got
racers in your eyes!"

Martin Brand recoiled. Then he moaned and a shudder shook his big shoulders. Abruptly he wheeled,
ran from the room, colliding with Hal Orson whose face was white and tense.

Outside, sobs tore from Brand's throat, while Orson gripped his arm tightly and held it.

* * * *

Commander Wilson extended his hand and shook that of Martin Brand, soberly but with feeling.

"Welcome to the Special Service,” he said. “From now on you are a free agent. You will receive your
instructions from me only, and your area will be 24B-Luna. Your identity has been established as Robert
Wales, political criminal. No one connects Robert Wales with Martin Brand, the ace of the Interplanetary
Patrol. As Robert Wales you have no rights as a citizen, although none can deny that you are still an
Earthman. All of your actions will be those of a renegade. But your job is to smash the plot that is



brewing on Luna. Mars must not be allowed to establish a fifth-column there, nor to invade. Until the
‘powers that be’ realize our danger, we must work in the dark. If you get into trouble, your government
will deny you."

Brand nodded.

"I know. It's all right. I have nothing to lose.” His voice was dull.

Commander Wilson poured a brandy from his private stock.

"Drink this,” he said. “And snap out of it, son. You've got a job to do. And you've done a noble thing by
setting aside all of your savings as a fund for Estelle. She'll be taken care of. But don't let it make you
bitter, lad. There are other women..."

"Not in this service!” snapped Brand. “Remember what you told me once before?"

"Sure, but—"

"That's the way it suits me,” said Brand. “And as far as my job is concerned, the Martians will wish I'd
never been born."

"I'm sure they will,” said Wilson, a troubled look in his eyes, “but don't be reckless. A dead agent is of no
use to us, you know."

A flinty grin crossed Brand's face.

"I don't die easily, Commander,” he said, “But neither will I live long enough to be a sucker again!"

CHAPTER VI 

Martin Brand stared unseeingly across the wastes of the lunar plain which stretched back toward the
towering heights of the Liebnitz from which he had just come. Still ringing through his brain were those
words he had spoken ten long years before. They had been the basis for the Martin Brand the solar
system now knew as “Suicide” Martin Brand, the luckiest man alive—and the most daring.

Ten years ago, his life had been blasted into a terrible bitterness. Now, when he thought the wound
healed by time, a voice had come out of the ether from a crater-hopping little escape ship, tearing it wide
open once more. A voice that he hated, a voice he had thought he'd never hear again.

"He isn't dead!” Brand's voice rang with hate and shock in the tiny confines of his little pursuit ship. 
"Jeffry Killian is still alive! He didn't drown when his ship cracked up..."

The full significance of it jolted home in his mind.

"The rat cracked her up, thought she was dead, and ran out on her like a coward. And she knew! She
was insane, but she still remembered he'd run out on her! And later—he must have known—hearing that
she was insane, he never came back. Let her shift for herself..."

Martin Brand's face writhed in an old hate, now reborn to full growth in a terrible manner.

"I'll get you, Killian!” he swore. "I'll get you, if I have to tear the whole Moon apart!"

Beneath the savage pressure of his fingers, the pursuit rocket roared up from the age-old dust of the lunar



plain, shot over the wrecks of the ships he had shot down, and out into space toward Earth.

* * * *

Three days later, Martin Brand, dressed in the rough garb of a prospector, peered from the porthole of
the limping freighter which was settling down past the high rim of the crater that exactly centered the side
of the Moon eternally hidden from Earth. He watched with interest as darkness settled around the ship.
The gloom became deeper as the ship sank into the bowels of this pockmarked world.

As he watched, the admonishing words of Commander Wilson rang in his memory. It's a tough hunch
you're playing, my boy. If it really was Jeffry Killian you saw, then something is going on inside
Luna that's no good at all. No good at all! Whatever you encounter will be strictly your own
funeral if it blows up in your face. Good luck, son. Somehow, soon, we've got to smash that
Martian infiltration, or it's curtains for Earth.

Yes, it would be strictly his funeral—because now he wasn't Martin Brand! He was Robert Wales, and
Robert Wales was an outlaw on Earth. He'd lost his citizenship because of seditious acts. Oh, yes, the
rest of the solar system would accept him without much question. His wasn't a universal criminal act. In
fact, much of the solar system would secretly approve of an Earthman who was a seditionist ... Mars
especially, and perhaps Venus. On Luna he would use still another name (he'd selected Edgar Barnes)
because Luna was anxious about Mars, and curried favor from Earth. And too, she was a bit irritated
because Earth politicians stuck bull-headedly to their isolationist policy. Luna also resented being a
“buffer” between Earth and Mars without getting credit for it.

If Luna discovered that Edgar Barnes was Robert Wales she might deport him, certainly not to Earth, but
very likely to Venus. So Martin Brand intended to play his dual role with all the cunning—and uncanny
luck—that was his.

The freighter was dropping now into an illuminated area. Light came from below, and suddenly with the
shock that it always brings to persons making a first descent into the hollow world, the breath-taking
spectacle of the cavern's immensity opened out beneath him. There was a city there. A modern Luna
City, built, precariously it seemed, on a terrific slope. How it could have remained there was an incredible
mystery.

Brand shifted his body, and the mystery was a mystery no longer; for he almost fell, with a new shift of
balance from a new center of gravity. The precipitous slope on which the city stood became a flat plain,
and the black hole of the crater through which the ship now emerged shifted from its former vertical
appearance to a low-slanting shaft that bore off at an angle.

A moment later he adjusted himself to the sudden change in direction, found the new “down” and
regained his equilibrium. And when he had accomplished it, the ship shuddered with the contact of its
faulty landing in the rocket cradles at the city spaceport.

As he walked down the gangplank, reeling slightly with the unaccustomed light gravity in spite of his
leaded shoes, Brand wanted to laugh aloud. He stopped himself as he heard several others laughing
boisterously, then he saw them peering around with a foolish look on their faces. There had been nothing
to laugh at. Brand grinned faintly at their discomfiture, realizing the cause of the unseemly mirth ... oxygen.
The atmosphere of this inner-lunar world was artificial and richer in pure oxygen than that of Earth. Its
too swift stimulation often caused this reaction when first breathed into lungs unaccustomed to it.

Brand stopped grinning as he saw a girl standing just outside the gate of the spaceport looking at him with
what he was certain was startled recognition. But she was a perfect stranger to him, and he frowned. Her
face now, as she saw him looking at her, went cold and emotionless and casual.



Brand walked over toward her, seemed about to pass without further notice, then whirled upon her.

"Do I know you?” he asked abruptly.

It seemed to him that she drew in her breath just a bit too sharply. “No,” she said in a low voice, staring
straight at him. “You don't."

"Wrong reaction,” he said flatly. “You're supposed to say: ‘Can't you think up a more original approach
than that—go fry your hide.’ I know I don't know you. But I'd swear you know me."

She continued to look at him levelly.

"What is your name?” she asked. “If you're well-known enough, I might have heard of you."

"Edgar Barnes,” he answered. “Prospector."

"No,” she said. “I don't know you."

She turned and walked away.

Brand watched her retreating back a moment, noting the lilting sway of her body, the grace of each step,
the proud carriage of her head. He saw too the rich red-gold of her hair, and remembered that her eyes
had been a startling deep blue. He had noticed also that her lips had been anything but forbidding, even
tightly drawn as they had been in what he could not certainly identify as deception.

Had she recognized him, or hadn't she? Was she concealing an initial betrayal of such recognition, or
had she, like himself, been surprised at the laughter caused by the oxygen in the air? But he hadn't
laughed; why look at him?

He shrugged, turned and strode through the city streets.

* * * *

Ahead of him he saw a brilliantly lighted cafe. Its neon lights proclaimed it as the “Star Club.” Parked in
front of it were sleek aero-cabs and several fast, low-slung compression flyers.

Brand nodded to himself.

"There's where I'll find some of the big boys. Perfect front for intrigue."

He turned in at the entrance and was halted by a doorman.

"You can't go in dressed like that."

Brand grinned.

"Call the manager,” he said, “unless you'd rather take this ten-spot yourself. I've got a little to unload..."

The doorman snatched the bill Brand handed him, grinned back, and said, “Sure. The boss'll understand
when I give him the sign. And thanks..."

Brand followed a waiter to a small table to one side, seated himself and ordered a drink. Then he sat
quietly, listening to the haunting strains of the Lunarian stringed orchestra which was wailing its odd
cadences for the dancing of the couples swaying voluptuously on the dance floor.

Lunarian dances were the ultimate in sensuous expression. Brand snorted, and downed his drink in a gulp



when it came. The waiter lifted his eyebrows, and Brand ordered another, loudly.

Several men nearby looked at him, studied him a moment.

One of them got up and sauntered over. He was dressed in evening attire, and immaculately groomed,
but there was a queer tightness of his suit around the chest, and Brand's eyes narrowed slightly as the
fellow sat down opposite him. There was a shoulder holster under his arm, and a steamgun in it. There
was no mistaking that tell-tale tightness, for Brand.

"Prospector?” queried his guest.

"Of sorts.” Brand shrugged. “Just landed. Thought I'd try my hand at the caves."

"Bad business, those caves,” said the stranger affably. “Takes a good man to browse around in ‘em.
Never prospected myself, but I've hunted lu-bats in those caves. Incidentally, my name's Ormandy. Saw
you down that drink, which is exactly how I feel at the moment. Mind if I join you in the next?"

"Why should I? Maybe you can give me some dope on the caves—that's worth sharing a drink."

The waiter arrived, and strangely enough he had the other man's drink on his tray.

"They know me here,” explained Ormandy. “When I sit down at a table, any table, they stick my drink in
front of me."

"Not a bad thing,” grinned Brand, “saves time."

He lifted his glass, then held it rigidly in his fingers for a moment. There, behind Ormandy, across the
room, was the girl Brand had accosted at the spaceport. There was no mistaking the red sheen of that
lovely hair. And once more she was staring at him. This time there was no recognition, just a studied
attention that held him motionless with surprise for an instant.

"What's up?” queried Ormandy. “See a lu-bat?"

He turned to stare in the direction Brand was looking, and raised his eyebrows.

"Say,” he said in approval. “Don't blame you for looking. She's strictly inner-world!"

Brand recovered himself hastily.

"Yeah,” he agreed, tossing his drink over his shoulder into a potted palm as the girl looked away.
Ormandy's head was still turned. Brand smacked his lips and put his glass down.

Ormandy drank his, then leaned on the table.

"You haven't introduced yourself,” he said. “Not curious, but I ought to have a handle to hang on you.
Any one'll do."

Brand grinned.

"Ed Barnes,” he said. “Just an ordinary name, but it's done me this long, I guess you can use it too."

"Y'know,” said Ormandy. “For a minute I thought you were somebody else, but I guess it's that deep
coat of space-tan you've got. Either you've been prospecting the airless asteroids, or been rocketing
around space for a spell."



"Both,” said Brand. “In fact, this is the first air outside of a tank I've breathed in a long time, except on
the freighter that brought me here. I shipped on from a space station out of New York, intended to go to
Earth, but decided against it. I've always wanted to try the Luna caves."

Ormandy reached carelessly into his vest. When his hand came out, he palmed a small steampistol. The
tiny opening in the barrel was all that was visible to Brand as he stared at the hand. He didn't move a
muscle.

Across the room a nattily-dressed American space-lieutenant lifted his voice in a popular space song
which the orchestra was playing at the moment. His voice rang out clearly, but slightly tipsily in the quiet
that seemed to have fallen over the room.

"Let me tell you of a girl

I met among the stars.

Her eyes are blue as Rigel;

Her lips as red as Mars." 

"Ten years ago,” said Ormandy softly, “I stood in line at a wedding ceremony, my sword at the ready. I
was prepared to add my weapon to the arch through which a young couple were to walk in a few
moments. But the wedding never came off. It seems that the man who was to form half of that team was
being jilted..."

Brand's face tightened just a trifle and he looked hard at the man across the table from him, but said
nothing. Instead, queerly, the song's second verse registered in his ears, and he listened to it as he studied
Ormandy's eyes.

"Nowhere in an the system 

You'll find a girl like she; 

And you can bet your ray gun

That she's the one for me!" 

Ormandy's voice went on:

"That man was just a lieutenant in the space-patrol then. I was also one, but I had other interests. They
had something to do with a situation that was only beginning then. I didn't know at the time that the man
who was being jilted would be so bitter about it that he'd become a thorn in my side later on. Of course
the interests which I planned were then in their infancy. Today they are quite well advanced..."

"Her hair is like the ghostweed 

That drifts on Venus’ sea. 

From top to toe a figure

As perfect as can be." 

"It would be a shame to let any possible harm come to them now. So that is why you are looking into the
muzzle of a very efficient little steamgun right now, Mr. Martin Brand. ‘Suicide’ Martin Brand, I believe is
the popular designation, which, at the moment, is quite appropriate indeed."



"Perhaps,” agreed Brand. “I've gotten to depend on my luck so much that I often stick my head into the
lion's mouth like this. Someday it's going to make me careless."

"Like now?” questioned Ormandy softly.

"Maybe. But how'd you spot me?” Ormandy frowned.

"Recognized you, of course,” he snapped.

"That's a lie,” said Brand. “In the first place you've never seen me before, and in the second place you
never were at any wedding. Every one of the boys in that line, with or without swords, were my friends.
All except the one who ran off with my girl, cracked up with her, and ran off like a rat, leaving her to a
life of insanity. And thirdly, I don't look like Martin Brand at all. I'm a mess of plastic."

Ormandy looked at him a moment, then he laughed contemptuously.

"You're smart, Brand and a liar. But so what? Right now you're going to walk out of here with me, climb
into the black aero-cab directly in front, and sit tight. The driver knows me quite well. In fact, you might
say he's a friend. He'll never remember having taken a fare anywhere tonight, especially a prospector
named Ed Barnes, whom nobody'll ever see again. Not when his body drops into Black Hole."

"Black Hole?"

"That's the crater that goes nowhere that anybody's ever been able to discover-and came back alive."

"Oh, I see."

Brand's eyes strayed a split second over Ormandy's shoulder, and saw with surprise that the girl was
gone. Her drink stood on the table at which she'd been seated. It was untouched.

"Get up,” ordered Ormandy. “The drinks are on me, just walk out."

Brand got up. He nodded casually to the doorman as he walked past. Ormandy was a few paces behind.
Outside, Brand waited.

"That cab,” indicated Ormandy.

Brand glanced around carefully. In a doorway to one side of the brilliantly lit marquee of the Star Club he
saw a glint of red. There was a slight hiss, a tiny white lance of light came from the doorway, and ended
in the temple of his captor. Ormandy sighed, slid gently to the walk, and dropped the steam-gun from his
nerveless palm.

Brand stooped, scooped it up, whipped open the door of the aero-cab, and trained the weapon on the
startled driver.

"Start going places,” he snapped. “Fast!"

He leaped in, turned to see the figure of the mysterious girl in the doorway. He saw her return a steamgun
to her bodice, then disappear into the Star Club's side door once more. On the walk before the cafe the
body of Ormandy lay like an ink-blot. For the instant no one was in sight, then the doorman came running
out, and several pedestrians began to converge on the corpse. Then the scene vanished from view as the
aero-cab lifted, shot into the darkness over the city.



CHAPTER V 

The girl sitting in the easy chair in the solarium was staring blankly at the landscape that spread out before
her beyond the wide-flung windows admitting the morning sun and air.

Behind her an ornate radio played softly, rendering the symphonic tone poem, Rakastava, of Sibelius. Its
notes were muted, low, distant. They were soothing, restful. And the girl who sat so still seemed lost in
them. Her eyes were fixed on nothing, her body relaxed. Yet, beneath the calm exterior there was a
strange tension that betrayed itself in tiny, tense wrinkles around her eyes, on the bridge of her nose, and
especially in the nervous twitching of the fingers of one hand.

Moving softly, furtively around the room, an aproned girl dusted furniture with almost fearful
industriousness. Often she glanced quickly at the quiet figure in the easy chair, then snatched her attention
away again to return to her work.

Someone appeared in the doorway. The maid glanced up.

"Good morning,” said the newcomer, drawing a brilliant robe around her figure, waiting expectantly for
an answer. None came from the girl in the chair, but the maid rushed forward on tiptoe, one startled
finger to her lips in an unmistakable gesture.

"Quiet!" she hissed. “Do you want to make her violent again?"

"Oh, shush, Olga,” said the visitor, pushing back a lock of graying hair from her more than middle-aged
face. “She isn't going to be violent. She's no more crazy than I am or...” she fixed a stern glance on
Olga's fear-ridden face, “...or you.” Olga reddened, and returned flustered to her silent pursuit of dust
that didn't exist. Under her breath she mumbled.

"Crazy? Miss Pennyfeather, you're insane!"

If Miss Pennyfeather heard, she gave no indication. Instead she walked over to the girl in the easy chair
and sat down on the window ledge directly before her, craning her neck to bring her gaze directly into
line with the girl's blank stare. For a long moment she peered.

"Good morning, Estelle,” she said.

There was no answer. Miss Pennyfeather looked irritated. She inched herself more directly in line with
Estelle Carter's gaze, rising to a half-sitting position that gave her the appearance of a poised scarecrow.

There was no evidence that Estelle saw her visitor. Miss Pennyfeather became more irritated. She
reached out a hand to still the fingers of the girl's hand, then sat back again, and a judicious look crossed
her face.

"It's that music,” she decided. “It's too spiritless. We must have something with fire, something to wake
us.” She got up, walked over to the radio and snapped a switch.

"This is better! The Ride of the Valkyries, from Die Walkure, by Richard Wagner!” She read the title
with gusto. “This will brighten us up!"

She inserted the record, snapped a new switch. Then she turned up the volume slightly and returned to
her seat on the window ledge. She tossed a defiant stare at Olga, who had been standing disapprovingly
in one position while Miss Pennyfeather launched her campaign for “brightening things up."

"Go about your work, Olga,” she said sharply. “That radio is simply filthy with dust.” She rubbed her



fingers on her skirt with distaste.

Olga frowned and returned to the chair on which she had been working, but she cast an exploratory
glance at the radio and squinted.

The strains of the Wagnerian music began swelling through the room, building up to crashing chords.
Miss Pennyfeather sat patiently waiting for her “brightening up” efforts to take effect on her victim.

"Those stars keep racing around,” said Estelle abstractedly. “And I hate racers."

Miss Pennyfeather lifted her eyebrows.

"Stars?” she asked. “Where do you see stars racing?"

Estelle's eyes focused on her visitor's face, as if she were seeing her for the first time.

"I don't see them,” she said. "He's a star. A star racer. He's won so many medals. But he always runs
away. He's a coward, and I hate him."

"Don't you love anybody?” asked Miss Pennyfeather.

"No. Men are such fools."

"Hasn't anybody ever loved you?"

Estelle laughed.

"Certainly ... but I didn't love him. He wanted to buy a little house and tie me down in it. He was so
old-fashioned. He knew how to kiss, and that's all I wanted..."

The girl's gaiety vanished suddenly, and she leaned forward in her chair. An anxious look came over her
features.

"I hear his voice!” she exclaimed.

Miss Pennyfeather frowned.

"The only men here are Doctor Allen and Doctor Deakin,” she said, “and you couldn't hear any voices
outside anyway. The music is getting too loud."

Estelle relaxed again, and her fingers resumed the twitching motion.

Behind them Olga neared the radio. She peered at it closely.

"Filthy with dust!” she whispered. She began polishing it with her cloth, an ecstatic look in her eyes. Her
fingers accidentally touched the volume control, turning it over to full strength...

With startling suddenness the music roared out deafeningly. The climactic chords of the tremendous
selection shook the walls.

Estelle Carter leaped from her chair. Her shrill scream rocketed through the air, even above the blasting
radio. Her face was a mask of shock and surprise and terror. She ran back and forth, as though seeking
an escape, her hands clasped over her ears, and she screamed again and again.

"Martin! Martin!"



Miss Pennyfeather looked as though she'd been struck by lightning, Olga crumpled to the floor next to
the radio, crying in hysteria.

Estelle shrieked once more, then fell to the floor in a faint.

Miss Pennyfeather leaped into action. With terror in her face, she rushed through the doorway, colliding
with the form of Doctor Deakin. She recovered, and rushed on down the hall, passed Doctor Allen with
averted eyes, and turned into her room.

"Turn off that radio!” shouted Doctor Allen, reaching the solarium. “Good God, there's no telling what
this shock will do to Miss Carter!"

The blasting thunder of the music was cut off abruptly, and only the sobs of the maid filled the room.

"Get Olga out of here, Deakin,” directed Doctor Allen. “I'll take care of Miss Carter. I'm afraid this might
be serious. It's enough to kill her, or cure her..."

* * * *

Several days later the two men faced each other in their office.

"What's the verdict, Allen?"

Doctor Allen leaned back in his chair.

"Cured! Completely cured! That shock absolutely counteracted the one which deranged her mind in the
accident. She's as sane as you or I, and she knows it. She has a fine mind, or she couldn't have taken the
revelations of the past few days without suffering a breakdown. It's quite a shock to realize that you've
been insane for ten years."

"You're going to release her?"

"Certainly. Fortunately she has quite a sum still in her fund, that is being turned over to her. I have no
doubt but what she'll find a place for herself without difficulty. She's a clever girl—even brilliant. I've been
amazed at the extent of her knowledge and her intelligence rat—"

"You don't fear a relapse?"

Allen shook his head.

"No,” he said slowly, “I don't. There's something pretty solid in her mind. Perhaps the combination of
those two shocks has accomplished something that might not otherwise have been possible. She's as cold
and analytical as a mathematics machine. If anything, she's too sane. Her emotions are under a powerful
mental control. What she really needs is the outside world. I might even hope that she'd fall in love,
although the way she's constituted now, I'd hardly think that was possible. Anyway, she's leaving us
today."

"Where's she going?"

"Says she has hopes of a business contact with a fellow named Jeffry Killian."

"Jeffry Killian! Why that's the man she cracked up with. He's dead—drowned in the wreck!"

"Eh!” exclaimed Doctor Allen, startled. “Eh!"



He settled back in his chair, a puzzled look on his face, then, after a moment, it cleared.

"That's too bad,” he said, “but maybe it has its compensations. After all, sorrow is akin to love—it's an
emotion. And that's what she needs. Once emotion returns to her, she'll be a pretty fine woman. I think
I'll just let her go, and find out about Killian for herself. She can certainly take the shock, and it might
soften her nervous system up a bit."

"It might...” said his companion dubiously. “Perhaps it might."

CHAPTER VI 

Martin Brand poked the steamgun into the aero-cab driver's back with a vicious jab.

"Was the guy back there your boss?"

"No. I'm just a taxi driver.'

"You lie! I know all about this set-up, and I'm here to break it. I intend to break everything."

The driver turned half around.

"What set-up?” he asked. “I ain't in no set-up..."

"Keep on driving, and face front,” ordered Brand grimly, “and make for the Black Hole. We've got a
little date there."

He saw the red neck of the driver go pale.

"What you going to do?” he quavered.

"Kill you,” said Brand laconically.

He saw the driver's knuckles go white on the steering wheel, but the face remained rigidly toward the
front. The aero-cab drove on through the darkness beyond the city, through the artificial atmosphere of
the great cavern. Pockmarked everywhere were great black areas that betokened uninhabited areas, and
bright spots that indicated cities. To one side, the side facing the sun, several bright spots indicated
craters that extended straight through the crust, similar to the giant one which provided the main access to
the moon's interior down which Brand had come in the freighter.

Dimly, across the black void above them, paths of light indicated the sun's beams. In the windless
interior, no dust floated, and dust motes did not break up the beams and make them the brilliant shafts
they are in Earth caves.

Only opposite the crater through which the beams entered did the sun's rays add any appreciable light to
this stygian inner-world. There, brilliant white spots out-glowed the artificial light of cities, but were easily
confused with the cities.

Brand knew had they been further out from the surface he could have seen the huge Black Hole that was
their destination. It might be on the near up-curving horizon in almost any direction, and Brand felt with
certainty that the driver of the aero-cab was not going toward it. He'd seen him cautiously, with extreme
slowness, so as not to make it noticeable, change his course several times. And Brand knew this was just
a means of determining if he, Brand, knew where the Black Hole was.



With an inner smile playing about his lips Brand waited, eyes and ears open, on the alert.

The driver indicated a black area just ahead.

"There is the beginning of the Black Hole crater,” he said. “What do you intend to do with me now?"

"Go directly over it,” Brand said, “and then drop down into it slowly."

The man complied, and the little vessel dropped slowly down in a direct vertical.

Brand seemed to be intently watching the crater walls, shrouded in blackness, but in reality his attention
was fixed on the driver. He saw the slow tensing of the tiny muscles in the fingers of his right hand as they
drew near to a certain outcropping of rock that formed a rather wide ledge. Here was a dim glow, and
Brand saw that even a space ship could land on the ledge with room to spare. But their aero-cab was
several hundred yards out from it, and descending very slowly.

Suddenly, Brand acted. He leaped forward, raised the steam-gun, brought it down on the driver's head
just as the man's right hand shot out toward a button on the dash. The driver uttered a little moan,
slumped over the wheel. The aero-cab began a whistling dive down into the crater darkness.

Brand wrestled the inert body away from the control seat and took over. In a moment he had halted the
downward dive, bore the ship off in a slanting zoom away from the danger of crashing the walls, then
hung for a moment, getting his bearings.

Above him was the landing ledge he had seen before. Certain that he hadn't lost the clue it had given him,
Brand began to drop the ship slowly again. Into pitch darkness they went. Brand kept one ear cocked to
the stentorous breathing of the driver, who was still unconscious. Any change in it would indicate
returning consciousness.

Abruptly the aero-cab bumped solid rock. Brand turned off the motors. A quick flash of the lights, on
dim, showed that he had reached the floor of this particular pit. It was certainly not the Black Hole. In all,
it was perhaps three miles deep, and small in diameter at the base. He placed a small package in the
man's pocket, searched him for weapons, found none, and after a moment of thought left a small
flashlight. It was a weak, two-celled affair, and its beam would penetrate the gloom only a few feet. He
dragged the unconscious man from the cab.

Then Brand stepped back into the aero-cab and started up the shaft of the crater toward the ledge
above.

* * * *

He drove the ship silently down toward the far end of the great ledge landed in pitch darkness close to
the crater wall, under a slight overhang of rock. There he turned off the motors and left the ship.

Slowly, he made his way through the inky blackness on foot, carefully feeling his way along the rocky
wall, extending an exploratory foot forward before taking each step. He proceeded in this manner for
nearly an hour.

The dim light on the ledge grew stronger, and suddenly Brand discovered the reason for it. Here and
there, in patches on the rock wall, a dully luminous paint had been splashed. His hunch had been right.
The driver of the aero-cab had been intent on flashing on all the lights of his cab thereby attracting
attention, and being rescued from his plight. He had firmly believed that Brand intended to kill him, and
had tried to save his life—and in so doing had betrayed the hiding place of the men Brand was seeking.



Here in this pit, somewhere along this ledge, there must be an opening big enough to admit space ships.
An opening big enough to be used as a base for the fifth-column activities Brand sought to uncover and
destroy.

Perhaps now, at last, he would come to grips with the master criminal, the Martian genius who was
building up the secret springboard for an all-out offensive against Earth. The offensive that Earth
authorities and Earth people alike scoffed at, because they denied the possibility of an invasion across
41,000,000 to 134,000,000 miles of space.

He went on, now able to see dimly in the phosphorescent glow of the luminous-paint splotches. He no
longer had to feel his way, he held his steam-gun in readiness prepared for any surprise.

Here, he felt sure, judging from the covert actions of the aero-cab driver, he could expect to find sentries.
At least he knew he'd find someone to whom a bright light would have meant apprehensive action.

Alert, he went on, his soles grinding softly in the sandy pumice of the ledge-floor. Before him he saw a
black area in the cliff wall. It was a cavern opening, and on both sides of it were groups of heavy
boulders. Behind them several men could have hidden very easily.

Brand dropped down and crawled along on his belly, taking advantage of every possible concealment.
There was no noise but to Brand the scuff of his own body in the sand solid almost thunderous.

It was with surprise that be stopped his progress and became rigidly immobile at the sight of a dark figure
seated with his back against a rock. The man was smoking a cigarette, and the tip of it glowed red as he
dragged on it. His face was illuminated, and Brand's pulse leaped.

A Martian...

He'd found the opening. There was no doubt that this was the hiding place of a part of the fifth-column
Mars was establishing on Luna. This man was a guard. Across his knees was a long atom-rifle, one that
could easily shoot down an aero-cab at a distance of several miles. Brand knew the weapon, a deadly
invention of Earth, which had been stolen by spies and duplicated in Martian factories. It had been used
to potent advantage in the Martian invasion of Callisto. It had telescopic sights that were so perfect, and
had so great a range that even the astronomers marveled at them.

The Martian seemed certain that his duty was an unnecessary one. That an intruder would find this ledge
or attempt to land on it was preposterous to him. Brand glanced out into the void of the interior of Luna,
and saw that any ship without lights would be perfectly invisible against the black curtain. That is, unless it
chanced to cross a spot of light that betokened a city on the other side, or blundered into one of the
shafts of sunlight that lanced almost invisibly across the cavern. It was obvious that the guard had not
seen the aero-cab descend. Nor could he see light from the crater bottom, because it would be
necessary for him to go directly to the ledge termination and peer over.

Slowly Brand crept forward, his gun in hand. The guard smoked his cigarette down, flicked it away into
the darkness, then he climbed slowly to his feet. His eleven feet of height towered over Brand, who froze
motionless again. The guard relaxed the hold on his rifle, stretched his great shoulders and yawned.

Brand rose slowly to his feet and advanced. A pebble crunched beneath his feet.

The guard whirled. His gun came up with amazing swiftness, the muzzle pointing directly at Brand's body.
Startled by the dexterity of the fellow's movements, Brand had time to do no more than press the trigger
of his steam-gun. A white lance leaped out, striking the Martian in the abdomen. The Martian doubled
over in agony, but retained his footing, bringing his gun once more into line.



Brand shot again, swiftly, surely, and the steam lance ended its trail of death directly between the guard's
eyes. Like an empty sack of brittle burlap which refused to flatten out, the Martian's fragile body
collapsed. He lay motionless on the pumice, dark blood oozing from the wound in his head.

"He wasn't so off-guard at that,” muttered Brand. “And it wasn't so good for him. It cost him his life. If I
could have sneaked by..."

But then he laughed.

"What am I feeling sorry for? These fellows intend to murder millions on Earth, if we give them the
chance."

He stepped over to the body, searched it. He found nothing but a pack of cigarettes, which he pocketed,
some matches, a second steam-gun in a holster, and a belt of ammunition. He picked up the atom-gun,
hefted its long length, then retraced his steps toward his ship some hundred yards, and cached his loot
along the line of the cliff-wall.

He returned and lifting the Martian's body, he carried it to the edge of the ledge and hurled it over.

Then, all traces of his actities having been removed, he made his way into the black opening of the cave.
As he rounded a bend, a source of illumination became visible, and he saw that ahead there was a
broadening of the tunnel, plus several branching tunnels that led off at angles. Obviously, this was a
complex system of caves and tunnels—an ideal hiding place for Martian agents and Lunarian
fifth-columnists.

Brand crept forward, following the illumination, his nerves tense with caution. He progressed several
hundred yards before the illumination became bright enough for him to follow without feeling for his
footing. He could now see the rock underfoot, and he realized that this was no artificial illumination, but a
natural glow that emanated from the rock itself.

So far he had seen no signs of the human occupancy that he sought, and his brows furrowed in
puzzlement. Why bury themselves so deeply? Obviously, farther ahead, there was a huge cave, lighted
with phosphorescence, but peering at the tunnel floor, Brand could see no traces of any passage through
the sand and scattered pumice. In fact, his own footprints showed clearly and distinctly.

Brand halted. Something was wrong about this. If the enemy used this tunnel as a hideout, they either
carefully obliterated their trail, or entered by another route. Perhaps the right way through was one of
those diverging tunnels behind him? ... But they had not been illuminated. The light had drawn him here.

Brand went ahead more slowly, came into the main cavern, a large place, perhaps several miles in
diameter. One glance was enough to tell him it was entirely empty. There was no possible place in this
huge lava bubble where anything as large as a rat could have hidden.

"Wrong trail!” exclaimed Brand in annoyance. His voice echoed and re-echoed from the walls of the
cave with startling repetition. Brand clenched his lips shut in tight alarm, as those sounds might echo for
miles through these tunnels.

When silence descended again, Brand took a last look. He saw a tiny black opening in the wall several
hundred feet away, and walked toward it cautiously. It led into pitch darkness.

Was this the way? Was he on the right trail at that?

He stepped inside, walked on into gloom that grew blacker, until with a turning of the passage it became
complete. Once more he was forced to feel his way along. After a time, the sound of his footsteps



ceased abruptly to echo back to him, and became almost soundless. He halted. He had emerged into a
space more vast than any he had yet been in. That was obvious. About him was the atmosphere, the
feeling, of sheer immensity, of empty distance.

There were no tunnel walls to guide him, he realized that another step might plunge him into a bottomless
pit. Very obviously this was not the hiding place of the people he was seeking. Better retrace his steps...

A rustle out of the darkness brought him around in sudden alert, his gun ready. Looming over him,
swooping down with incredible speed, was a shadowy monster, giant-winged, reptile-bodied. It glowed
with a pale violet radiance all its own, giving the appearance of a ghostly and very huge bat. Brand
recognized it instantly, although this was his first sight of such a creature. This was the dreaded lu-bat of
Luna's caves attacking him!

Desperately, he raised his steamgun, trained it on the body, depressed the trigger and held it there. The
white lance leaped out, played over the luminous violet of the body, but apparently nothing was
happening. The monster didn't veer in its downward course. Brand could hear the whistle of wind as it
planed down at him now. He kept the steam-gun pouring out its lance.

Suddenly, with devastating effect, the white lance took effect. With a tremendous roar, and a blinding
flash of light, the lu-bat exploded. Brilliantly flaring fragments of it scattered and fell like meteors, or
star-shells on a battle-front, into a tremendous crater.

Brand saw that he was within yards of the edge of this vast depression in the moon's inner surface. He
also saw that there was apparently no other side, even in the brilliant white light that came from the
flaming fragments of the lu-bat. Undoubtedly his steam-gun's intensely hot ray had caused a chemical
combustion in the gaseous interior of the lu-bat, releasing the radioactive elements of its make-up in
flaming pyrotechnics.

But the other things that Brand saw in the brilliant light made the immensity of the depths before him
inconsequential. He realized that he stood now on the rim of the famed Black Hole of Luna, the crater
that had no bottom and had never been safely explored. Floating there under a ledge, concealed from
above, but starkly revealed in the brilliant white light that was dying now as the lu-bat disappeared miles
below still falling, was a giant space battleship. Behind it was another—and behind that a third. Brand
could see no more, because darkness became complete. But registered on his dazed retina was the
unmistakable identity of these super-warships. They were Martian!

* * * *

Now a brilliant light bathed Brand in its rays and a voice behind him said:

"Up with the hands, Mister! And drop that gun."

Brand turned slowly, dropped his steam-gun to the pumice at his feet. He tried to see beyond the bright
flashlight trained on him, but couldn't.

"That's the first time I've ever seen a lu-bat knocked down with a steamgun,” said the voice. “Usually it
takes a heavy atom-rifle to get ‘em. Never been tried with a steam-gun before, as far as I know. It would
be too silly to try, or would have been up to now. It seems, handled right, they do a pretty fancy job."

Brand was silent, waiting for his captor to make a move.

"Who are you?” asked the man behind the flashlight.

"Robert Wales,” said Brand.



"What are you doing here?"

"Isn't that a rather silly question to ask?” Brand put in. “Judging from what I saw anchored out there...”
he waved a hand in the direction of the Martian battleships he'd seen huddled against the crater wall “...I
have a faint hunch my business here is of the same nature as yours."

"Judging from what you saw anchored out there,” said his captor, “you haven't any business of any
nature that you're going to be doing.” The man with the flashlight moved around behind Brand, and in the
light, Brand saw a pathway leading toward an opening other than the one by which he had reached the
Black Hole.

"Walk that way, ahead of me,” directed the voice behind the flashlight. “We'll have a little business
discussion with some people I know..."

Brand began moving. They moved for several hundred yards, then came to a door built into the tunnel. A
guard peered forth, then the door opened.

"What you got there, Joe?” asked the guard, eyeing Brand.

"A guy I found out in the Black Hole, snooping around. He just shot down a lu-bat with a steam-gun.
You should have seen the fireworks. Most amazing damn thing I ever saw. Lit up the whole crater."

"Lit it up?"

"Yeah, for miles."

"Then...

"Sure. I'm taking him to Jeff. He's seen too much, and besides, he ain't a lu-bat hunter. No lu-bat hunter
ever went after those babies with a steam-gun."

"I'll say,” grunted the guard. “But then, nobody ever shot one down with a steam-gun either, until now!”
There was frank admiration in the soldier's face.

CHAPTER VII 

Brand's captor ordered him ahead, and they advanced into a warm, lighted series of caverns. Down
several branches, Brand saw many men, most of them in the uniform of the space-navy of Mars. His lips
tightened at the sight.

"Commander Wilson,” he muttered under his breath, “this isn't any sabotage, any fifth-column ... it's a
full-scale invasion, practically ready to go!"

"What's that you said?” asked the guard sharply.

"I said this's a pretty fancy setup."

"Yea, fancier than you think ... turn right, in that next room."

Brand obeyed the sudden order, entered a small room where two more guards stood, rifles in hand, rigid
at attention. There was a distinct military pose to their bearing—but they were Earthmen.

Brand's captor saluted.



"Sewell, reporting to Commander Killian with a captive,” he said.

Brand whirled on the man.

"Killian!" he exclaimed. “Commander Killian!"

"Of course. He's in charge here. About-face, and march in. You'll be glad to see him, no doubt, if he's an
old friend of yours—and in the same business!” The fellow who called himself Sewell grinned mockingly.

One of the guards opened the door, and Brand stepped through, his jaw tense, his teeth biting together
so hard his jaw hurt. In his mind one raging thought flamed. Jeffry Killian was the man he sought. Jeffry
Killian was the mastermind, the arch criminal, the power behind the treachery on Luna!

He faced the man who sat behind an ornate desk, dressed in a plain khaki uniform without insignia of any
kind.

"Come to deliver your message to the boss?” queried Jeffry Killian softly.

"No!” said Brand savagely. “I've come to kill you! And the only thing that'll prevent me is for you to kill
me first."

Jeffry Killian rose to his feet. His face was cold now.

"That can be arranged,” he snapped. “I promise you that you will die, but first, I have a few things I want
to talk over with you."

"Talk away!” blazed Brand, reeling under the wave of hate that was washing over him now. “I've got
some talking to do myself. Some things I've been saving up to say for ten years...” he choked. “You
scummy, cowardly, yellow rat!"

Killian stepped out from behind the desk, signaled covertly, and Brand found both his arms grasped by
the two guards. Then Killian lashed out with a fist, flush to Brand's face.

Brand reeled under the blow. Another smashing punch sent him to his knees. He clambered back up
again, eyes blazing, lips tight, but silent. At the look in his eyes, Killian stepped back, shrugged.

"That'll teach you to keep your mouth shut,” he said.

He turned to Sewell.

"What's your report?"

"I found him on the edge of the Black Hole. He was attacked by a lu-bat. Shot it down with a steamgun."

"Steam-gun!"

"Yes. Kept it trained on the body, and something must've happened inside. It blew up and burned with
the brightest light you ever saw. Lit up the whole crater for miles around. This gave him a good look at
what we got hid out there. So I stepped in and stuck him up. He said his name was Robert Wales. Also
said his business was the same as ours."

Killian laughed grimly.

"Sure it is. He's a spy, but for the other side. You can go now, Sewell. And good work. I'll see that you
get a captaincy out of this."



"Thank you, sir,” said Sewell, and saluting, turned and went out.

Killian eyed Brand a moment.

"Just how'd you find me?” he asked.

Brand laughed. “By the stink!"

Killian tensed, then smiled.

"Pretty crude, Boy Scout,” he sneered. “About the answer I'd expect from a man of your intelligence.
You never were good at anything that took any special ability outside of sheer luck. But you can bet your
bottom dollar that your luck's run out now! You aren't going to get out of this with your skin. And
besides, isn't that what you've always claimed you wanted? Bellyaching all over the solar system about
pulling Death's tail? ‘Suicide’ Martin Brand! That's a laugh. And all because of a woman. How a guy with
as little balance as that ever got old enough to vote, is beyond me."

Killian sat down again.

"By the way, whatever happened to Estelle?"

Brand's face went white.

"You know damn well what happened to her! You cracked her up, showing off those insane racing stunts
of yours. Then when you thought you'd killed her, you thought of me, and ran like a yellow cur. Later you
must have found out she'd gone insane, so you never did come back. Big enough to take a girl, but not to
stay when she needed you. That's where you showed your true colors. Daredevil racer, eh? You go so
fast because you're afraid of your own shadow!"

"I'd never have done anything to you. If you were what Estelle wanted, that would have satisfied me. I
know now it was she who sent that telegram, not you. Even you couldn't have had the colossal ego to
call yourself a man, much less the best one. But at that, I guess Estelle got the kind of a man she
deserved..."

Brand stopped, bit his lip. Even now the hurt of ten years ago bit deep.

Killian seemed curiously unmoved by this tirade. Instead a sneering smile played around his mouth.

Brand frowned. There was something here that he couldn't understand.

"What are you going to do with me?” he asked slowly.

"Kill you, of course,” said Killian. “But not right away. I've got a few things in mind..."

"What about those ships out there?” Brand asked bluntly, waving a hand in the direction from which he'd
come.

Killian laughed.

"A little hell for Earth,” he sneered. “No harm in telling you. In fact, I think I'll enjoy telling you. And when
I say a ‘little’ hell, I mean just that. What you saw is just a sample. We've spent ten years preparing and
we're just about ready. Even the Lunarians don't suspect a single thing, outside of the usual song they've
been singing to deaf-and-dumb Earth congressmen for years, about taking the rap as buffer state
between Earth and Mars in case of an invasion. Invasion! This isn't going to be an invasion, it's going to
be a picnic!"



Brand's face was pale. For the first time in ten years he called upon his luck in real earnest. For the first
time in ten years he didn't want to die.

"Just one chance...” he murmured. The almost inaudible plea was a prayer.

"What?” asked Killian sharply. “What'd you say?"

Brand stared at him, his lips tight, and said nothing.

Killian flushed. Then he rose to his feet.

"Take him out, boys,” he said. “Lock him up in the cell, and I'll take care of him later."

The two guardsmen marched Brand between them, out of the door and down the tunnel. They took
several turns, during which Brand saw many more soldiers, both Earthmen and Martian. Here and there
he saw a Lunarian, also in Martian uniform. It turned his stomach. This was a hotbed of traitors, but the
seriousness of it all was just beginning to strike home.

The inside of the moon was the invasion base that Commander Wilson had feared it might become. It
was not a possibility, but an actual, existing, and extremely powerful base, ready for action.

Luna wouldn't be invaded from space, which was constantly watched by the Luna space fleet and the
Lunarian army, but from her own bowels—treacherously, swiftly, completely. Luna wouldn't have a
chance, and Earth would then be helpless. She couldn't defend all of her great area from attack which
could be directed at any particular spot in a few hours’ notice.

"Just one chance!” prayed Brand. “I've got to get away!” His whisper was inaudible this time.

* * * *

In a few moments the guards halted him before a barred door, opened it, thrust him inside. They locked it
and one of them took up station outside, while the other returned.

Brand found himself in a rather large cave, which led back into darkness for quite some distance, and he
explored it thoroughly. There was an end to it, but no other exit. His prison was indeed an effective one.

He sat down and his thoughts raced, but the more he thought, the more hopeless things became. Jeffry
Killian held all the cards, and through him, Mars held a winning hand. There was no telling when the blow
would fall, but it seemed certain that it would be soon.

"Got to make a break for it,” he muttered. “As soon as they take me out of here ... even suicide is better
than letting this happen!"

His face became grim. He realized that at last the luck of ‘Suicide’ Martin Brand had become just that ...
luck. Only this time it was the other kind.

CHAPTER VIII 

Outside the prison door came the sound of a short, sharp scuffle, a heavy thudding blow, and the sound
of a falling body.

Brand leaped to his feet, listening intently.



The key grated in the lock, and the door swung open. A shadowy figure entered, came toward him.

"Martin?” came the low call, melodious, haunting, familiar.

Brand froze, his blood congealed in his veins.

"Martin?” came the voice again, “Are you here? Please answer me, Martin."

Brand stumbled forward, his voice a hoarse croak of amazement, of wonder, of stunned surprise.

"Estelle!” he gasped. “Oh, my God, Estelle! It isn't..."

Now her soft hands were in his, and soft lips pressed swiftly, hurriedly, anxiously against his own.

"It is!” she whispered. “I've come back to you. Thank God, Martin, that I found you in time. I've been
eating my heart out, wanting to tell you what a fool I've been, and how horribly sorry."

"Estelle!” he choked out, reeling beneath the shock of it all. “You ... you're all right? You aren't...?"

"No,” she said softly. “I'm not insane any more."

Her hands tugged at him.

"Come quickly,” she begged. “We've got to get out of here, before Jeffry finds out..."

The allowed himself to be led out of the prison, past the unconscious body of the guard.

"Jeffry?” he mumbled. “Does he know ... but how ... I don't understand..."

"Never mind all that now!” pleaded Estelle Carter. “I'll explain later. Right now we've got to get away.
Got to! Come ... this way. I know a way out."

Her warm hand in Martin Brand's sent a strange shock to all his nerve centers. He was dazed, groping
about in his mind for an explanation to this miracle that had come to him out of the dark.

"Estelle,” he whispered, still unbelieving. “I don't understand..."

"Never mind,” she said tensely. “You've got to get away. Jeffry will certainly kill you."

They came to a dark opening in the basalt wall. She slipped into it and Brand followed. They groped
through inky darkness for nearly a half-hour, then a hollow booming echoed out of the distance from
behind them.

"The alarm,” gasped Estelle. “They've discovered your escape! Oh, quickly! We've got to get out of this
tunnel..."

She switched on a small flashlight and in its light, began a stumbling run down the uneven floor. Behind
them, the dull booming of the alarm like a huge drum, or a bell that has cracked, throbbed incessantly.
Added to it were faint shouts, hollow and eerie because of the enclosed spaces.

Suddenly, the tunnel opened on a narrow ledge, and beyond the light of the flash, Brand could see the
abrupt blackness and the awful gulf that indicated the Black Hole. Out there, handing in the darkness
were those three—or more—giant Martian battleships, waiting to surge up and out into space in
destructive attack on Earth.

* * * *



Estelle flicked off the flashlight's beam and left them in total darkness once more. Out here the booming
of the alarm shrank to almost soundless proportions, swallowed in the vastness of the emptiness around
them.

"Where are we going?” Brand asked.

"There are several small cruisers from the battleships anchored along the ledge, further down. If you can
reach one of them, you can escape. They'll never find you in the crater."

Brand stopped dead in his tracks. He reached out in the darkness and clutched Estelle's arm, drawing
her closer to him.

"What's all this emphasis on me?” he demanded. “If I do any escaping, you're going along."

He felt, rather than saw, her head shake.

"No, Martin, please. I must stay. Nobody will know it was I who helped you escape..."

Brand gasped.

"They know you're here?'

"Yes,” she said slowly. “I realize it's hard to understand, but it's too long a story to tell you now. I came
here, looking for Jeffry. I remembered, even after ten years...” she hesitated and he felt her shudder,
“...ten years in that mad house, where to contact certain persons, and I got word to him. Then, I
came—"

He stiffened and his voice grew cold.

"You came back to him!” he exclaimed roughly.

She stepped close, abruptly, and her warm body pressed against his and her arms went around his neck.
Her breath was hot and sweet in his face.

"No!” she said fiercely. “Please, no! Don't believe that. But he left me to die, ran away like a coward.
He'll pay for that! That's why I came to him. He thinks I love him, but he'll know very soon that I don't!"

Estelle's lips met Brand's and pressed fiercely, passionately. Almost without conscious volition, he
responded, clutching her in his arms tightly, then he pushed her away.

"My God!” he said hoarsely. “What's happened to you? You can't do that! You come with me. We'll get
him another way. When I get back to Commander Wilson with the news I've got to tell him, there'll be
action, pronto. We'll bottle up this invasion fleet, and smash ‘em..."

She stood straight before him.

"No,” she said firmly. “I'm not going with you. You can believe what you want about me. I know I
treated you shamefully, and I know I deserved to lose your love. But whether or not I ever win it back
again, I am going to pay off Jeffry Killian for what he did to me. You, nor anyone else is going to stop
me. Another few minutes, and they'll realize we aren't in the caves, and they'll come out here. If they find
us..."

She whirled and he heard her making her way along the rocky wall. Dazed by the cold fury and
deliberate intent in her voice, Brand followed, hugging the rough basalt to avoid pitching into the Black
Hole's depths.



Something inside him felt like a lump of ice. It was almost a sense of fear—fear of this woman he had
once loved, who had come to him now with such intense bitterness that he was appalled. Surging through
him, also, was a hot emotion that he fought helplessly to thrust down. It made him speak to her now...

"Estelle...” he choked.

She stopped. His arms closed around her convulsively...

"Estelle,” he said hoarsely. “Is it really you? Are you all right?"

For an instant she was still in his arms, then she spoke.

"Don't be a fool,” she said coldly. “After what I did to you, are you going to let my appeal sway your
reason? If, after this is all over, I can prove to you by other means that I deserve you, maybe...” her
voice softened an instant, then hardened again. “How can you be so stupid as to think I might not betray
you once more? Perhaps I have other motives, not good for you at all, in helping you to escape. Perhaps
I intend only to do harm to Jeffry Killian by releasing you, simply because it wouldn't be a good thing for
him for you to get away. I tell you, I hate him, and I intend to pay him off!"

He gasped, but he had no answer to this amazing series of statements. Slowly he withdrew his arms from
around her.

"Maybe you're right,” he said with a curious inflection in his tone. What she had just said somehow went
against his grain. It made him feel like a puppet, a helpless bystander, and placed her before him as a
force that would sway him as it willed. Suddenly, he rebelled.

"Yes,” he said. “Maybe you are right. Since the job I'm doing here is bigger than either of us, and
certainly bigger than your personal vengeance, I'm going to take you at your word. Besides, I think my
score against Killian is bigger than yours, and I say he's mine! I swore I'd get him, and I will. Show me
those cruisers."

* * * *

Brand fought down the almost overpowering desire to believe what he wanted to believe about this
amazingly warm and human, yet terrifyingly chilling woman before him. But they were there, those
emotions, and they brought back that curious exaltation that he always felt when going into battle. Only
this time it wasn't the bitter exaltation of the past ten years paced by the maddening thunder of Wagner's
music. The thunder was in his blood, in a sudden uncontrollable beating of his heart. All at once he
grinned in the dark...

Up from the immensity beside them shot a bright spark, leaving a trail of lesser sparks behind it that died
as they drifted. Abruptly a brilliant light burst forth, and a glare filled the whole crater, lighting the walls
about them with eye-blinding brilliance.

"Run!” Estelle burst out. “They've shot up a flare from the battleship!"

From the tunnel behind them came shouts, but as Brand turned, no one was in sight. They ran. Plainly
revealed before them, anchored to wooden docks fastened to the sheer crater wall, were several small
cruisers.

They reached them as a group of men burst from the tunnel. Estelle was ahead, and out of their sight. But
they saw Brand, and a barrage of white lances leaped out at him from their steam-guns. The range was
too far, and they fell short.



Brand's boots rang on the planks of the dock, and he ran toward Estelle. He reached out for her.

"Now,” he panted. “You're getting in with me and we're off..."

She slipped out of his grasp. In her hand appeared a tiny steam-gun.

"No!” she said coldly. “Get in and go."

He eyed her a second.

"You won't shoot,” he decided with a grin. He leaped forward...

A lance of white leaped out, and the planks at his feet curled and crackled in flame and splinters.
Amazed, he lurched to a halt, drew back.

"Get in!" she screamed. “Before it's too late!"

The shouts of the men from the tunnel were close now. Brand hesitated one single furious second, then
plunged into one of the cruisers and slammed the cowl shut. Out of the corner of his eye he saw her leap
into another.

But he had no time to be surprised at this new maneuver. He shot the cruiser into the emptiness beyond
the dock. Lances from steam-guns were piercing the darkness around the cruiser now, while above the
flare faded and died. Behind him, the cruiser piloted by Estelle bore at him. Its bow gun flamed fire, and a
blast of energy seared past him.

"Damn!" he swore in shock and surprised anger. She was shooting at him!

With wild rage in his heart, he slammed the throttle down to the floor, and whipped the tiny cruiser into
the black depths beyond the great battleship and in an instant he was lost in pitch blackness that was
broken only by the faint flash of steam-guns far behind on the ledge. He had gotten away, clean!

Burning anger seethed through him as he set the automatic blacklight pilot in operation. That would
prevent him from crashing against a crater wall, even though it was hundreds of miles to the other side.
As the cruiser rushed on in the blackness, his thoughts calmed. With curious certainty, he realized that the
blast from Estelle's bow guns had been deliberately close, yet far enough harmlessly to miss him. He
realized that if Estelle had wished, she could have blasted him completely. She had missed intentionally.

And now, she was back there, probably docking again, to report failure in stopping him. Then she'd
carry out the cold words she had spoken to him, return to Jeffry Killian to carry her vengeance to the
chilling conclusion that Martin Brand knew suddenly she would. In spite of the memory of her loveliness,
the recollection of the soft warmth and allure of her body, Brand shuddered.

"My God,” he whispered. “What's happened to her?"

* * * *

Brand turned off the motors of the cruiser and drifted silently along in the utter blackness of the Black
Hole. Vainly his eyes tried to pierce the gloom, tried to see either a light indicating an exit to the surface,
or a distant rock wall that might glow with phosphorescence and allow him to follow it to an opening
back into Luna's interior.

Right now he was somewhere in Luna's crust, which ranged from five hundred to a mere two hundred
miles in thickness. A sense of dizziness swept over him momentarily as he discovered that he couldn't



determine which was up and which was down. In fact, he floated aimlessly in emptiness so complete that
he had absolutely no sense of direction, if such a thing as direction had ever existed.

Suddenly he knew the reason for the legends and terror attached to being lost in the famed Black
Hole—for he realized now that he was lost. Out in empty space, no matter how vast it seemed, there
were always stars—millions of them, all recognizable in their formations, so that direction was merely a
matter of a star map. Here, in utter blackness, space lost its immensity, and became a black shell that
pressed hard against one. Beyond it was nothing—not even in imagination.

In spite of himself, an eerie sensation of terror crept over Brand. His hands remained calm, and his
thoughts crept deliberately over his problem, but the hair on his neck rose in unexplained terror. The
Black Hole was demonstrating its most terrible feature—its ability to immerse those lost within its
immensities in terrifying mind-chilling panic.

"Steady, Martin,” he told himself. “The wall of this thing is right behind you, back where the docks are."

Even as his voice sounded muffled in the cockpit of the tiny cruiser, Brand knew that “behind” was just
another word. He didn't know which direction had been behind. Now it was just the other way from
ahead.

He shot back the cowl of the cruiser, and breathed the heady atmosphere of Luna's interior. It seemed
curiously rare here, and he grinned suddenly.

"That's it!” he exclaimed.

For a moment he drove the ship at high speed, having once more closed the cowl, then he shut off the
motor, opened the cowl, and breathed deeply. The air was rarer than before! “Up!” he said exultantly.
“Who's lost!"

Carefully he noted the calibrations on the meters on the control board, then swung the ship around in a
one hundred-eighty degree arc. Again he opened up the motor and blasted through the blackness.

A half-hour later the motor-jets ceased firing.

CHAPTER IX 

The enormity of the catastrophe that had happened dawned on him with a rush. The cruiser still hurtled
along at high speed, but it would gradually slow down, then it would drift toward the nearest crater wall
and land there. From then on it would be a matter of making his way on foot.

On foot! In the Black Hole!

He looked hopefully at the fuel indicator, pounded it with his fist, but the needle remained stationary at
the empty mark.

"I hope they're as careless with those battleships!” he growled angrily.

He settled back in the seat, helpless to do anything but scowl at the dimly illuminated instrument panel.
He took mental stock of his situation. He had no weapons on his person, but he did have a gun mounted
in the bow, which was too heavy to detach and carry.

He fumbled about the interior of the cruiser, but it was tiny, and obviously never intended for fighting



purposes. There were no other weapons. Furthermore, there was no food, nor water.

He had no flashlight, and to walk anywhere in this giant crater without a light would be a suicidal
undertaking.

For several hours he drifted aimlessly, fretting at the inaction. His speed, according to the indicator, had
dropped to a mere eight miles per hour. He might drift endlessly at that rate, depending on his direction in
relation to the walls of the Black Hole.

As he debated on this possibility, he was hurled forward in his seat as the cruiser crashed into solid rock.
Even at this slow speed, the shock was abrupt, although not enough to injure him. After the noise of the
crash was gone, the silence enveloped him. The lights on the cruiser had gone out. The only indication of
life was his own breathing, which boomed loudly in his own ears.

Brand leaned forward in the darkness, fumbled at the instrument panel. He swore vehemently several
times, but finally he came up with a dashlight, which he'd wrested whole from the panel. With it came a
handful of wire torn from its bowels, and several batteries.

It took fully fifteen minutes to connect them up, and the result was a dim glow that spread radiance only a
few feet in each direction. It was enough of a glow for him to see that he had crashed on a barren rock
surface. Judging from the weight of his body, which was about twenty-five moon pounds, he was at the
moment perched precariously on the steep perpendicular wall of the Black Hole. In relation to the moon
itself, he was actually standing at right angles to the perpendicular. Gravity was a peculiar thing on this
hollow world!

* * * *

Then he climbed out of the cruiser and walked to its bow. He considered it a moment then began walking
slowly forward in the direction the bow indicated he had been traveling when the cruiser had struck. That
way would be “down” toward the interior of the moon. To walk was a difficult task as due to the light
gravity, he often found himself twisting helplessly in the air.

Behind him, in the darkness, Brand heard a faint rustling, a swish of moving air, and he turned
awkwardly. There was a rushing sound, growing in the dark like the nearing approach of some huge
body, and the skin crawled on his scalp. The dim light he carried only served to accentuate the darkness
beyond its range, and he could see nothing.

In desperation he tore the wires loose from their connections, and the light went out. As he did so, the
cause of the rushing wind became obvious. Swooping down, almost upon him, was the dreaded,
faintly-glowing body of a lu-bat!

Before he could dodge its attack, a curiously light but strong body crashed into him, and cruel talons dug
into his flesh. A pair of powerful tentacles wrapped themselves around him, and with a dizzying rush he
felt himself carried aloft at terrific speed.

For a moment, the pain of the talons clutching him and the shock of the attack had dazed him, but when
he recovered his senses, he realized that he was being carried to some unknown destination at
express-train pace. He had no doubt as to what this destination was—the nest of the lu-bat! The
purpose—food for young lu-bats!

He became aware that he still clutched the wires from his makeshift light in his hand, but the light itself and
the batteries were gone. He was about to drop the wire also, when a thought struck him. He had a grim
look of determination as he squirmed around and peered up at the scrawny neck of the lu-bat which was



bobbing up and down as it flew through the increasingly heavy lunarian atmosphere.

"You'll never get me to that nest!” he vowed softly. “Because where I go, corpse or not, you'll go too!"

With a painful effort, he slung the loose end of the wire around the lu-bat's neck, and tied a secure, but
loosely looped, knot in it. Then he removed the empty steam-gun holster from his belt, inserted it in the
coil of the wire, and twisted it slowly until it began to tighten around the neck of the lu-bat like a
tourniquet.

Then, hands on the holster, he waited. If he killed the creature now it would mean dashing himself to
death when they crashed to the surface. If he waited, he could apply the pressure, and it would be a
battle to the death. If he won...

His jaw tightened.

"The luck of ‘Suicide’ Martin Brand will have to be better than it ever has before,” he whispered softly to
himself.

The giddy swaying of the lu-bat's motion was beginning to make Brand very sick, and the pain of the
creature's talons was becoming intense. He could feel blood running down one side, as the cruel claws
pierced his skin. He used one hand to tear at the tentacles holding him, and they tightened, but the talons
loosened, releasing him altogether as the lu-bat became aware of his efforts and concentrated on
wrapping him more tightly in the tentacles.

Brand gasped for breath and desisted his efforts. If this was any indication, the lu-bat was going to have
all the better of the strangling contest which would begin the moment he tightened that tourniquet.

Below his feet, Brand saw a faint glowing spot, and he peered intently. The rush of wind in his eyes
prevented accurate observation, but suddenly he identified it.

"A city!” he exclaimed.

The tentacles around his body tightened convulsively. His explosive utterance had alarmed the lu-bat.
Blackness washed over his vision in a wave that was not the blackness of the Black Hole.

When he could see again, the dim spot of light was gone. It was only when he relocated it off to the side
a few minutes later that he realized the lu-bat had changed its course. All at once Brand noticed a
difference in the darkness. There was a sharp line where pitch black ended, and a slightly lesser degree
of black began.

The edge of the Black Hole!

He was out of the “pit of lost men."

He was being carried by the bat through the atmosphere of inner Luna itself!

Then he noticed that the black rim was sliding upward a bit, and coming nearer. The lu-bat wasn't
emerging from the pit, but merely heading toward what was possibly its lair somewhere along the inner
edge of that rim. As they drew nearer, Brand tightened his grip on the steam-gun holster, and readied
himself for a quick series of twists that would tighten the innocuous, but deadly strand of wire around the
beast's throat.

The lu-bat slackened speed and hovered an instant over a ledge. Brand saw the darker opening of a
small cave that slid smoothly downward. This was undoubtedly the bat's lair, and perhaps an impossible



place out of which to climb. In quick determination, Brand twisted frantically on the tourniquet. It was
now or never!

The wire loop sank out of sight into the leathery neck of the lu-bat, and a fearsome squawk became a
screaming gurgle. Instantly, Brand found himself the center of a cyclone of pain and swirling action.

The tentacles tightened convulsively around him, and he felt a rib crack with agonizing torture. His head
seemed to be swelling and about to burst. The air rushed out of his lungs as though he were being
smashed beneath a steam roller. The talons of the lu-bat sank into his shoulder and cut deeply.

Almost in a faint, Brand continued to twist, then stopped, conscious despite the whirlwind of tossing and
floundering around, that too much twisting might snap the wire and allow the pressure to be released.

He hung on, managed to slip one end of the holster beneath the loop of the knot in the wire itself. This he
did so it wouldn't spin around and loosen the tourniquet when unconsciousness would cause him to lose
his grip.

He felt the huge beast smash into the ground ... one leg went numb with the blow. One hand was torn
from his grip on the holster, and ground against a rocky surface that shredded his skin.

Tremendous shocks buffeted him as the lu-bat flopped around. Then he felt himself hurled fifty feet
through the air, and despite the low gravity, he landed with a stunning, bone-breaking crash at the base of
the wall that marked the inner edge of the ledge. He felt his body slipping slowly over the edge of the
lu-bat's nest, and glimpsed below him the yawning mouths and the staring eyes of a dozen small lu-bats,
who were lunging about in excitement and anticipation of the feast that awaited them.

Frantically, with his last conscious effort, Brand clawed his fingers into the creviced rock and tried to
drag his body back from its precarious position. The tremendous thrashing of the dying parent lu-bat
raised a din in his ears that kept him from the brink of unconsciousness for the moment, but then he found
himself going limp, and his fingers released their grip. He slipped down...

A tremendous blow from the lu-bat's wing smashed into him, and the lu-bat flopped down past him into
its lair. Brand was almost unaware of the tremendous commotion that resulted below him as all went
black and sound was blotted out by terrible silence.

* * * *

Martin Brand found himself lying in a bed and suddenly became aware of his surroundings in a very
unsatisfactory manner to him. He discovered that it was distinctly no pleasure to awake and find every
limb aching and his head feeling as though a dozen imps were pounding on his skull with red hot
hammers.

But there was one thing that was certainly not painful. Instead, it was strangely soft, cool and caressing. It
ran soothingly across his forehead in a gentle way that reminded him of a woman's fingers ... woman's
fingers?

Looking down into his eyes were the cool blue ones of the mystery girl. The girl who had killed a man to
save his life—for no reason at all.

He closed his eyes.

"No,” he whispered to himself. “I'm lying in a hole with baby lu-bats picking my bones clean. I can't be in
a bed, with her nursing me. It just isn't logical."



"But it's true,” came her calm voice, soft and melodious. “You are in bed. I am stroking your forehead,
and the lu-bats aren't picking your bones ... because I got to you before you fell to them."

The opened his eyes again.

"The luck of Suici...” he shut his lips tightly, suddenly. Then he went on, covering up his near slip. “The
luck of Satan himself must be with me."

"Yes, Martin Brand,” she said, “your luck is still holding out. No, need to look startled, or alarmed. I
know who you are, and why you are here."

Brand lifted himself on one elbow and groaned. “Damn!” he said feelingly. “I'm all busted up."

He sank back again, and continued what he had been about to say:

"You know an awful lot. Too much, in fact. just who are you, anyway?"

"My name,” she said, “is Kathleen Dennis. My number is 28, and my sector is 24A, Luna. You have two
broken ribs. We are in my ship somewhere near the Liebnitz mountains and a small crater near the Black
Hole. And you are going to stay right where you are until you are able to get back to work."

He stared at her.

"That's just dandy! And who says so?"

"Special Services."

"Do you mean to tell me," he asked wonderingly, “that you, a woman, are in the Special Service working
on the same problem I am?"

She nodded. “Is that so unusual? Don't you think I can handle the job?"

"So far,” he said wryly. “I'm in no position to deny that. And I'm rather relieved to know you killed
Ormandy, because he had me on the spot. I had you ticketed for a lot different set-up...” he stopped and
his eyes narrowed slightly “...maybe it is a different set-up!"

"You mean you don't believe my story?"

He looked at her steadily.

"Personally, I'd like to, but actually, I'd be a fool to. You may be one of the gang. Just the same, your
orders don't go with me. I'm getting up right now, and doing a little sending over your radio."

Brand tossed back the covers, grimacing with the pains his motions caused, and tried to get his feet
(which he discovered were bare) out onto the floor. He was clad in brilliant blue pajamas, certainly not at
all intended for the male sex.

"You've certainly taken some liberties!” he said with some confusion, “or is the orderly out on an
errand?"

"There is no orderly,” she said, “and you aren't getting up, nor are you sending anything over any radio.”
She put her hands gently on his shoulders and pressed him back on the pillows.

"Oh yes, I am!” he said angrily. “It's a matter of vital importance. And if you don't let me get up, I'll fix
you, but good!"



She crossed the tiny cabin, took his clothes from a locker, and walked to the door.

"You can have these,” she said, “after you feel better. As for your ‘vital’ message, I've already taken care
of that. I radioed the home base of the presence of armed enemy ships in the Black Hole. He is sending
in a patrol cruiser in a few hours."

"A patrol cruiser!” gasped Brand, sitting up in spite of the pain. “Good God, girl. That crater is full of 
battleships! The minute a cruiser shows up, it'll be blasted wide open. It'll never come back out of the
Black Hole!"

She looked at him curiously.

"Do you really believe that?” she asked. “I told headquarters base you were babbling about battleships,
but he was convinced you were delirious. Such ships could not possibly have gotten into Luna. They'd
have to pass the fleet, and they could not have come down the entrance crater on Dark Side. There is no
other crater through which they could enter."

"What about the one you just told me about?” he asked. “If you came out near the Liebnitz right from a
crater that opens near the Black Hole, the answer is obvious."

She smiled sweetly.

"Too small,” she said. “It's known only to the Special Service, and it's through that the patrol ship will go
with barely enough room. That's the main reason a patrol is being sent. The other is simply to check on
your belief, however wrong, that there are armed forces in the Black Hole."

She moved into the doorway.

"Where are you going with my clothes?” he demanded, scrambling painfully half out of bed.

"Somewhere where you won't be tempted to put them on and leave this ship,” she said. “And too, I have
work to do. I have to guide the patrol to the crater entrance. They don't know where it is."

She shut the door, and as he stared, he heard the lock turn.

"Damn!” he said loudly.

* * * *

With a groan, he heaved himself erect, crossed to the door and rattled the knob.

"You crazy little fool!” he shouted. “That patrol ship will never come out! Let me out of here! I'll radio
Commander Wilson myself!"

There was no answer, and as he stood there, the ship lurched, and took off slowly. He reeled back to the
bunk, sat down, and hung on until the ship leveled off. Then he got up again, crossed to the lockers and
opened each one in turn. The first was bare; the other held a regulation space suit. He grunted, then with
great effort, he climbed into it. When he had completed his job of makeshift clothing, he removed the
small crowbar from the belt of the space suit. He crossed to the door and inserted it between door and
jamb. Then, sweating with the pain the effort caused, he pressed until the lock sprang open and the door
swung inward.

He gripped the steam-gun from the holster in the space suit and walked unsteadily down the tiny corridor
toward the control room. Here he found the girl seated at the controls. She was looking out of the



observation window. There was another ship out there, a patrol cruiser. Brand recognized its sleek lines.

He stood behind the girl, leveled his gun.

"Okay, Kathleen,” he said, his voice muffled in the space suit, “you can open up the radio key and send a
little message to that patrol."

She whirled around, faced him. She took one amazed glance at the space suit, then she smiled.

"I forgot the suit,” she confessed.

"I'd have come in the pajamas,” he said grimly, “or without, if necessary. That patrol has got to stop!"

Her eyes narrowed.

"Why?"

"Because it's suicide!” he said angrily. He opened the face plate on the suit.

"Open that key,” he demanded. “I'm in no mood to fool around."

She turned and pressed the key. Then she spoke into the transmitter. “Twenty-eight calling Space Patrol
N-twenty-seven."

The reply came instantly.

"Space Patrol N-twenty-seven. Ready for message."

Brand leaned over, grasped the microphone in his free band.

"Cancel that order to investigate,” he said. “It's suicide. There are at least three heavy battle cruisers
anchored inside, and they'll blast you to atoms in two seconds."

"What?” came a startled gasp from the patrol ship. “Battle cruisers ... hey, wait a minute. I'll have to call
Captain Craig.” There was a moment's pause, then the voice of the operator came in again.

"Who are you?” asked the puzzled voice. “Is this the ship alongside?"

"Yes,” said the girl. “I'm right here. At the moment I have a steam-gun in my back. My patient has
refused to believe I have orders from headquarters."

"I believe ‘em,” snapped Brand. “That's what's bothering me. I know what you fellows are going into,
and I've got to stop it."

A new voice cut in.

"Captain Craig calling,” the voice said. “What's the trouble, twenty-eight?"

"Captain,” said Brand urgently. “This is Martin Brand. I've discovered at least three of Mars’ biggest
battleships anchored in the Black Hole. If you go in there, you'll be blasted out of existence..."

"What did you say your name was?” asked Captain Craig's voice with a peculiar note to it.

"Martin Brand,” snapped Brand. “I am a Special Service operative, acting under Commander Wilson."

"Commander Wilson, eh? Whoever you are,” said the radio, “land at once and prepare for boarding.”



The radio went dead.

Brand stared down at Kathleen in surprise. Her hand was on the key.

"What'd you do that for?” he asked. “And what does he mean ‘whoever I am'?"

Her face was white, and there was something in her eyes akin to terror.

"Martin,” she said tensely. “Commander Wilson died four days ago of a heart attack! So, when Captain
Craig questioned your identity, he had good reason. Another thing: Didn't you know that a public funeral
was held for you when you became Robert Wales in actuality a week ago? Commander Wilson deemed
it the wisest course, because he knew things were about to break. So when you said Martin Brand..."

Brand's senses whirled dizzily around him.

"You mean...?” he gasped.

"Yes. I lied to you when I said I radioed about the battleships. I did radio, but could only report
suspicious activity in this locality. If this Special Service thing were to become known to the Senate..."

"Then Craig intends to arrest me?” questioned Brand harshly.

"Yes. And when he does, he'll arrest you as Robert Wales. You'll be exiled to Venus, perhaps, but that's
better than being shot as a spy-"

Kathleen's voice was trembling strangely.

"I only wanted to save you from the terrible situation you are in..."

A moment Brand stared at her curiously. Then he smiled.

"I'm not in a jam,” he said. “Commander Wilson foresaw that something might happen to him, so he
placed a complete record on file, to be opened in an emergency concerning Robert Wales, which will
completely exonerate me and reveal me as a Special Service agent. It will even prove that my original
conviction, under the name of Robert Wales, was a put-up job to conceal my true mission, and give me
access to the plots and counterplots of the fifth-columnists."

Kathleen rose to her feet and faced him, her face even whiter than before. “No, Martin,” she said,
“you're wrong. There are no such papers. A week ago the Bureau of Records of the Special Service was
completely wrecked by an explosion, and every document was burned in the resulting fire. I am the only
other living being who knows you are Martin Brand, and I couldn't prove it. I can't even prove you are
Robert Wales..."

For along moment Brand stared at her in stunned surprise. Then, the tiny cruiser rocked as a shell
exploded across her bow.

"We've got to land!” Kathleen cried. “They're shooting a warning over our bow!"

Abruptly Brand pushed her aside, slid into the control seat, ignoring the agony in his chest.

"Where's that crater opening?” he asked savagely. “Straight ahead?"

"Yes,” she said, "Now! We're over it now!" Her eyes were fixed on the observation window. “But
Martin, please don't! They'll shoot us down..."



Below them Martin Brand saw the small, dark opening of the crater. With a motion that hurled the girl
into a corner in a heap, and pressed him savagely back into his seat with pain grinding in his chest, he sent
the cruiser hurtling down into the black depths. The brilliance of sunlight was replaced by pitch darkness.
It was lighted momentarily by the brilliant flash of a magnesium-atomic exploding against the wall beyond
him as the patrol ship took a desperate shot at him in a crippling attempt. The light showed Brand what
he needed, and for the next six seconds he drove the cruiser down a narrow, slanting shaft with death at
each elbow. Then and only then did he turn on the lights.

A scream came from behind him.

"Martin! We're going to crash! ... This tunnel turns at right angles two miles down!" 

Looming up a mile ahead was the wall of rock that seemed to be the end of the tunnel. Rockets roared
and flame filled the crater shaft as Martin gave the decelerators everything the ship had. Blackness reeled
in on him, but he hung on grimly, ignoring the pain in his chest that threatened to engulf him in
unconsciousness.

Even through the walls of the ship the scream of the bow rockets was audible ... and it was the last thing
Brand heard before he sighed helplessly and eased down into a feathery oblivion—that and his own
tortured voice whispering in agony: “Damn those broken ribs..."

CHAPTER X 

It was a dream. It couldn't be anything else ... waking in a bed, feeling a cool hand on his forehead,
opening his eyes to stare up into the deep blue ones of the girl with the red hair—that had all happened
before.

"How do you feel now?” Kathleen asked.

He looked up at her, and puckered his brows.

"I feel pretty good,” he admitted. “But all this is a little cockeyed. It's happened before, and that isn't
logical. This time I'm only dreaming. I'll wake up, and find myself lying in the bottom of a crater..."

He sat up, discovered that his ribs were still sore, but was conscious that all the agonizing pain was gone.

"Hey! I am awake! And this isn't a ship. It's..."

"It's a hospital in Luna City,” said Kathleen. “I flew you here after ducking the patrol in the crater shaft.
They went on to the Black Hole to investigate. I found some papers in your clothes saying you were
Edgar Barnes, prospector, and I told them I'd picked you up after you had been attacked by lu-bats."

"How long ago was that?” asked Brand urgently.

"Oh, I brought you here over a week ago. You've been in a pretty bad way."

"I don't mean that!” exploded Brand impatiently. “How long ago since the patrol ship went into the Black
Hole?"

"They went in immediately after we eluded them. But no one in Luna knows it."

"Any report since?"



"I don't know. I had to hide my ship in a crater. Besides, the radio got smashed when we hit the wall."

"Hit the wall!"

"Yes, but not hard. You had the ship nearly stopped when we reached the turn in the crater shaft."

"You took over from there, hid from the patrol, and took me here, concealing my identity?"

"Yes."

"Do you know what you've done? You've aided a criminal to escape. You've placed yourself in a
situation as impossible to explain as my own. I'm a nobody now. I'm dead and buried. Even my
mock-personality is non-existent. I am an assumed name which can't hold up a minute under inspection,
with the strange angle that when the fraud is discovered, there's no real name to tack onto me. I'm the
living example of a nonentity!"

"Yes,” she said. “I know what I've done."

"Why are you doing it?” he asked bluntly.

She looked at him a long moment, then she spoke slowly.

"First, because it's part of my work. I have a job to do, which is just as necessary for me to carry
through, as yours is for you. Now, with the situation the way it is, the whole thing is left up to me. The
second, and I guess, the best explanation is because I love you."

Brand sat bolt upright in bed. “What!"

Her eyes met his steadily.

"For ten years I've admired you—no, longer! I think I loved you, in a worshiping, little-girl way even
before your intended marriage. I was happy when I thought you had found your happiness, and I cried
when she jilted you. I've cried many times since then—every time I heard another story of ‘Suicide’
Martin Brand and his reckless exploits on the space lanes. Everybody called you a lucky fool, a fighting
daredevil who always seemed to bear a charmed life, who always won what he fought for. But I knew
the real drive behind you. I knew the unhappiness that filled you, the hurt you were trying to hide, the
ache you were trying to kill, and the memories you were trying to forget.

"I joined the Service simply because I loved you, and I wanted to find you, and follow you, and meet you
... and try to take the place of that, that..."

She paused and her eyes fell finally. But she went on:

"Once I almost met you. It was in a bar. You were too drunk to notice anybody, and I was sitting
nearby. I heard you say something that proved all I knew about what really goes on inside you. You said,
to no one in particular, because you were alone: ‘I wanted a woman, a woman who could ride the stars
with me in a little cottage on the sea shore.’ When you said that, Martin, I discovered I wanted to be that
woman..."

Her voice ceased, and her eyes lifted again, looked at his.

For a long moment there was silence while he looked at her, while he fought for something to say. Then it
was she who spoke.

"I know I'm making a fool out of myself, but what I've said had to be said now, because I think it will be



the last chance I will ever have to say it. I'm going now, and I won't see you again. You had better go
too. Your work is ended. You must leave here, because even if no one on Earth will believe who you
are, there are people here who know, and they will see that you are removed."

"You crazy little fool,” said Brand chokingly. “You crazy little fool. Somebody ought to spank you.” He
swung his legs out of the bed and stood up. “Call an orderly. I want my clothes. I'm getting out of here
right now, and I'm damned if I'm going to run away. Commander Wilson is still my boss, and he gave me
a job to do. I'm going to do it, if I can!"

She stood staring at him. “Please,” she pleaded. “You must go away. You can't do anything. Even if you
found out the truth, you couldn't make any Earth official believe it..."

"Then I'll do it myself!” said Brand. “I know the truth! That Black Hole is filled with Martian battleships,
and they'll be coming out soon to blast at Earth. Then it'll be too late. And why do you, who are
supposed to be on the same mission I am, keep insisting on letting that happen, I can't understand. If you
say you know me so well, and are in love with me, which is the wildest thing I ever heard of, then why
don't you help me, instead of hindering me?"

Her face burned red. Then she spoke, and her voice was level.

"I'll send an orderly. Put your clothes on and meet me in the lobby. We're going to the Black Hole ... 
together! And if you can show me those battleships..."

She whirled and almost ran from the room while Brand stared after her in amazement and bewilderment.

* * * *

In a few minutes the orderly came, and Brand asked for his clothes.

"I'm leaving,” he said. “Please have my bill made out..."

"It's been paid,” said the orderly.

Brand flushed.

"Then get my clothes,” he barked. “I'm in a hurry."

Ten minutes later he walked down the hallway, rather unsteadily, but with growing strength as he
regained a surety of step. He went down in the elevator, walked into the lobby. He glanced around, but
saw no one.

Suddenly he noticed two men advancing toward him. One was dressed in the uniform of the Lunar
Police. The other was the taxi-driver Brand had marooned in the crater-bottom near the Black Hole.

"You're under arrest,” said the Lunarian officer.

Brand's eyes narrowed and he tensed himself. He eyed the taxi driver who now was dressed in civilian
clothes and stood looking at him with a strange calmness in his manner, a peculiar glint in his eyes.

"What for?” asked Brand.

"For theft, for attack with intent to do great bodily harm, for kidnapping, and if that isn't enough ... for
murder,” said the officer. “Put out your hands."

There was a pair of handcuffs in one hand, and a steam-gun in his other. It was leveled straight at Brand's



heart.

As Brand put out his hands reluctantly, there came a slight hissing. The light globe in the ceiling shattered,
and the room was plunged into darkness. Brand hurled himself instantly to one side. A brilliant lance of
white pierced the spot where his body had been. Brand stumbled over a chair, picked it up and hurled it
savagely at the spot where the officer had been standing. There was a thud, a muffled curse, and the
sound of a falling body, but Brand wasn't waiting to hear more. He plunged toward the door, which was
dimly lighted from the street lights outside.

Without bothering to open it, he shielded his head in his arms and hurled his body straight through the thin
plastic-glass. It shattered with a crash, and he fell to the sidewalk outside. Parked at the curb was a taxi,
which Brand hurled himself into. With one savage blow he knocked the driver unconscious, then dumped
him over the side.

From somewhere down the street a white flash came. The glass of the windshield shattered and frosted
weirdly under the effect of the intensely hot steam bolt from a steamgun. But Brand had the taxi under
way now, and it hummed into the air, flashed around the corner of a building, and roared upward into the
darkness of inner Luna.

Behind him a fast ship, not a cab, was climbing in pursuit. Brand realized it was a police flier, obviously
the vehicle of the officer who had come in to arrest him, with a fellow officer in it. Apparently the
encounter with Brand on his feet, when they had expected to arrest him in his bed, had caught them a bit
unaware.

The ship behind was by far faster than the cab, but Brand had gotten a good start. Now, against the pitch
black of the inner world's eternal midnight sky, Brand knew it would be a difficult job for them to spot
him. He made sure every light was out, then sent the cab hurtling on a tangent. Three times he changed
directions, then zoomed down close to the rocky surface and slowed so that his motor roar became a
dull humming. He searched the black vault above him with keen eyes.

The pursuing ship was nowhere in sight.

"Those Lunar police are no fools,” he said. “They've probably doused their lights too, and are waiting for
me to come up again."

Brand studied the faint lighted spots that indicated Lunar cities far above on the other side of the hollow
ball and tried to determine his whereabouts. Finally he nodded grimly, then sent the taxi humming toward
the north of Luna City. If he hadn't forgotten, it was near there he would find a familiar crater...

A half-hour later he was sure his directions were right. He rose higher in the air, and increased his speed.
Ahead loomed the black spot that was the crater. Abruptly a brilliant beam of light bathed the ship in its
rays. Behind him the police ship bore down on him.

"Right!” gasped Brand. “He wasn't so dumb. That guy's a real policeman!"

There was admiration in his voice, even as he shot the taxi down at the limit of its speed, straight for the
edge of the crater. He looped over it fast, dropped down like a plummet. Then he leveled off and landed
on the now familiar ledge. He whirled the wheel of the cab, faced it on an angle toward the farther edge
of the crater, stepped out, and shot the motor button all the way down. He dropped to the ledge in a
heap as the taxi roared upward and away. It raced out of the crater like a meteor, its exhausts visible
now with the tremendous speed.

He dropped behind a boulder and waited. The police ship roared over the edge of the crater, spun



violently to avoid collision, then looped to follow the hurtling, driverless taxi. Both ships bore away on a
straight line at tremendous speed, and Brand chuckled.

"He thought I intended to drive him against the wall with that maneuver. Now he'll follow until he gets
me!"

From behind Brand there came a shout, and he turned to see armed men pouring from the tunnel at the
base of the ledge. They had seen him land, and were after him!

Brand rose to his feet, ran back into the shadows along the crater wall and raced along. Around him
bolts from steam-guns were hitting. He ducked low, unable to fire back. He had no steam-gun this time.
It hadn't been with his clothes. A sudden memory staggered him in his stride and he stopped in his tracks,
retraced his steps several yards, anxiously scanned the base of the crater wall where it met the floor of
the ledge. His pursuers, amazed at this inexplicable maneuver, slowed down; several dropped behind
boulders.

Then Brand saw it ... the atomic rifle he had taken from the Martian guard he'd killed the first time he
landed on this ledge!

He seized it, dropped flat on his stomach, and sighted at the advancing men. Brilliant explosions rocked
the ledge. Several men went down like stricken sheep. Brand fired quickly, methodically, and in a
moment the ledge before him seemed deserted. All of his attackers who had not been killed, had hidden
themselves as effectively as possible.

Brand laid down a thundering barrage of shots that blanked out the ledge in waves of smoke and dust,
then he leaped to his feet and ran back the way he had originally been heading. In the black shadows he
almost ran into the aero-taxi where he had hidden it. With a thrill of thankfulness he climbed into it, slid
into the driver's seat, and sent the craft humming into the darkness of the crater, hidden from view of the
men on the ledge by the smoke that still hung thickly around the scene of the exploded atomic shells.

A moment later he was over the edge and speeding forward toward the Black Hole.

"Now to find out about that patrol ship,” he said grimly.

CHAPTER XI 

It was obvious that the system of caves through which he had traveled originally to reach the Black Hole
was located between the crater he had just left, and the Black Hole itself. Therefore, the Martians would
be anchored directly below him and perhaps only four or five miles down.

That hunch proved to be correct. As Brand allowed his aero-cab to drift slowly down in the inky
blackness, the bulk of a tremendous vessel loomed up suddenly, so close that he grazed the giant hull.

Brand stopped the cab short, hung motionless under the belly of the great, deadly fish of space. He could
see its bulk dimly, stretching for a thousand yards in each direction. Somewhere off to his left would be
the wooden docks where the small cruisers were located. If properly fueled, one of those ships would be
much better than the unarmed aero-cab. Against the giant battleships, they would be as impotent as a
mosquito, of course, but Brand had no intention of attempting anything so futile.

He moved the aero-cab slowly along under the belly of the monster ship, noting the huge bomb racks
with their gaping openings. Those bombs were hydrogen atomic bombs, just as were the bullets in his
atomic rifle. They must never be loosed on Earth!



He sent the aero-cab toward the wooden docks, and reached them in pitch darkness. With some
unavoidable bumping around, he managed to make the cab fast and climbed onto the dock. He couldn't
see whether there were any cruisers tied up there or not.

"Can't risk a light,” he muttered.

He dropped to his bands and knees and crawled along the docks, so as not to stumble off into space. At
each mooring post, he felt for a cable that would indicate a cruiser moored there.

Finally he found one. The gangplank was down, and in a moment he had opened the lock and stepped
inside. This ship was considerably larger than the one he had escaped in before. It was at least a ten-man
cruiser, and when he had closed the lock, he fumbled for the light switch and snapped it on.

Lying on the floor at his feet was the body of a Martian guard, his face seared away by a steam-gun blast
and his body lying in a pool of blood!

"My God!” exclaimed Brand in stunned surprise, unable to fathom the meaning of this discovery.

Swiftly Brand snapped off the lights and stood still. Was there anybody else on this ship? He listened
intently, but heard no sound. Softly he made his way forward. This cruiser would have a radio—and it
was the radio he wanted to find. He reached the control room door and opened it softly. It was dark
inside. He closed the door behind him, then groped forward.

Behind him a flashlight beam lanced out, caught him full in the back. His own shadow loomed gigantically
against the control board ahead of him.

"Don't move,” said a chill feminine voice. “Raise your arms into the air slowly!"

"Estelle!” he gasped, and whirled around.

"Martin!” For an instant the voice held unutterable shock, and she stood as though paralyzed. He couldn't
see her face distinctly behind the brightness of the flashlight, but for an infinitesimal fraction of a second,
he thought he saw annoyance mirrored in her tight lips.

Then abruptly she snapped out the flashlight and was in his arms, her lips pressed against his passionately,
devouringly. She was sobbing.

"Oh Martin, Martin, I'm so glad you've come back. I'm in terrible trouble..."

Brand stood there, holding her in his arms tightly, a strange tumult in his breast.

"Estelle,” he choked. “I..."

The soft shaking of her shoulders and hungry pressure of her lips stirred him as nothing had ever stirred
him before. But even in the confusion of it all, he remembered the near-miss of her guns as she had tried
to shoot him down as he escaped into the Black Hole.

She must have sensed the doubt in his half-yielding lips, and reading his mind, she said, “You thought I
was shooting at you?” she questioned tearfully. "I wasn't, Martin. I only wanted to make it look as
though I was trying to get you. So that Jeffry Killian would trust me when I came back to him..."

His hands were on her shoulders, holding her at arm's length.

"Came back?” he asked. “You mean you wanted him to believe you were a friend, and your real
intention was revenge?"



"Yes,” she said slowly. “I hate him ... more than I love you, if that's possible. I wanted to kill him; torture
him slowly first, then kill him just as slowly. But I...” she paused.

Brand tried to see her features in the dark and failed.

"What did you say?” he whispered hoarsely.

"I wanted to kill him...” she began.

"No, no! You said something else..."

She lifted his hands from her shoulders, pressed close to him, and this time her lips kissed his cheeks, his
lips, his nose, and finally buried themselves at his neck.

"I said ‘as much as I love you',” she whispered. “And I do, Martin! Oh, I do! So very much..."

A fiery exaltation was suddenly surging through Brand's veins, and there was exultation in his voice.

"Thank God, Estelle, I've gotten you back at last! I've been going mad for ten years, with hunger for you,
with memories..."

He kissed her lips tenderly, then he stood erect and gripped her arms tensely.

"You said you were in trouble! What kind of trouble? Who killed that Martian soldier in the corridor?"

"I did. I had to. He was guarding the cruiser—they've put a guard on everything now, since your escape."

"But why?” asked Brand. “What was so urgent on this ship that made you kill a man to get into it? Were
you running away?"

"No. I wanted to send a radio message, and this is the only way I could do it without Jeffrey finding out
where it came from, or who sent it."

"A message to whom?"

"To Commander Wilson. I knew he was your superior officer, and I had to know if you had escaped,
and what you were doing. There's so much that has been going on while you were gone! Martin, they're
almost ready! The attack will come any day now!"

"Estelle,” said Brand soberly. “I'm afraid there isn't much I can do about it. I'm in trouble too, and there's
no way out. You see, Commander Wilson is dead. Officially, so is Martin Brand. In my identity as
Robert Wales, I am a political criminal, and all record of my work as a Special Service agent is
destroyed. I'm nobody, Estelle, except a nameless prospector wanted for murder by the Lunar police.
I've got a job to do, and no one to help me do it. I've got to work entirely alone."

"What are you going to do?” she gasped.

"Just what you intended to do,” said Brand. “I'm going to use that radio. But first, you must tell me
something. Has there been any action down here? Has an Earth Patrol ship investigated? And if so, what
happened to it?"

She shook her head.

"No. I'm sure of it. There has been no disturbance. But I do know that several more battleships have
arrived, and many transports. They are strung in a long line straight down from this anchorage. They have



sufficient force to invade Earth and subjugate it. The moon will be a simple matter. One battleship and
one transport can take over the Lunar cities at will. The battleship will anchor at the center of the moon,
command all the cities at long range, and blast those that refuse to surrender.

"The Martians will take over all the space ports, and fifth-columnists will aid in this work. Jeff said there
were two hundred thousand fifth columnists waiting for the battleship to emerge and destroy the main
entry shaft. That will be the signal for the fifth-column attack."

"But that's suicidal!” said Brand. “How will they get the battleships out of the moon to attack Earth, with
the main entry shaft gone? That's the only crater shaft large enough to admit such ships."

"They came in at Copernicus,” said Estelle.

"Copernicus! Impossible! That crater has a solid bottom."

"No it hasn't. Martian engineers have been working on it for two years, constructing a huge shaft at an
angle, so it isn't visible from above. Naturally no one ever visits that hellish hole."

"That's bad,” said Brand. “Not even the Earth patrol will detect the Martians until they actually attack.
Patrol ships don't cover the area between Earth and Luna."

"They'll win, Martin,” said Estelle. “They'll win!"

There was a strange note in her voice and her trembling, strangely, had stopped.

"Maybe not!” said Brand grittily. “Give me that flashlight. I'm going to try to pick up that patrol ship. I'm
sure it's still searching somewhere in the Black Hole. I'll have to get him, or nobody. The radio in this
cruiser won't penetrate the Lunar crust, and can't reach the Earth."

Estelle gave him the flashlight, and he turned it on. He turned to the radio, and seated himself. He
snapped on the switches, waited while the tubes warmed up, then pressed the sending switch.

"How do you know the wavelength?” asked Estelle curiously. Brand ignored her question for the
moment. Instead he began calling tensely into the microphone.

"Robert Wales calling Patrol Ship N-twenty-seven. Calling Patrol Ship N-twenty-seven. Robert Wales
calling Patrol Ship N-twenty-seven. Please come in, N-twenty-seven. Urgent. Please come in..."

"N-twenty-seven, answering Robert Wales,” a voice suddenly crackled from the receiver. “Who the hell
are you, and where are you?"

"Never mind who I am,” said Brand. “Where are you?"

"Nice work, if you can get it,” said the voice from the ether. “Hold on a minutes I'll call Captain Craig.
He'll talk to you."

"There is an Earth Patrol ship in the Black Hole!” gasped Estelle.

"Sure...” Brand turned to her with a curious look. “What's so odd about that? It was sent in here to
investigate and it never came out, so it's still here."

"But who sent it?” asked Estelle. “Certainly you wouldn't—it would be suicide, if they did find the
battleships. Why, in one second they could be blasted to bits!"

"I know, and I didn't send it. Kathleen..."



"Captain Craig calling Robert Wales,” came a familiar voice from the radio. “What is your message?"

"Listen, Captain,” said Brand urgently. “Radio Earth and tell them to send a task force to blockade
Copernicus crater, and to investigate escape shaft at its bottom. Martian battleships are planning to
emerge from it to attack Earth. This attack may be soon..."

"I recognize your voice!” said Captain Craig in sharp interruption. “So you're using your real name
now, eh? Before it was Martin Brand. I checked on that again, you lousy traitor. Martin Brand is dead
and buried, as official as hell. And you are an exile from Earth because of seditious acts. Come again,
Wales. If you think an Earth task force will be lured into any Copernicus trap, you're mistaken. I'll call
Earth all right, and the whole Patrol will be out after your hide."

"Captain,” said Brand angrily, “you are a fool! Do you think it's logical that anybody could hope to gain
from the destruction of any single Earth unit? I tell you, the danger is urgent. So long as you are in the
Black Hole right now, you have the opportunity to check. If I show you a fleet of Martian battleships, will
you believe me?"

"I've got eyes,” said Captain Craig, “and from the sound of you, you're pretty close to us. What did you
do to Miss Dennis?” There was a hard, cold, furious note in the patrol captain's voice.

"I left her in Luna City, where she took me to the hospital..."

"You skunk!" Captain Craig's voice blasted from the receiver. “So you're Edgar Barnes too! I picked
that up on the radio just a few hours ago. Killed an Earth citizen, kidnapped a taxi-driver, marooned him
in a crater, and left him to die. Only he didn't die. He got out, and came to the police with enough to hang
you..."

"Listen, you stupid ape,” said Brand lowly. “I'll give myself up to you right now, if you want to come and
get me, but when you pick me up, you'll also see those battleships. This is the only way I can carry out
my work. Commander Wilson had me covered, but an explosion and fire destroyed any evidence I had
to prove my identity. You can believe what you wish—Martin Brand, Edgar Barnes, or Robert Wales.
Now if you'll point your ship wherever you are, in the direction of Luna City, and keep your eyes open,
you'll see something very soon. As soon as you see it, I'll be coming at you from that source, to come
aboard. After that, the rest is up to you."

There was a moment's hesitation from the receiver, then the voice of the captain came again.

"Whoever you are,” he said slowly, “you sure sound sincere. Okay, buddy. Show me something, and I'll
radio Earth so fast it'll singe the hair off every Martian on Luna!"

"Attaboy, Captain,” said Martin Brand thankfully. “And one more thing, whatever you do, don't come
too close. You can't beat what's lying here, and I would like to get out alive, if possible. I've got a friend
here, who...” Brand turned to smile triumphantly up at Estelle and broke off in mid-sentence. “She's
gone!” he gasped.

"Who's gone?” asked Captain Craig's voice.

"Never mind,” yelled Brand. “Watch in the direction of Luna City for fireworks, right down in the Black
Hole. I've got to stop that girl ... she's gone after Jeffry Killian...” He snapped off the key and whirled
toward the doorway. He plunged down the corridor recklessly, stumbled over the corpse of the Martian
guard, and reached the gangplank.

As he stepped down to the dock, a brilliant searchlight beam winked on, and caught him full in its



brilliance.

"Put up your hands!” came a shout. “Don't move another step!” Brand halted, baffled and angry.

Several Martian soldiers came out of the darkness and gripped his arms. They marched him along
toward the caverns he had once escaped from. Their faces were grim.

"You didn't know when you were well off!” said one.

"Yes,” said the other. “When Miss Carter gets hold of you, you'll be worse off than before. She's really
doing a job running this show! An order from her is as good as one from the Commander, himself. I gotta
hunch it'll be Mr. and Mrs. Jeffry Killian, governors of America, or something like that, when we smash
the Earth in a couple of days. Smart, that dame..."

Brand's blood ran cold in his veins.

"What's that you say?” he faltered.

The Martian laughed hoarsely.

"Say, did you think you had a chance with that baby? She's ice. I don't know how she does it. Maybe it's
because she was crazy once. She sure isn't now! Why the other day..."

"Look out!" screamed the other guard. “Lu-bats!"

The sweeping rush of wind that betokened the dive of one of the monsters of the Black Hole screamed
down at them on the narrow ledge. One of the guards lifted his atomic rifle and began firing blindly.

"There's more than one!” screamed the guard again. “There're three, at least. We'll never get ‘em in time.
We're done..."

"Steam-guns!” shouted Brand. “Train your steam-guns on the carcass, you fools! They can be blown up
that way!"

"That's right,” shouted one of his former captors, now shrinking back against the cavern wall, trying to
pull his steam-gun out of its holster. “You pulled that trick before, didn't you..."

Brand snatched the pistol from his grasp, trained it aloft, and pressed the trigger. The other guard was
doing the same. The scream of the wind from the diving lu-bats was a shriek in their cars now, as they
came down to the attack. They had undoubtedly been attracted by the searchlight, whose beams still
bathed the docks and the pathway.

Suddenly the lu-bat Brand had concentrated on blew up with a terrific roar and a blinding flash of flame
that communicated itself to one of its two companions, and it too went off with a thunderous blast.

But the other lu-bat came on, seemingly oblivious of the holocaust of brilliance around it that now lit up
the crater for ten miles around. Desperately Brand added the fire of his steam-gun to that of the other
guard, and suddenly the combined beams took effect. A third flaming carcass came plunging down like a
meteor, to flash past into the depths, only a few yards from them.

A hoarse scream of agony came from the guard with the steam-gun, and a large flaming fragment crashed
down squarely on him. He screamed horribly once, then plunged off the ledge into the depths, a seared
corpse.

Brand whirled, half-blinded by the light, and raced down the pathway toward the docks. An atomic rifle



bullet exploded just behind him, sending a cloud of rock splinters into his back that struck with numbing
force. Brand whirled, flicked up his steam-gun, caught the Martian soldier squarely in the chest. He went
down, dead before he hit the rocky trail.

At the other end of the dock, a small cruiser darted out toward one of the battleships and Brand cursed.

"Who the hell..."

Then it dawned on him and he went white.

"Estelle!” he choked. “She's in that ship..."

He stumbled on down to the cruiser, and clambered into it. He shut the door, and made his way to the
control room. Just as he reached it, he saw Estelle's ship reach the side of the monster warcraft, saw it
slip into an air-lock that opened to receive her.

Brand snapped open the radio key, waited impatiently while the tubes warmed up, but as he waited, he
slammed home the motor levers and drew the ship away from the dock. He cursed when the ship
stopped with a jolt. He'd forgotten to cast off the mooring cable.

His finger pressed down savagely, and as the cruiser leaped away, half the dock tumbled into the abyss
of the crater behind him, and he grinned. Perhaps that hadn't been a half-bad mistake, at that. Now any
pursuers couldn't reach the other cruisers to take off after him.

He sent the cruiser hurtling at right angles away from the huge battleship. Now that the lu-bat carcasses
had disappeared into the depths, their brilliant flames extinguished he lost himself in the blackness that had
resulted.

Pressing the radio key, he called anxiously into it.

"Martin Brand calling Captain Craig, Patrol Ship, N-Twenty-seven..."

"I hear you!” came the excited voice from the receiver. “And boy, I see you too! We're only a dozen
miles away, straight out. Get off the air, Brand, or Wales, or whoever you are, I'm radioing
Earth—headquarters!"

"Go ahead!” yelled Brand. “And start running. If those battleships spot you, it'll be curtains. Full speed
away! Quick!"

He snapped off the radio and sent the cruiser flashing along the crater wall. When he reached a spot
where a sort of indentation offered concealment, he edged into it. Then he stopped the ship and waited.
He listened intently to the radio, heard Craig's voice calling urgently into his transmitter.

"Patrol Ship N-twenty-seven, calling headquarters,” he barked. “N-twenty-seven calling Earth ... Come
in, Earth headquarters..."

Suddenly a brilliant beam of light cut through the Black Hole as a searchlight on one of the
battleships—the one Estelle had boarded—flashed on. A moment it flicked through the void like a giant
sword, then suddenly it caught a tiny mote, lost it once, then held it fast.

"Damn!” said Brand, clenching his fists. “They've spotted the N-twenty-seven!"

A flash came from the battleship, and Brand could follow the course of it along the searchlight beam, saw
it end at the tiny fleeing mote. There was a brilliant burst of flame, and the voice of Captain Craig in the



receiver cut off abruptly.

And as its echoes died, Brand realized the truth—the message had not gotten through. Earth had not yet
replied to its patrol ship's call!

Martin Brand sat in stunned silence for several long moments. Now, when he'd been just on the verge of
the success of his mission, failure had blanked him out as completely as he had ever been. The luck of
“Suicide” Martin Brand had come to an end.

The Earth was entirely unaware of the danger that threatened it. Estelle had tricked him. She had played
up to him, fooled him with caresses. He thought almost subconsciously, with strange agony, of the red
hair and the blue eyes of Kathleen Dennis, and a strange pang struck into his breast. A great anger was
beginning to grow inside him, and it expressed itself in words now; words full of bitterness and hate that
echoed through the silence of the control room.

"She wasn't sane! No sane person could have acted that superbly. Her mind might have regained its
functions, but all the good in her, if there ever was any, had been killed. She was..."

He found no word to describe her.

Suddenly the radio receiver crackled and a voice came over it.

"Estelle Carter, calling Martin Brand,” came the soft tones, but soft only in the sense that they were not
loudly spoken.

In a sort of stupefied surprise, Brand clicked open the switch and answered. “What can I do for you
now?” he said sarcastically.

"I, too, remembered the wavelength,” her soft voice came to him mockingly. “And I am sitting in the
control room, speaking over the private radio of the Commander of the Martian Invasion Fleet enroute to
Earth. In a few hours, I will take off to blast the Lunar entrance and take control of the inner world. The
rest of the fleet will proceed, under my orders, through Copernicus to Earth, to destroy the defenses.
Earth will have to surrender in a matter of hours.

"Then, because it was I who did it, I will be able to dictate my own terms. I shall rule the Earth as the
representative of the Martian government. I shall be truly an empress of the world, as there never has
been before."

"You're mad!” said Brand.

"No,” she said in the same level tones. “Mad once, but not now. Today I am the sanest person alive. I
am, I realize it now, the ultimate example of sanity. All people have some insanity in their make-up. I have
none. Everything but absolute logic has been erased from my brain. I am not hindered by emotion,
although I understand fully what it is, and can simulate it if necessary. You should know that.

"If you had been as I am, you would not have been tricked by your emotions. You would have seen
through my empty kisses, because, in the light of cold reason, they had no foundation. But you let your
body rule your reason. You responded, and forgot to think..."

"You're possessed by the devil!” croaked Brand.

"I am a sane, logical, steady-minded human being. Perhaps, the only one who has ever lived."

"What ... how did you do what you have done?” he asked.



"Remember the Martian you found dead in the ship in which you now sit?"

"Yes."

"I told him that he could rule Earth with me, so he killed Jeffry Killian for me, while I watched. It was
very interesting to see him die, knowing that he was paying for what he did to me ten years ago. Perhaps
that is the only emotion that I still retain to a slight degree, the ability to hate. But when it is satisfied by
revenge, it is a very pleasurable emotion."

Brand listened with horror to this cold recital, but it was not finished. She went on:

"I had persuaded Jeffry Killian to commission me as his first lieutenant, and now, with him dead, I was
able to take command without question. So under the ruse of going out to the flagship to take over
command, I led my Martian friend to the cruiser, and told him the truth. Then I shot him in the face. He
was a very surprised Martian.

"I told the truth when I said I was calling Commander Wilson. I wanted to know where you were. You
have proved a pastime for me more than once, and I would have been very interested in making you
become a traitor for love of me. But this way is better. I don't intend to bother you again. You are in a
situation that is perfect. Even I could not have figured out a better predicament. It will be interesting to
watch what happens to you."

But Martin Brand was no longer listening to the mocking voice. Lurking in the depths of his mind was a
response to this jumble of words he'd heard.

He sent the cruiser out into the Black Hole, all lights doused, and drove it back toward the giant
battleship.

The voice of Estelle Carter went on.

"Are you listening, Martin Brand?"

"Yes,” he said grimly.

"Good. I am curious to know who Kathleen is? Could it be that the heart-broken, bitter, savage soldier
of space found a new love after all? If you did, then it must have been a weak love indeed, to wilt that
moment I threw myself into your arms!"

Brand did not answer. Instead he was intent on a giant black bulk looming up ahead of him. He dipped
the cruiser down, proceeding slowly and silently in the darkness.

"I see you do not answer me,” mocked Estelle. “You are afraid that I will find her and do something to
her. That is silly. If she really loves you, and you her, I would not think of destroying the beauty of that
love, and the trials and tribulations it will have to endure because of the intolerable situation that exists for
you.

"Certainly you can never make her happy. You can never marry her. You can only face the reality of
being nobody at all. You haven't even a name you can call your own. As Martin Brand you are dead. As
Robert Wales you are a traitor and seditionist, with no rights of citizenship on any world, therefore no
right to marry. As Edgar Barnes, you are a murderer, and as such, will be executed if caught, according
to Lunar law."

The mocking voice went on. Brand's jaw tightened as he listened, and he finally maneuvered the cruiser
beneath the tremendous belly. Finally he had the ship hanging motionless, then he spoke.



"Listen, Estelle,” he said quietly. “I've been letting you talk on, listening to you gloat over me. It's been
very interesting to me. I can, of course, only judge you on an emotional basis, since I am not as ‘sane’ as
you are. To me, your present condition is something to pity, and if I feel anything at all about you now, it
is a large measure of sympathy.

"I am sure you are not responsible for your actions, and although for a moment I felt that I hated you,
now I only pity you. I must destroy you because your warped mind is the most dangerous thing that has
ever faced Earth's peace and happiness, and threatened it with permanent destruction.

"Mars may conquer Earth, but wars come and go, and freedom is won again. But if you were to come
into power, with your mad mentality, then indeed a sad thing would happen to the world I love.

"That is why I am going to destroy you now!"

For a moment there was silence, then Estelle's voice came to him coldly, with short-clipped words
coming from her lips like venom from the fangs of a snake.

"It is you who are mad now, Martin Brand! You speak wildly of destroying. You can destroy nothing!
You sit there in a tiny ten-man cruiser, hiding like a rat in some hole in the wall. You have at your disposal
one small cannon, which fires an atomic shell capable of smashing only a small destroyer. What can you
do to me here in the mightiest battleship in all the solar system? You..."

Martin Brand interrupted.

"That atomic cannon you speak of is pointing at the moment straight into the bomb rack of your mighty
ship. It will send that atomic shell you speak of straight into the magazine of your battleship. And when it
explodes..."

"You lie!” shrieked Estelle Carter. “You lie! You are nowhere near."

"Before you die,” said Brand, “there is one thing you can think of. What is that emotion in your voice
now? I'd call it fear. Fear is a terrible thing, Estelle, and because I pity you, I don't intend to let you suffer
any longer. My finger is on the trigger..."

Martin Brand pressed the trigger, and with the other hand sent the tiny ten-man cruiser peeling off in a
tremendous swooping dive straight out and down into the Black Hole's depths. Behind him a great
mushrooming flame grew and grew until it seemed that it would catch up to him and destroy him too. But
it tossed him on, like a feather before a gale, and his senses reeled with the awful sensation of a dive
almost more than human tissue can stand.

Even through the reeling of his mind, he heard the thunder of the holocaust he had set off behind him. All
was flame and light and smoke and bursting sound in the Black Hole. And added to it was a new thunder
that was not that of rending metal, but of shattering rock.

He brought the buffeted cruiser to a steadier pace, and looked back when his sight had cleared enough
to see what had happened behind him.

Like a slow motion movie, the whole wall of the crater was toppling over, engulfing all the cataclysmic
holocaust of shattered ships as though it had been but a match-flame in the darkness. And many minutes
later the whole mass came to rest on the side of the crater and once more darkness fell over the scene.

The Martian armada was no more.

And then, Martin Brand, desperate dare-devil of space, bowed his head in his hands and cried.



CHAPTER XII 

The lights of Luna City were bright before him, several hours later, as he brought the cruiser slowly
forward. In his mind were crowding the memories of the past hours, and he gave no thought to his own
situation. Nor did he do more than glance idly at the small ship that bore down on him now from above
and behind. It was only when his radio crackled, and a voice came through the receiver, that he stirred,
and the grim immobility of his features changed.

"Lunar patrol ship A-forty calling cruiser below—land at Luna City spaceport and no tricks. We'll blast
you if you make a move!"

Brand drove the ship slowly toward the spaceport and brought it down. The patrol ship landed behind
him, and he stepped out to meet the two figures who climbed from it. One of them was familiar, clad in
the trim uniform of an Earth Patrol agent, red hair gleaming under smart military cap, and blue eyes
expressionless in her white face: Kathleen Dennis.

The officer spoke.

"Robert Wales, alias Edgar Barnes, I arrest you for murder, for attempted sabotage, and for conspiring
to destroy the peace of Luna and Earth."

Martin Brand scarcely heard the charges. He was staring at Kathleen Dennis, at the hurt in her eyes, at
the disgust on her face, and at the stiff unyielding posture of her trimly uniformed figure.

"Why are you looking at me like that?” he said.

"You traitor!" she said in a low voice.

Brand reeled in shock, then stepped forward.

"What do you mean?” he asked.

"Captain Craig radioed the whole story to Luna Headquarters just before his radio blanked out, just
before you shot him down with that Martian cruiser you smuggled into the Black Hole!"

"He was shot down by the Martians!” Brand burst out. “I blew up the magazine of the flagship, and the
whole fleet was buried beneath a slide in the Black Hole..."

"That'll be enough!” interrupted the Lunar officer. “Come along, Robert Wales. You are under arrest,
and I promise you, this time you won't just be exiled. It's execution for you!"

"But I tell you it's true. That's what Captain Craig was trying to radio to Earth headquarters—that he had
seen those battleships in the Black Hole. They were ready to attack. Estelle Carter, completely mad, was
in command..."

Kathleen's eyes opened wide.

"I see it all now,” she said. “I heard that she was released as cured...” She turned to the Lunar officer.
“This man was exiled from Earth for sedition. He has attempted the same thing here. He has claimed to
be Martin Brand, whom you know is dead. It was Martin Brand's old sweetheart he just mentioned.
Somewhere be got hold of that, and tried to use it to his own advantage. He is a traitor, and I leave him
in your hands."



"We'll take care of him,” promised the Lunarian grimly. “He won't be exiled again!"

Kathleen turned to Martin Brand. In her eyes he saw a light that he himself had in his own eyes ten years
ago.

"I have a job to do,” she said, “and I intend to do it!” Then she turned and stalked swiftly away. Martin
Brand found his wrists encircled by a pair of handcuffs.

The stared down at them and a whisper escaped his lips.

"The luck of ‘Suicide’ Martin Brand!” he murmured. “It's run out at last."

He looked at her disappearing back. “It's all right, Kathleen. You'll get over it. But maybe someday you'll
know that I had a job to do too, and I did it just as you think you are doing yours now in condemning a
dangerous traitor!

CHAPTER XIII 

It was silent in the tomb. Hal Orson, still deep in thought, became aware that Kathleen's sobs had died
away as she stirred restlessly in his arms.

"I'm all right now, Hal.” He released her almost automatically. She looked up at his intent face in the glow
of the black light lamp.

"What is it, Hal?"

"So—they lied to us,” he said, a baffled note in his voice. “But why?” He sat down on the marble slab
where it lay beside the empty coffin of a Martin Brand who was believed dead by three worlds. Why
was it empty? Was it because...

"He isn't dead,” said Kathleen in a whisper. “That's why they lied. There would be no other reason for it.
If he had been executed on Luna as a murderer and a spy, there would have been no reason to lie about
Martin Brand's body."

Orson nodded. “I get all that. We of the Service knew Martin wasn't in that tomb to begin with, that his
death had been faked. This would avoid any possibility of Luna's linking Robert Wales with Martin
Brand, and therefore with Earth politics, and thus uncover the secret of the Special Services and its work
on Luna. But why didn't they leave it that way? All of us, would have understood anything but this..."

"It's simple,” said Kathleen. “This way, with everybody in the Service believing that Martin's body had
actually been recovered from Luna and put into the tomb it was supposed to occupy, no legend would
be built up about it. No possibility of the fact that it really was empty could get out. It was just a logical
precaution."

Orson rose to his feet. “Then where is he? He was useless to the Service for any further work, there'd be
no reason to keep away from me! I was his best friend..."

"I know why,” said Kathleen calmly. “It's because he wasn't useless. It's because he's still working for the
Service! I know it, as sure as I'm a woman."

"How?"

"Intuition and because you can't love a man for eleven years as I have, without getting so close mentally



that you can sense whether he's alive or dead. I know he's alive; I can ... feel him."

Orson laid a hand on her arm, gently. “Kathleen, you're a clever girl. You must be able to see the other
possibility—that what you feel might just be wishful thinking. Love does strange things to the mind,
sometimes..."

She whirled and pointed to the coffin. “Is that wishful thinking?” she demanded. “What strange thing is
happening to your mind that makes you see an empty coffin when it's really not empty—"

"Score for you,” said Orson. “I'm not seeing things—that coffin's empty. And there's only one reason for
that! What that reason is, we're going to find out—” He stopped suddenly and groaned. “Kathy! We've
got to get out of here and work fast. Tomorrow, when all this havoc is discovered, there'll be hell to pay!
If we're asked, where will we say we were tonight?"

"This wasn't your idea,” she said calmly. “We were in my apartment."

"You say a thing like that, and I'll beat the tar out of you! You won't throw your reputation to the dogs to
shield me. I'm no baby, either, Kathy, and don't forget it!"

"I'm not going to let you get into trouble over me!"

"I'm not going to try to keep out of trouble. Tomorrow I'm going to make trouble!"

"What are you thinking of?” she said sharply. “Whatever it is, I forbid it!"

He grinned at her. “Go ahead and forbid. You don't scare me at all. There's nothing you can do."

She regarded him silently a moment. “Oh isn't there?"

"No, there isn't. And now, we're getting out of here..."

He led the way out into the night.

* * * *

"I'm sorry, Mr. Orson, but the first available time on Senator Beasley's appointment list is three weeks
from today. You can't possibly see him before then."

"Will you pick up that phone,” urged Orson, “and simply say Martin Brand can't wait three weeks?"

The secretary looked at Orson, then shrugged. “Maybe after a cryptic remark like that, he'll never want
to see you, but if you insist..."

"I insist."

The secretary lifted the phone and spoke rapidly into it. Then his eye brows lifted and he put the receiver
down. “I'll take you in,” he said. “Senator Beasley said he'd see you immediately. Whoever Martin Brand
is—” The secretary stopped short. “Not the Martin Brand in the rifled tomb!” he exclaimed. “Mister, if
you're using this as a gag to see the senator, I'd advise you to start running now, because you'll be in real
trouble!"

Orson grinned. “Wouldn't you like to know!"

The secretary flushed and led Orson to a door. He opened it and let Orson through it. Then he backed
out, shut the door behind him. Orson faced the man at the desk, a large man with bristling eyebrows and



square jaw.

"Sit down,” said the senator.

Orson sat down in the chair opposite the desk and remained quiet while the senator eyed him.

"You know,” said Senator Beasley, “there's no name more unusual for announcing yourself than that of a
famous deceased hero. I should say that unless you have a very good reason I may be forced to ask you
quite a few questions."

"When I've asked you the ones I want to ask,” said Orson, “I'll be glad to answer any you wish to ask.
First, I've read the papers, and I know what they say."

"What do they say?” asked Beasley, folding his hands across his expansive stomach.

"They say that the body of Martin Brand has been stolen from its mausoleum,” said Orson. “Only it
wasn't!"

Senator Beasley slumped down a trifle more in his chair, and his voice remained deep and calm. “You
were with her, then?” he asked.

Orson stiffened with surprise In his chair. “With her...?"

"Yes. And you know, as she does, that the coffin never had a body in it,” Beasley concluded.

Orson looked at the senator ruefully. “Guess there's not much I can tell you, then,” he said, “but how you
know, beats me. Where'd you get your information?"

"Fingerprints. You and the girl left them all over the place. Hers were easy to classify, and the
identification was placed on my desk an hour ago. I've been expecting your classification to arrive any
minute. But you said something about wanting to ask me some questions before I questioned you. I'd be
glad to answer them."

"You would?"

Senator Beasley smiled. “Of course. Did you think I'd refuse?"

Orson shrugged. “I don't know what to think. I haven't known what to think ever since I found the coffin
empty. You see, Martin Brand was my best friend. I've always mourned him as dead, and it's been
something of a shock to find that he wasn't. I don't understand it, sir, and least of all do I understand his
not contacting me. That's the first question, sir: where is Martin Brand?"

"On Venus—where Kathleen will be in a few days, unless we stop her."

Orson leaped to his feet. “Kathleen—on Venus! But that's impossible, sir. I just left her a few hours
ago.” Beasley unfolded his hands, picked up a piece of paper from his desk and handed it to Orson. “I
presume you are the person for whom this was intended,” he said. “We found it in her wastebasket."

Orson snatched the paper. It was unsigned but it was unmistakably in Kathleen's handwriting. It read: 
There is only one place he could be, and I am going there. Stay out of it.

Senator Beasley spoke. “I assume it was her idea, judging from that note."

"But it doesn't say Venus,” said Orson. “How do you assume that's what she meant? And I'm in it as
much as she is."



"Is she in love with him?"

"With a broken heart?” emphasized Orson.

"And are you in love with her?"

Orson stared at the senator. “In love with her-? You mean you think that's why I helped her?"

"Is it?"

Orson looked thoughtful. “If Martin were dead, maybe I might think of it. But now that he's alive..."

"I see. Well, lad, let's have the rest of those questions."

"Why has the government resorted to this—this flummery?"

"The government hasn't resorted to it. I handled the whole thing—at the request of the President. You, I
presume, are a member of Special Services?"

"I joined when Martin was killed."

"Then you know why it was done, and why only the President and I know there was no body to be
stolen,” said Beasley. “Now we'll have to resort to some more—flummery—and pretend to find the
body, apprehend the grave robbers, and restore Mr. Brand to his mythical resting place."

"You're being quite frank,” said Orson. “Why?"

"Because you are the grave robber,” said Beasley quietly. “I'm afraid that with the evidence, including
your own confession, nobody'd listen to a crazy story that the tomb was empty—especially when we find
the body where you hid it."

Orson sat quietly for a moment, considering the senator. “I see,” he said finally. “It's an excellent bit of
flummery. But I have one more question..."

"Ask it."

"Can I go to Venus too?"

There was a long silence in the room, and finally the senator seemed to have made a decision. He leaned
forward and pressed a button on his desk.

"Just as soon as you've been executed,” he said.

CHAPTER XIV 

Kathleen sat sipping a cocktail in the bar of the Venus de Milo cafe in Venus City. She remembered the
weird experience of flying her own private ship into the milky atmosphere of Venus, almost sixty miles in
depth, where visibility was still as much as twenty miles, and coming out finally from the stratosphere into
the perpetual rosy dawn light that is Venus’ day. She still marveled at the pink orb of the sun, a vague
rosy spot in the milk-white.

She remembered, too, the glimpse she had caught of the Patrol ship slipping quietly out of the milk and
honey twenty miles behind her. She was almost sure they had been following her, and yet she had cleared



the spaceport without the slightest trouble. She'd gambled on that—the Special Service wouldn't have
risked publicity by trying to stop her officially—they'd stop her some other way. So she'd left the tarmac
as soon as her papers had cleared. That had been several days ago.

Now, sitting in the Venus de Milo, she felt sure they'd never recognize her. Her coppery hair was jet
black, her eyes were slanted back, pulled into that position by invisible strips of tape that were concealed
by her hairdo. Her fingers were joined by tiny webs that extended half-way out to the first knuckles, and
the tiny moons in her fingernails were a brilliant green in color. Her complexion was faintly green also, as
though her blood had been tinted beneath the skin, as indeed it had. This effect was achieved by a new
chlorophyll dye that turned the red corpuscles green without impairing their oxygen-carrying abilities. This
effect would last for several days before a renewed injection of dye was necessary.

From all outward appearances, Kathleen was a Venusian, her disguise so perfect that not even a
Venusian could detect any difference. She knew, however, that a member of Special Services would
have little trouble spotting her. She was counting on the necessity for secrecy about the Special Service
to protect her until she had discovered what she wanted to know.

Seated around a table in a corner of the cafe were four Venusians, conversing rapidly in low tones.
Kathleen had been watching them ever since they came in, just as she had watched them the first day.
Now they seemed to be aware of her. Several times she caught them glancing in her direction, and
conversing with faint frowns immediately thereafter.

Finally one of them got up and sauntered toward her. Kathleen watched him come, observing his
reflection in the big mirror behind the bar. There was something oddly familiar about him, but try as she
would, she could not place him. He was a Venusian, that was apparent, for a Martian could not possibly
pose as a Venusian—she started—or he could be an Earthman in disguise. As he seated himself beside
her, she was suddenly sure of it. Inwardly she felt an exultation; it meant she was on the right track. She
knew now that the four were fifth columnists.

"You're new here, aren't you?” the man asked, his voice strangely husky and familiar. There was a
haunting timbre to it that wandered through her memory as though searching for something.

"I don't believe I know you,” she said, regarding his reflection in the glass, then sipping her drink casually.

He grinned at her. “That can be remedied,” he said, “besides it's a shame for so lovely a girl to be
drinking alone."

"I don't make friends easily with strangers,” she said, turning to look at him. As her eyes met his, that
haunting sensation of familiarity heightened, and a tremor shot through her body. Suddenly she found
herself breathing more swiftly, and for no real reason she felt afraid. Of what? Not of a Venusian spy, or
a Martian fifth columnist—or of her life ... What then?

He half-turned on his stool. “Then perhaps we'd better remain strangers,” he said. “I don't judge people
by their names—and actually names mean nothing, so, if you'd prefer...” He slid off the stool with a polite
nod.

"Wait,” she said.

He stood looking at her.

"Now that you're here, you might as well have a drink with me."

"Why?"



Kathleen stared at him in surprise. Suddenly she felt a surge of anger rise in her throat. He was looking at
the slow flood of green suffusing her white throat, and strangely there was a look of scorn in his eyes.

"What kind of a man are you?” she flared.

"Generally I like to be alone,” he said. “I'm a very bad judge of female character—and perhaps I've
judged wrong again. If you'll pardon me...” He bowed slightly, stiffly, and made his way back to his three
companions.

Kathleen tossed off her drink with an angry gesture, then climbed down from her stool and marched over
to the table. She faced the Venusian squarely. “My name,” she said stiffly, “is Kay deNees. And I like to
be alone too.” She turned and walked stiffly from the cafe. As she passed a large mirror near the
doorway, she saw the Venusian staring at her retreating back. In his eyes was a peculiar expression and
he looked puzzled, as though he were trying to remember something also. Kathleen frowned. She felt
more sure than ever now that somewhere before she had seen this Venusian—and he hadn't been a
Venusian then. Who was he? As she walked slowly down the street outside, she searched her memory
diligently but without success.

So occupied was she with her thoughts that she was unaware of the swift approach of a dark figure until
strong arms lifted her off her feet and hustled her toward a waiting car. She screamed shrilly once then a
belated hand clapped over her mouth. She promptly bit the hand and screamed again. As she was thrust
into the waiting car and seized by two Earthmen, she saw the door to the cafe burst open. The man who
had accosted her at the bar dashed out and stood watching as the car drove away in a burst of speed.

For a moment Kathleen was silent, studying the faces of her captors. “For Special Services men, you
aren't very efficient,” she observed. “You let me scream my head off. If Commander Wilson were alive,
you'd be doing guard duty as buck privates back in Kansas City."

Suddenly she slumped down in the seat and began to cry. “Now I'll never find him,” she said, her voice
muffled by her sobs. “Why couldn't you let me alone?"

One of the men handed her a handkerchief. “You'd have been dead by tomorrow morning if we hadn't
snatched you, Miss Dennis. You just don't know what you were getting into. That mob had you spotted,
and our man reported this morning they were going to check you today. If you didn't measure up you'd
be eliminated as a precautionary measure. And, who are you trying to find? ... Say! Don't tell me you're
looking for the guy who stole Martin Brand's body? If you are, you're behind the times. They found the
body the day after you left Earth, and the man who stole it has been executed. If you ask me, the dirty
grave-robber got off easy..."

The Special Services man stopped speaking in alarm and stared at Kathleen's white face. “Joe,” he said
to his companion, “she really did love the guy. She's fainted!"

His companion began to chafe Kathleen's wrists. “Yeah,” he said sympathetically. “Ain't it a shame, some
people never get any breaks? Imagine a girl taking chances with her life this way looking for the body of
her dead lover. She must have known it was just plain suicide..."

* * * *

Several hours later Kathleen sat staring at the plain furnishings of an office in the Federal Building. Her
mind refused to consider the horrible news she had heard, and her eyes were dry. So when the door
opened and a man entered, she paid him scarce attention.

"How do you feel now?” the newcomer asked.



"All right, I suppose,” said Kathleen dully. Then she turned to look at her visitor and stiffened in shock.
The man facing her was one of the four Venusians she had been spying upon at the Venus de Milo cafe.

"Yes,” he said. “I thought you'd recognize me. Actually, however, I'm Don Coleridge, a member of
Special Services. I've been on the inside with the fifth column for several months now. So, when you
showed up, I knew the score."

"What are you doing here, then?” she asked, wonderingly. “Won't this spoil everything for you?"

"I don't think they'll find out. But I had to do something—don't you realize you were under suspicion?
When the decision was made to kill you, I had to act to save your life. So I notified my superior officer
and had you arrested. That way, we hope, suspicion will be thrown off you."

Kathleen shrugged. “What good will it do now? I'm useless to everybody."

"Not at all. You'll find out about that in a few minutes. I'm going to leave now, but my purpose in coming
here was to prove to you that I am on your side. Next time we meet, you'll know that, but you won't give
any sign. From now on, you're working with me."

"Working with you?"

The disguised Venusian nodded and toward the door. “The superior officer will give you the details.
Meanwhile, best of luck. And remember, I'll be handling the affair from the other end so you needn't be
frightened. When you see me again, I will be Lieutenant Forsythe.” He bowed himself out and closed the
door.

An instant later the door opened again. A man stepped in backward and closed the door before he
turned.

"Hal!” shrieked Kathleen. “Hal Orson!"

"Not so loud,” said Orson in consternation. “Nobody here knows I'm Hal Orson."

Kathleen rushed forward and threw herself into his arms. “They told me you'd been executed,” she
gasped. “Oh Hal, I've been going through hell thinking about it."

"I know,” he said, disengaging himself gently, “but it had to be that way!"

Kathleen stood looking at him for an instant, then her eyes clouded and she sat down and cried quietly
for a few moments. Orson stood looking down at her silently until she had finished.

"Ready for work now?"

She looked up at him and nodded. “What kind of work?"

Orson sat down beside her. “That Venusian who was just in to see you,” he explained, “is one of our
men. He's gotten pretty high in the enemy intelligence circle and this is all his plan. He saved your life by
pulling this fake arrest; now he's arranging to ‘rescue’ you."

"Rescue me?"

"Yes. Tonight you'll be placed in a cell in the Federal Building jail and about midnight a group of
Venusians will raid the place to free you. They'll encounter little resistance, a careless guard, and a great
deal of overconfidence on our part. They'll succeed in rescuing you. After that, you'll be, we hope,
another member of the SS in the enemy circle."



"But what good will I be?” asked Kathleen.

Orson grinned at her. “What you've got is exactly what we need now. You have no idea how effective a
beautiful woman will be in prying secrets from these Venusians. They go for a pretty face and figure like
nobody's business. I think you know how to handle yourself to best advantage there."

Kathleen frowned. “I'm not so sure. I've had a little experience with one of those fellows already. He
gave me the most beautiful brush-off I've ever gotten. If you ask me, there are some Venusians who
could make a marble Venus shiver in a steam bath."

"He was only the fellow picked to ‘feel you out’ as it were, and decide if you were spying on them or
not. He had no intentions of making up to you."

Kathleen looked dubious. “He wasn't acting a part. That fellow really is a lone wolf. I played coy for just
one sentence and he froze me off like...” Kathleen knit her eyebrows. “I've seen that man somewhere
before, but I can't place him at all."

"Um,” said Orson. “I don't like that..."

Kathleen looked at him quickly. “Never mind,” she said. “It makes no difference. I'm sure he doesn't
know me. The way he acted proved it. There'll be no danger."

Orson laughed drily. “No danger! Kathy, you're in the most dangerous game in the Solar System now,
and there's no doubt about it. We're all playing with the biggest potential explosion ever imagined—and if
we don't manage to touch it off where it's harmless, it'll be the end for more than we few SS men. Kathy,
if we don't stop these fellows, it's curtains for Earth. What we've learned about what the Martians have
on tap for us is ... well, frightening. We've got to know when and where the first blow will fall, because
the first blow will likely be the last. That's what you and I and Coleridge will be trying to find out."

"I'll do my best,” said Kathleen.

Orson flashed a convincing smile and rose to go. “I know you will, Kathy. And Kathy..."

"Yes?"

"I don't know where, but I know for sure that Martin is on Venus right now, alive and well. Headquarters
lost all track of him because he requested to be entirely on his own, and we won't hear from him until he
has something positive to report, if by any chance you run across him..."

Kathleen went white.

"...don't do anything to give either of you away,” finished Orson. “Don't let on by the slightest sign that
you know who he is, or let him know about you—until it's all over. Of course, I don't think you'll meet
him—the chances are extremely remote—but if you do..."

"You don't think I'd risk his life again, do you, Hal?” Kathleen said in strained tones. “I'd die first!"

"I hope you don't,” said Orson, wheeling abruptly and striding from the room.

The long hours until midnight dragged interminably for Kathleen, lying on her bunk in the cell, trying
desperately to get some sleep but failing utterly to compose her mind.

"Martin,” she whispered into the darkness. “Oh Martin, if only I can find you—see you just once more.”
She lay there, thinking, her eyes full of tears, but her heart full of hope. Outside, in the corridor, the sound



of footsteps aroused her. They stopped at her door, and she heard the sound of a key grating in the lock.

"Come on out, Miss deNees,” said a soft voice. “We're taking you out of here."

She recognized the voice as that of Don Coleridge. As she stepped through the cell doorway, she saw
the jailer standing with his arms slightly elevated, keeping a calculating and careful eye on the two men
who stood beside him. One of two masked Venusians had a steam-gun trained on the jailer. Kathleen
decided this one was Don Coleridge.

"Thank you,” she said. “I don't know why you're doing this, but I appreciate it."

"We can make mistakes too, sometimes,” he said. “But come on, we've got to step lively. This is the
quiet period around here, but it'll be tough if this fellow manages to spread the alarm. We'll just have to
silence him for awhile..."

Swiftly he chopped down with his gun at the neck of the jailer, and with a moan the fellow dropped to
the floor. The rescuers shoved him into the cell and locked the door, then motioned Kathleen to follow
them down the corridor. They went down a side corridor and emerged finally in a driveway where a cab
stood waiting. They got into it and the driver drew the car away from the curb without a word.

For several minutes no one spoke, then Don Coleridge removed his mask and placed it in his pocket.

His companion did the same. “That was almost too easy,” he said.

Coleridge grunted. “It was, Farrow, but I guess we were lucky. Or, I should say, you were lucky, Miss
deNees. Do you realize that you'd have been in the toughest spot imaginable if the Earthmen could have
pinned anything concrete on you?” Kathleen said nothing.

"Okay,” acknowledged Coleridge. “At least you're smart. But, you can you trust us, if you will. As a
matter of fact, you have no other choice now. if you aren't on our side, you'll be in a much worse fix than
if we'd left you there—but we figured anybody they were mad at, ought to be a friend of ours."

Kathleen shrugged. “I'm on nobody's side but my own. It's just that I hate Earthmen's guts—that's all."

Coleridge regarded her calculatingly for a moment. “Maybe you'd like a job,” he said. “Maybe you'd like
to do something they wouldn't enjoy."

"What's in it?” asked Kathleen. Farrow laughed. “Money,” he said. “Isn't that what you want?"

Kathleen read the inflection in his voice right, and turned to stare into his eyes. “Money isn't everything,”
she said. “But it's almost everything when you haven't got it. Can you think of a good substitute?"

The sudden glint that came into Farrow's eyes told Kathleen she was on the right track. He said nothing,
however, and she sank back into her seat, satisfied that she had discovered at least one weak spot in the
enemy armor.

The cab left the city. Once on the highway outside the residential area, it crept off onto a side road.
There, in the dark, a transfer was made to an aero-cab, which took off immediately on a course directly
over the Venusian jungles.

Kathleen glanced at Coleridge and he interpreted her look correctly.

"Venus City is no place for any of us, from now on. We can't afford to take any chances. You'd be
picked up in a minute back there. And we can't be sure how smart that jailer was, or how much he'll



remember of us."

"Should have killed him,” said Farrow.

"You're too bloodthirsty,” said Coleridge.

"Not bloodthirsty; just practical—and smart."

Coleridge looked at Farrow quizzically, but said nothing more. Kathleen felt a sudden misgiving and she
tried to study Farrow without seeming to be too interested in him.

* * * *

Several hours later the aero-cab set down in a tiny clearing in the forest, and the three made their way
into a tiny hut. Inside, Coleridge touched a rustic table that was securely fastened to the floor. The entire
floor began to sink slowly into the ground; they were on a cleverly concealed elevator.

At the bottom they stepped off. The floor returned to its original level, and as it did so, a light came on.
Kathleen saw they were at the end of a dim tunnel that led a short way into the earth before it turned.
They followed the tunnel and entered a large, brilliantly lighted room. It was plainly furnished. Behind a
large desk sat a saturnine-faced Martian.

"Here they are, sir,” said Farrow, saluting.

Coleridge froze in his tracks for a brief instant, then saluted also and stood facing the Martian. Kathleen
gave Coleridge one swift glance, then faced the Martian. Something had gone wrong here—definitely
wrong.

"You may go, Farrow,” said the Martian.

Farrow saluted again. He whirled on his heel, and walked back the way they had come. As he passed
Coleridge and Kathleen he grinned knowingly and one derisive whispered word reached their ears.

"Smart."

Coleridge tried to bluff it out. “This is Miss Kay deNees,” he said. “She was picked up by Earth Secret
Service men, so we decided we couldn't risk them keeping her. As it turned out, sir, she is perfectly
willing to work with us, and in my opinion we can put her to good use."

The Martian smiled. “I'm sure we can. As a matter of fact, we have already put her to excellent use. You
Earthmen can't keep your heads in the presence of a pretty woman. If you could, perhaps we'd never be
able to detect a spy in our midst."

Coleridge had gone white, but Kathleen's eyes widened in astonishment and she whirled on Coleridge.
“An Earthman!” she exclaimed. “Is this true?” Her astonishment turned to fury. “So, you tricked me! You
Earthmen are all the same. Rescue me, will you! Now you've really gotten me into trouble. Whatever's
going on here, it strikes me as pretty dangerous, but if it's what I think it is, I'm all for it!—if that filthy,
rotten mind of yours hasn't got me a jungle grave!"

The Martian regarded her with amusement. “I can see, Miss deNees, why your superiors thought you
could achieve success in a mission against us,” he said. “You are clever, and a very good actress.
Unfortunately for you, however, we have some clever men on our side. Mr. Farrow very neatly
uncovered the whole plot. As a matter of fact, he even has a series of interesting microphotos of your
consultation with your companion in espionage in the Federal building back in Venus City. When he



showed them to me, I accepted his suggestion that we appear to fall for the plan, and bring about your
rescue. That way, we'd bag both of you with a minimum amount of trouble—with actual SS assistance as
a matter of fact."

The Martian pressed a buzzer and an orderly entered. “Send me Captain Lutain and ask Lieutenant
Farrow to come back in, please."

In a moment Farrow and Lutain entered. Kathleen recognized the captain at once as the man who had
accosted her at the Venus de Milo.

"Gentlemen,” said the Martian, “we have here two spies. I am detailing one of them to each of you.
Farrow, you will take the gentleman, and when you have taken him deep into the jungle, kill him and bury
him in the quicksand. Lutain, you will do the lovely, if detestable, Miss deNees the same service."

Captain Lutain spoke up. “If you would be so kind,” he said, “I'd rather you'd spare me the task, sir.
Were she an Earthwoman, I'd have no compunctions, but since she is a Venusian, I'd rather not."

The Martian laughed. “She's not a Venusian, but no matter. As a matter of fact, on second thought, I
want to confer with you. Mission E is due to get underway on secret orders which may come within
forty-eight hours. I'll appoint another man."

Farrow saluted and spoke. “Sir, there will be no need. I can take care of both spies. I started this matter,
and I'd like the honor of finishing it."

The Martian's eyes lit in approval. “You're a good man, Farrow, but you must use dispatch. As a
member of Mission E, it will be necessary that you return before the orders come."

Farrow's eyes lighted with a feral glow. “I'll be here sir! I wouldn't miss being in on the big..."

"That will do, Farrow. You had best be about your assignment if you want to be sure of that."

Farrow smiled gloatingly and produced his steam pistol. “All right, you two,” he said, “walk ahead of me
down the corridor. I know a quicksand deposit only a few hours away..."

Kathleen, her heart in her throat, turned to walk down the corridor ahead of the prodding steam-gun.
She saw Captain Lutain staring at her again with that same puzzled look in his eyes. He took one
impulsive step forward, then halted, shaking his head.

The Martian misinterpreted his motion. “Farrow can take care of it, Captain,” he said with a wave of his
hand. “Besides, I want to check a few things with you right now."

Kathleen squared her shoulders and marched into the gloomy corridor, a vague remembrance hammering
at her memory for recollection, but there was no response—once more she failed to place the strange
feeling she had when she looked at the Venusian captain.

CHAPTER XV 

The orderly standing before Commander Hal Orson's desk in the Federal Building at Venus City saluted.

"What is it?” asked Orson.

"There's a gentleman, a Venusian, here to see you, sir. He insists that it is extremely important, and he
refuses to give his name."



Orson nodded. “All right. Send him in, but stay on guard with your steam-gun ready. We've had enough
trouble with Venusians here already."

The orderly wheeled and went out, returning in a moment with a Venusian dressed in plain clothes.

The Venusian halted in his tracks, a look of stunned astonishment on his face as he saw Orson. “My
God!” he said. “Hal!"

"That will be all!” said Orson sharply. “Orderly, please withdraw, but remain on call.” The orderly
withdrew.

Orson faced the Venusian. “Now,” he said. “Who the devil are you?"

The Venusian grinned. “What's the matter, Hal? You seem mighty coy about your name, all of a sudden.
Back on Earth, in the SS, you used it without any qualms—don't tell me you've got in trouble, too, and
had to give up being yourself? And since when can't a man address his former bunkmate by his first
name?"

"Martin!” exclaimed Orson. "Martin Brand!"

With one bound he was out from behind the desk and flung his arms around the tall figure. Then he
grasped Martin's hand and pumped it up and down. “You old rascal!” he almost sobbed. “You son of a
gun! Damn your conscienceless hide...” He broke off, unable to continue.

"What are you doing here?” asked Brand, returning his handclasp with equal vehemence. “I hardly
expected my old pal to be in command in Venus City."

"I'm not your old pal,” said Orson. “I was executed for grave-robbing back on Earth, and now I'm just
as much a nonentity as you are. I'm commander here because I know too much to be anywhere else. I
know almost as much as you do about this affair."

"Grave-robbing?” asked Brand with a puzzled look. “What on Earth would you be doing robbing
graves?"

Orson swallowed uncomfortably. “That's along story, Martin, and..."

"Then it'll keep,” said Brand. “What I've got to tell you is much more important, and I haven't much time.
Hal, this is serious, the most serious thing that can happen; and we've only one way out: The Martians are
sending in a big battleship, but it's the fastest thing in space, and there's not one chance in a million of
intercepting it, or even of destroying it if we could intercept it—without knowing exactly what its course
to Earth would be."

Orson looked puzzled. “One battleship? You mean they're attacking Earth with one ship? I can't see how
that could make a great deal of difference even if they get through. It just can't get them anywhere..."

"This can! Hal, that ship is nothing but a generator ship—and the biggest thing you ever saw. It's sole
purpose is to generate an impulse, from one Earth diameter out, that will cover the whole globe. That
impulse will detonate hydrogen-bombs concealed in every great city, in every important area on Earth!
These bombs have been hidden during the past five years by Venusian freighters, traders, and importers.
Once that generator ship gets within eight thousand miles of Earth, our power to resist will be ended! The
Martians will be able to come in at will and take over."

Orson, his face gray, went back behind his desk and sat down heavily. “What will we do?” he asked.
“What can we do?"



"I've been assigned to that detonator ship,” said Brand. “I'm one of the most trusted men in the whole
plan. Don't ask me how I did it. Take it from me, if it's humanly possible, that ship will not reach the
Earth, or anywhere near it. I've made all my plans, and it's a one-man job. Even if I succeed, that would
only remedy the matter temporarily. Another ship is nearly ready to go, and I've just learned where it is.
You've got to finish things up here. You've got to destroy that ship, and round up the fifth column on
Venus. I've got a list and location of all the big shots here—” Brand tossed a notebook down on the
desk, “-and if you ever acted with a high hand, now is the time. Call in the Space Patrol fleet, and radio
for the War Fleet. Declare war on Venus if they won't cooperate. But get those fellows and that second
ship!"

Orson picked up the notebook and stuffed it in his pocket. “I'll tear Venus apart,” he said savagely. “I'll
get every last one of them, and no other detonator ship will leave Venus, you can bank on that; But,
Martin, what about Kathleen—and Coleridge?"

Martin Brand stared blankly at Orson. “Kathleen?” he asked. “What about her? And who's Coleridge?"

"You ... don't know?” faltered Orson.

A peculiar expression crossed Brand's face. “I don't know a thing,” he said. “Out with it, man. What's on
your mind?"

"You mean you, a member of the fifth column group, didn't know that we had another SS man in the
group? His Venusian name is Forsythe..."

Brand's face went pasty. “Forsythe...” he whispered. “Did you say Forsythe?"

Orson didn't answer. He saw in Brand's face that there was no need.

"So that's what bothered me when I saw her walk away from me...” said Brand in stunned tones. “How
could I have failed to recognize the swing of those proud shoulders...?” His voice failed and he stood as
though stricken with vocal paralysis.

"Martin,” said Orson. “What's wrong...?"

Slowly Martin Brand drew in his breath, then he sighed in a great shuddering gust. His face took on a set
of utter pain and despair. “She's ... been executed,” he said in almost unrecognizable tones. “Forsythe
was detected by Lieutenant Farrow. Farrow knew all about him, and carried out a plan to trap Forsythe
and the new operative he was bringing in. I never suspected who it was. I didn't recognize her, even
when I was picked to question her before the fake arrest you fellows pulled. She fooled me both
ways—I thought she was just a Venusian trollop..."

He whirled on Orson. “Why'd she come here?” he asked. “Nobody back on Earth would have sent her
where I was. It would have been too dangerous to me, now that I was the key man here. How could she
have come?"

"It was all her idea,” said Orson hoarsely. “All along she kept insisting you weren't dead, and finally she
made up her mind to find out.

"She told me she was going to open your coffin and find out if you were really there. There was no
talking her out of it, so I did the next best thing; I went with her. Naturally your body wasn't in the coffin.

"She figured Venus was the only place you could have gone, and that you were still working for the SS
or you'd have contacted me or her. So, without telling me, she took her own private ship to Venus.



"I went to Senator Beasley and made a clean breast of the whole matter—which was hardly necessary;
they had both of us ticketed already, from our fingerprints in the tomb. It wound up with me going to
Venus on this job, a fake story about your body being recovered, and my own execution so I could
come here without suspicion.

"That's the whole story...” Orson stopped speaking.

Brand's face had become stony. “Kathy was always that way,” he said emotionlessly. “She had three
strikes against her the minute she fell in love with me. I'm death to everybody I come near, but this'll be
the last time. This time it's ‘Suicide’ Martin Brand for sure—because that's what blowing up the
detonator ship will be, for me. Without Kathy, I don't want to go any further..."

He thrust out his hand and Orson took it wordlessly. “So long, Hal. Get those babies for me, will you?
You can be sure I'll take care of my end of the job. Kathy never shirked her duty when she saw it, the
least I can do is finish her job off the way she would have."

Orson swallowed hard as he said, “Goodbye, Martin. Don't worry about my end of it. Venus will be
scoured clean of these vermin within twenty-four hours, and if I can get hold of that fellow Farrow, I'll
skin him inch by inch and layer by layer."

"That's part of my job,” said Brand. “He'll be on the big ship with me. Only thing I'll regret is dirtying up
space with his atoms."

One long instant both men looked at each other levelly, then Brand spun on his heel and almost ran from
the room.

Hal Orson swore mightily and snatched up his desk phone.

CHAPTER XVI 

The ceaseless drip of water from the dark green leaves of the lush vegetation in the Venusian jungle
formed a whispering background for the slosh-slosh of Kathleen's feet through the mud as she stumbled
along ahead of Don Coleridge. Behind Coleridge came Farrow, his handsome face still sardonic and
gloating. During the two hours he had urged them along the muddy trail there had been no chance for
escape. Farrow was as alert as a fox, and his finger was constantly on the trigger of his steam-gun.

Now his voice barked out. “Stop. This is where we get off."

Kathleen halted, but did not turn around. She stood hopelessly, looking at the leafy jungle all around her.

Coleridge, however, turned on Farrow heavily.

"You'd better get me the first shot, Farrow,” he said. “Because I'm going to kill you if you don't. Once
these fingers wrap your neck, it'll take more than a steam-gun to get me loose."

Farrow laughed. “Heroics, eh?” he sneered. “Tell you what I'll do—I'll give you a fighting chance. I'll toss
my other steam-gun at your feet. If you can pick it up and fire it before you're dead, you might even hit
me, who knows?"

"You haven't that much sporting blood in you!” exploded Coleridge.

"No?” asked Farrow. “Well, start jumping, friend. Here's the gun!" With a swift motion he drew his



second steam-gun from its holster and tossed it toward Coleridge. He waited until Coleridge's fingers had
closed on the gun.

Coleridge stretched himself out full length in the mud. Like lightning he snatched the gun. Without trying to
get up, he leveled it and pressed the trigger. Nothing happened.

Farrow laughed contemptuously. “Only an Earthman would be idiot enough even to consider the
possibility that anyone would risk his life on that sort of sporting deal.” With a sneer he pressed the
trigger of his steam-gun and Coleridge shuddered once, then lay still.

Kathleen, who had faced the two when the conversation had begun, looked at Farrow calmly, repressing
a shudder with every ounce of her self control.

"Do you need to shoot me?” she asked.

Farrow lifted his eyebrows. “That's an odd question,” he said. “Why do you put it that way?"

"Because maybe you've made a mistake."

"I never make mistakes."

"You've ascertained positively that I was working with him?” she asked.

He looked at her a moment. “I see what you mean. Well, does it make any difference?"

"Not any more,” she said bitterly. “It might have, back at the cafe Venus de Milo."

"Just what difference might it have made?” There was a slight frown on his face.

She shrugged. “I was watching you...” She let her voice trail off.

Farrow stared at her thoughtfully for a moment. “That's true,” he said, a peculiar light in his eyes. “You
were looking at me a great deal.” He was still an instant longer, then he said bluntly. “Why?"

She looked at the ground and answered, “Why does a woman look at a man?"

"Maybe in this case because she was a spy,” he suggested.

"That's why I said it didn't make any difference now,” she said. “Go ahead; get it over with. I can see
you'll follow your orders regardless."

His jaw tightened a bit and a flush of anger began to creep up from his neck. “I'm not exactly the flunky
you think I am,” he snapped. “I don't follow orders, I give them."

Kathleen felt a slow surge of hope rise within her. “In this case you are following them,” she said. “Your
boss, the Martian, ordered you to kill me. Neither he nor you know whether I'm a spy or not, but that
seems to make no difference. Coleridge butted into my life, and now I'm going to pay for it...” She
looked at the body on the ground and her eyes blazed for a moment, then they dulled again and the
hopeless tone crept back into her voice. “Besides, it's too late..."

Farrow began walking slowly toward her, a strange light in his eyes. His gaze was devouring her figure,
appraising her again and again. He jammed the steam-gun into her stomach and held it there, his finger on
the trigger.

"Nobody's giving me orders,” he said. “I do things because I want to, and when I want to do a thing, I



do it. That fat Martian back there means nothing to me—except that my position now assures me of at
least a governorship back on Earth when we take over—and that'll be very soon now. As a matter of
fact, I'll be one of the few top Venusians on Earth. Not even the old Earth Romans will be able to hold a
candle to the spot I'll be in."

"If you're trying to torture me, you can forget about it,” she blazed at him. “What difference does it make
to me whether your position on Earth is better than an Emperor's? Go ahead and kill me. Follow out your
orders and get it over with."

"I don't follow orders,” he repeated. “I give them.” He pressed the gun more firmly against her and
moved closer. “For instance, kiss me!"

She looked up at him. She tossed her hair back with a defiant gesture. “Why not?” she said. “I was
thinking of it back at the Venus de Milo—when it might have meant something..."

She flung her arms around his neck and placed her lips against his. She kissed him passionately once,
then dropped her arms and looked down. Her face flushed, and she held her breath tightly to make it
grow even more so. “Now go ahead and kill me,” she said.

For reply he laughed. “I'm giving the orders, not you. Here, help me toss this body into the quicksand.”
He sheathed his gun and waited.

Kathleen looked at him, then looked at the crumpled body of Don Coleridge. “It'll be a pleasure,” she
said.

When they had dragged the body off the trail and shoved it into the quicksand bog just beyond its edge,
they stood watching the body sink slowly out of sight. Farrow looked at Kathleen a long moment.

"One thing I'm sure of,” he said.

"What's that?"

"You aren't a spy, but you are my kind of woman."

"I don't know how you're going to manage it,” she said, “but if you do, you won't regret it."

He licked his lips. “I'll manage it,” he said, “and come to think of it, you will make a lovely Empress!"

* * * *

The ponderous power of the giant, atom-propelled Martian warship shoved her through the void like a
giant fist, aimed directly at the Earth. Behind lay Venus, a giant white ball in space, already several million
miles astern.

Martin Brand stared back at it through the portholes of the belly deck and shook his head. He bit his lip
savagely and turned away from the white planet almost angrily. His face was grim and drawn. With an
effort he thrust down the vision of a proud Irish face surrounded by a cloud of turbulent red hair, and
currently superimposed over it the slant eyes and pale green complexion of a Venusian girl.

"She did her job,” he whispered. “Now it's up to me to do mine."

He made his way slowly toward midship and finally came to the bomb section. Here, on networks of
steel rails, rested the atomic bomb armament of the ship, ready to be launched in rocket warheads. There
were hundreds of them here, capable of devastating the cities of a whole planet, once they could be



launched from a range where accurate aim was possible. These would be the bombs with which this and
other, but smaller, Martian ships would finish up operations on remaining Earth centers of resistance,
once the giant detonator generators located in the bow of the ship sent out the fatal impulse that world
make raging atomic infernos of hundreds of strategic areas on Earth.

When that impulse went out, the death blow to Earth's resistance would have been dealt. No matter how
many Martian battleships, converging on Earth after the big blast, were destroyed by Earth's mighty
space navy, it would be meaningless, with no further bases of supply for that navy. Once out of fuel, they
would be drifting hulks at the mercy of the enemy. And Mars, right now, was on the other side of the sun,
too far away for successful counter-attack.

Brand looked at the atomic arsenal before him, gazed calculatingly at the bomb bays through which the
rockets would dart when launched, and nodded grimly. Before him rose the vision of a battleship almost
as big as this one, inside the Black Hole on Luna. Once more he heard Estelle Carter's voice ringing in its
madness in his ears as he crept closer to the belly of her ship. He lived again the gigantic flash that
marked the detonation of her bombs, exploded by his atomic barrage from the lone rifle in his stolen
cruiser. These big ships were amazingly vulnerable, provided they could be approached. Out in space
this was impossible, but in the Black Hole it had been easy—just as it would be comparatively easy to do
it here. He would merely launch himself into space in the auxiliary cruiser, and fire instantly he cleared the
ship and could bring the bomb bays into line. He would have at most a minute or two, before the
automatic radar-operated guns would blow his cruiser to bits.

Either way, it was the end for Martin Brand. He didn't intend to take any chances on being hit before he
could explode those bombs. Given three minutes, he might stand a chance to get away, but he didn't
intend to take those three minutes.

Carefully he considered his chances. On this giant battleship were less than fifty men. Almost all of the
great ship was robot-controlled. In space warfare, little was risked in the way of manpower. Also, in
automatic operation there was almost no chance of such failure as might occur from the human element.
Accordingly, Brand could make his way about the giant ship with little chance of meeting another of the
crew. Since the take-off, he had observed carefully just what and where each man's duties were. He was
satisfied that he knew the time schedule of every man in this section of the ship.

He glanced at his watch. In one hour he would make the attempt.

As he thought of it, he felt cold.

* * * *

"All right, you can come out now.” Farrow released the catch on the ventilated container and lifted the
cover. With one hand he helped Kathleen clamber out of her hiding place in the storage hold of the ship.
Then he stepped back and stared at her as she straightened her rumpled clothes and brushed out her hair
as best she could with her fingers.

"You look beautiful even in the morning,” he observed. “If you look that good coming out of a packing
box, you really ought to be a sensation coming out of swan's down and silk."

"Where are we?” asked Kathleen, advancing toward him and nestling against his shoulder.

"Out in space."

"I know that,” she pouted. She slipped her arms around his neck and kissed him.



He pushed her away. “I'd better answer your question first,” he said. “That is, if you're really interested."

She shrugged. “It doesn't make much difference. But I would like to know how long I'm going to be
cooped up here."

"We'll be landing on Luna, which will be surrendered to us just as soon as they realize what's happened
to Earth, in about two Earth days. And when we land, you'll come off this ship like you came on—in that
box. Once you're off, you'll be a free woman, and I'll pick you up when I've finished my work. After
that—"

"Your assignment to an Earth area as governor!” she exclaimed. “What area do you think you'll get?"

"I've expressed a preference for the United States area,” he said. “And, quite frankly, they could hardly
give me less. I rank second only to Captain Lutain."

"Who's he?” asked Kathleen petulantly. “Why should you rank second to anybody?"

Farrow reached out and pulled her to him. “Maybe you've got something there,” he said admiringly.
“Why should I? I think something may be done about that, but don't worry about it. Right now, how
about continuing that kiss where you left off? We've got about an hour before I've got to be back at my
station."

"Nobody will bother us here?"

He grinned. “Nobody."

Kathleen glanced around the storage hold. “Isn't there anything to drink in this place?” she complained.
“Ought to be something here."

Farrow lifted his eyebrows. “Say, baby, maybe there is at that. As a matter of fact, the Martian has a
stock of the best brought along with him wherever he goes. Maybe it's here."

He walked up and down the storage racks, and finally exclaimed in pleasure. “Here it is!” He ripped
open a carton and produced a bottle. Kathleen came to his side, took it and kissed him. “Better take
another one,” she suggested, “we might need it."

As Farrow turned to get another bottle, she raised her own above his head and brought it down with all
her might. Without a sound Lieutenant Farrow slid to the floor.

Working swiftly, Kathleen tore his clothes into strips and bound him tightly. When she had finished, she
surveyed her work with satisfaction. He would not escape from those bonds unless somebody released
him. They had been applied with true SS efficiency.

Picking up Farrow's two steam-guns, Kathleen turned and made her way toward the door of the storage
hull.

CHAPTER XVII 

Martin Brand made a final instrument adjustment in the electronics’ systems room, which was in his
charge. He hoped that the slight reduction in power output he had made would slow up the action of the
radar-operated guns. This would give him perhaps three or four minutes more of valuable time, in case he
encountered difficulty in lining up his guns with the bomb bay openings. On this heavily armored ship, a hit



on the outer hull would be worse than useless with such a small rifle. Only a direct hit on the bombs
would do the trick.

Now, his lips pressed tightly together, Brand made his way down decks toward the launching level for
the tiny cruisers the battleship carried. In a few more minutes he would step into one of them, press the
button that set the launching mechanism into operation, and would be hurled into space. Once he was
out, a quick burst of the rockets, and a speedy dive and loop ought to bring him up with his bow gun
pointing directly at his target. He knew he would get time for only one pass at the bomb bays, or at the
outside, one more desperate loop at six gravities. He hoped he could hold his senses long enough, in that
event, to press the firing lever at the proper instant.

"I'll get ‘em the first time!” he muttered.

He made his way without incident past the two operations decks. On deck three he almost ran into a
Venusian. He saluted sharply and went on. The man also saluted and went on his way.

He reached the launching deck without seeing anyone else. Quickly he approached the bulkhead door
beyond which the cruisers lay. As he neared it, there came a hoarse shout down the long corridor that led
to the storage deck. There came the bright flash of a steam-gun and a horrid scream of a man in agony.
Two more bright flashes illuminated the corridor, and then came the sound of running feet.

Brand raced desperately for the bulkhead door. He had to get through it and get it closed before those
running feet, whatever they meant, came into sight. He cursed the luck that had caused such an
unexpected commotion. He had no time to wonder what it was, but steam-gun in hand he was racing
directly toward those bright flashes.

All at once a racing figure hurled itself into view at the far end of the corridor. Suddenly it slid to a halt,
dropped to one knee, and leveled a steam-gun. Unable to halt his headlong dash in time to aim his own
weapon, Brand dove for the floor.

A sizzling white beam crackled over his prostrate body, and hot metal flew from the wall just behind him.
Instantly Brand was on his knees, aiming his steam-gun at the figure down the corridor. The newcomer
was now erect, taking careful aim at him. Brand's eyes widened and he dropped his gun in stark
astonishment.

"Kathleen!" he bellowed, and again hurled his body away from her bolt. Once more she missed and he
yelled again. “Kathy! Kathy! It's me—Martin Brand! Don't shoot!"

The figure down the corridor stood stock still for an instant, then slumped to the floor.

Brand leaped to his feet and raced to her side. With one single motion he swept her into his arms and
raced back to the bulkhead door leading to the cruisers. He kicked it open, leaped through, and laid
Kathleen down on the floor. He shut the door, bolted it securely, and then picked Kathleen up again. He
carried her to the nearest cruiser, locked in its launching ways, and thrust her inside. In an instant he had
released the locking mechanism and clambered inside himself.

It took only a few seconds to thrust Kathleen into a shock seat and strap her in. Then he raced for the
pilot seat.

He ignored the straps, using only the support bar to hold him fast. Frantically he pressed the starting
button, and as soon as the force of the launching acceleration told him the ship was moving toward the
exit port, which was opening slowly, he jabbed the rocket lever forward.



Red flame filled the cruiser compartment, and the ship leaped forward like a live thing. It roared out of
the exit port before it was even wholly opened, and Brand reeled under a savage shock as the ship
smashed the doors outward. But he exulted, because if he failed at his first pass it would be impossible to
open the bulkhead door. There'd be no firing at him from the other ships in their cradles.

He hurled the ship into a steep dive, and brought it up tightly in an inside loop. Streaks of white filled the
blackness of space. They were the stars passing before his eyes in dizzy passage. The battleship was
nowhere in sight, and he strained his eyes to pick it up as he continued around the killing loop. Blackness
threatened to sweep over his vision before it suddenly loomed over him. Then, all at once, he was
bearing directly for it, and there in the forepart of the hull were the black openings of the rocket-bomb
bays.

Brand pressed the firing studs of the cruiser's bow atomic rifles, and locked them into position. For an
agonizing three seconds he bore straight for the openings, then he looped over again, at maximum speed.
The blackness before his eyes swept over him like a tide, but all at once it seemed to recede for an
instant under an intolerable brilliance. Then it surged up again and this time overwhelmed him. As it did
so, his leaden hand pulled the steering lever into neutral...

* * * *

The taste in his mouth was salty and he wondered vaguely why. Then he realized his nose was bleeding
profusely. All at once someone swabbed at his face with a large piece of cotton.

"Sissy!” he heard a voice say.

He kept his eyes closed, trying to remember something. Then it came to him slowly, like a movie in slow
motion ... Kathy's face, racing toward him; white bolts of her steam-gun darting at him; whirling action;
her body heavy in his arms; the roar of the cruiser rockets; red flame; black space; spinning stars; an
ugly, growing black tide over his eyes; a brilliant white flash; blackness, into which her face grew above
him ... He realized that he was opening his eyes. Her face remained before him ... a Venusian face,
slant-eyed, tear-streaked, nose bloody.

"It's a new face,” he said. “It fooled me, but I should have known that walk..."

"So that's what you were looking at?"

He nodded. “You won't ever be able to hide that gait,” he grinned. “It's as Irish as the Sweepstakes."

"You fooled me too. How I failed to recognize the uppity self-pity of Martin Brand, though, I'll never
know..."

"It's not pity,” he retorted, struggling erect to discover himself on the floor beside the pilot seat of the
cruiser. “You women seem to have a penchant for showing a man the flat of your back."

"You're not looking at my back now,” she said.

He looked at her a long moment. “And I'm never going to,” he said, “but where are we? What
happened?"

"You blew the battleship up, just like you did the Martian fleet inside the Black Hole."

"So you admit, finally, that I did blow it up?” he demanded. “But let me at that radio—we've got to get a
pickup before we get clean out of the solar system."



She pushed him back firmly. “No you don't! I've tried to get you where I've got you for eleven years, and
now that we're alone with no chance of being interrupted, I'm not going to let you radio to anybody. We
don't need any help. I've got this ship pointed in an orbit that will bring us to Earth's atmosphere in about
forty-eight hours."

"Forty-eight hours? How far are we from Earth?"

"About three thousand miles."

"But that's only two hours away,” he said, struggling once more to get up. She pushed him back again.

"Martin Brand, that may be your idea of how to travel, but it's going to take forty-eight hours if I have to 
back this ship up to do it. And besides..."

"Besides what?"

"If you don't wipe that blood off your face, I'm going to kiss you anyways."

He looked up at her and grinned. “Go ahead,” he said. “And while you're doing that, I'll try to imagine
that's green lipstick on your face, sissy!"

A minute later he pulled away frantically, gasping. “I've got to breathe!” he panted. “How many G's do
you think a guy can take...?"

"I'll tell you—forty-eight hours from now,” she said sweetly. “Draw a deep breath—here I come again."

Outside the portholes, the green earth rotated slowly beneath the drifting ship.

THE END
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