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    INTRODUCTION


    By ROBERT WEINBERG


    


    


    Early in 1935, Farnsworth Wright, editor of WEIRD TALES, was facing his first real challenge from competition. There had been earlier magazines in the mold of WEIRD TALES — in 1928 TALES OF MAGIC AND MYSTERY, and in 1931, STRANGE TALES. However, neither magazine hurt WEIRD TALES very much. The first because of its poor quality of material, while the second was a casualty of the collapse of the Clayton Magazine chain in early 1933.


    


    However, the challenge now was of a different type. The two earlier magazines had been in the weird fantasy field and while readers of WEIRD TALES might purchase the competition, they also bought WEIRD TALES. Not so with the problem created by the Popular Publications magazines that were beginning to siphon off a small part of the following of “the Unique Magazine.”


    


    Popular Publications had entered the weird mystery field with a mystery magazine that was switched into the horror field in 1933. This pioneering magazine was DIME MYSTERY MAGAZINE. It was so successful with its formula stories of weird horror and detective stories that it fostered two other sister magazines, TERROR TALES in September 1934 and HORROR STORIES in January 1935. Standard Publications, followed the lead and brought out THRILLING MYSTERY. Several other horror-mystery magazines from smaller publishers followed. A new field was born, one that offered a different sort of competition.


    


    The Weird-Horror pulps did not feature straight weird or fantastic fiction. Most of the stories were straight formula material. A weird and horrible crime was committed, oftentimes seeming to be of supernatural nature. A detective-hero would investigate and solve the crime Just in time to save the beautiful heroine. The stories featured a goodly amount of sadism, some minor sex and lust, and a lot of fast action. Many of the top pulp fiction writers of the time contributed to the horror pulps Including Norvell Page, Hugh Cave and Arthur Leo Zagat. The magazines did extremely well and lured a certain proportion of readers from WEIRD TALES. In an era when money for entertainment was hard to get and WEIRD TALES was the most expensive pulp offered at 25¢, the loss of readers attracted by the lurid covers (making the Margaret Brundage nudes on WEIRD TALES seem tame in comparison) and wild adventures of the horror magazines was a major problem faced by editor Wright. Drastic action was called for.


    


    Wright took such action beginning with the May 1935 WEIRD TALES. The cover was a terrible one but featured a detective staring at a gravestone while a lurker in darkness threatened with a stone. The story was “The Death Cry” by famous pulpster, Arthur Reeves. “The Death Cry” was a Craig Kennedy adventure and featured the famous detective character in a weird mystery story, somewhat in the style of the Popular Publications style. Wright had decided to fight fire with fire by featuring a weird-detective story in each issue. Other stories — “The Blue Woman,” “The Man with the Blue Beard”, and “Coils of the Silver Serpent” were to follow. None were of particular note and all were panned by the vast readership of the magazine.


    


    The most ambitious of Wright’s efforts was the Dr. Satan series written by Paul Ernst, a weird fiction pulp veteran of some years. The Dr. Satan stories were out-and-out weird fantasies, with both villain and hero being both masters of super science and black magic. Wright had high hopes for the series as he expressed In The Eyrie for August 1936:


    


    We await with eager interest your verdict on the stories about Dr. Satan, the first of which is published in this issue.... To those of you who are afraid that WEIRD TALES will degenerate into Just another detective magazine, we definitely promise that it will not do so...If the stories about Dr. Satan and Ascott Keane – the world’s strangest criminal and strangest criminologist – are ordinary detective stories, then we do not know a weird story when we see one.


    


    Wright was correct in stating that the Dr. Satan stories were weird. Ernst filled them with one supernatural event after another, even having his characters fighting in the after-life. However, while the series did have its admirers, it was not popular enough with the readership to continue it after eight stories appeared. The series had no resolution. Dr. Satan was never caught.


    


    Several points should be made. Ernst obviously wrote the stories on commission from Wright and did not pay the attention to details that he should have. In one story a minor sub-villain is killed, but in the next, that villain is back with no mention of his death, (that error has been corrected with a few well chosen revisions here). In several of the stories, Ascott Keane’s name is spelled with one t and then later, with two. In the earlier stories, some mystery is made of Dr. Satan’s true identity. Keane never learns of the identity (this is fairly evident from a reading of “Beyond Death’s Gateway”) but in the latter stories, the mystery of Satan’s identity is conveniently forgotten.


    


    The blurbs for the stories, as written by Farnsworth Wright, often were unintentionally hilarious. In the Introduction for the story “Hollywood Horror”, Wright stated:


    


    Here is another fascinating tale about that weird genius of crime who calls himself Dr. Satan. He is no madman, but as sane as you or I. An immensely rich man, he has turned to crime for the thrill of it, and strikes down those in his path ruthlessly, heartlessly and thoroughly.


    


    If Dr. Satan was “as sane as you or I” one would have to wonder about what sanity actually means. Wright often got carried away with his blurbs and was not a particularly good writer of them.


    


    The reason for the failure of the Satan staples is that the readership Just did not want detective stories, no matter how weird they were. The following two letters in The Eyrie expressed the ideas of most:


    


    The point is when I want to read weird detective stories I’ll buy them but when I sit down to read your magazine, I don’t expect to find weird detective stories included therein.


    


    and


    


    Glad you left out Dr. Satan. We readers can struggle along very nicely without him. A super detective against a super crook has no place in a magazine devoted to Weird Tales.


    


    As Wright was a good editor, he was quick to see that instead of winning new readers, the Dr. Satan stories might lose him regular customers. So, the series was dropped.


    


    While strictly formula stories — the reader knows in advance that at the end of each story, Dr. Satan’s schemes will have been thwarted but that both he and Ascott Keane will escape unharmed — the Dr. Satan stories are fine entertainment and a good example of a pulp style adventure that is still with us in paperback, though with different settings, today. The Ernst series is unique in that it is filled with a wild mixture of super-science and darkest magic. There is rarely an attempt for any rational explanation of the powers of either the hero or the villain. When the action starts, logic takes a walk out the door.


    


    A fine Margaret Brundage cover introduced Dr. Satan. For a rare change, it did not feature a nude girl — since there were none in the story. Since Wright almost always had his cover story the one which featured a nude girl, the cover was obviously painted to signify the major start of a new series. The one other cover that featured Dr. Satan, “The Devil’s Double,” enabled Mrs. Brundage to feature a girl in her nightgown.


    


    Vincent Napoli handled the interior illustration of the Dr. Satan series and did some very fine linework illustrations for the series. One of the best of these illustrations is reproduced in this booklet. Napoli was doing a good deal of work for WEIRD TALES during this period and he had the regular assignment of drawing the pictures for the Dr. Satan series. His concept of Dr. Satan was less dramatic than Mrs. Brundage but much more haughty and diabolical than the rather ridiculous looking figure in the Brundage paintings. Of course, neither of the artists could be faulted much as it was Ernst who had Satan dress in his ludicrous costume.


    


    In this booklet, we have reprinted five of the Dr. Satan stories. Two of these have appeared earlier as reprints in STARTLING MYSTERY STORIES, a hard-to-find reprint magazine edited by Robert Lowndes in the late 1960’s. The other three stories have never been reprinted since their initial publication in 1936. No particular order has been kept other than the printing of “Dr. Satan” first, as all of the other stories are independent of the other stories in the series.


    


    Also Included in this booklet is “Crusader” by Basil Wells. Mr. Wells is a veteran of the pulps of the forties and early 1950’s and is now making a belated comeback in the writing field. The story reprinted here is one of the editor’s favorites in the fantastic adventure field. It is a deft combination of the immortal soldier story and the swords-and-sorcery adventure. “Crusader” is a much better story than many of the stories being printed today in anthologies of fantastic adventure and we are pleased to reprint it here in its first appearance in many years.


    


    * * * *


    


    Readers will notice that two types of type are used in the booklet. We have to apologize for this minor fault and promise that it will not occur again. We have finally been able to purchase an electric typewriter and all future booklets will be done using that machine. However, most of the manuscript had already been done on our old typewriter before that purchase and so, because of both economic and deadline factors, there is a difference in type between several of the stories.


    


    * * * *


    


    This is the first of our PULP CLASSICS to reprint stories not directly from the character pulps. The editor is naturally interested in your reaction. Should we continue publishing stories only of the hero-pulp type or should we extend our series to include all type of material from the rare pulps of the twenties and thirties. There are many fine novels available that do not fit the standard character pulp formula. Several collections of little-known authors from weird fiction magazines including WEIRD TALES and STRANGE TALES could be done if readers liked. Please realize that we are in much the same position of Farnsworth Wright, editor of WEIRD TALES. We want to publish what the readers want. Won’t you please write and let us know.


    


    Robert Weinberg


    Editor and Publisher
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  * * * *


  


  DOCTOR SATAN


  


  


  Business was being done as usual in the big outer office of the Ryan Importing Company. Calls came over the switchboard for various department heads. Men and girls bent over desks, reading and checking order blanks, typewriting, performing the thousand and one duties of big business.


  


  Yet over the office hung a hush, more sensed than consciously felt. The typewriters seemed to make less than their normal chatter. Employees talked in low tones, when they had something to communicate to one another. The office boy showed a tendency to tiptoe when he carried a fresh batch of mail in from the anteroom.


  


  The girl at the switchboard pulled a plug as a call from the secretary of the big boss, Arthur B. Ryan, was concluded.


  


  The office boy looked inquiringly at her as he passed. “How’s the old man?”


  


  The girl shook her head a little. “I guess he’s worse. That last call was important, and he wouldn’t take it himself. He had Gladys take it for him.”


  


  “What’s the matter with him, anyhow?”


  


  “A headache,” said the girl.


  


  “Is that all? I thought from the way everybody was acting like this was a morgue, that he was dying or something.”


  


  “I guess this is something special in the way of headaches,” the switchboard girl retorted, smoothing down the blonde locks at the back of her head. “And it came up awful sudden. He walked past here at nine, two hours ago, and grinned at me like he felt great. Then at ten he phoned down to the building drugstore for some aspirin. Now he won’t take a call from the head of one of the biggest companies in the city! I guess he feels terrible.”


  


  “A headache!” snorted the office boy. “Well, why don’t he go see a doctor?”


  


  “I put through a call for Doctor Swanson on the top floor of the building, ten Minutes ago. He was busy with an appointment, but said he’d be down soon.”


  


  “A headache! And he can’t take it! Wonder what he’d do if he got something serious the matter with him.”


  


  He swaggered on, and the hush seemed to deepen over the office. A premonitory hush? Were all in the big room dimly conscious of the sequence of events about to be started there? Later, many claimed they had felt psychic warnings; but whether that is a fact or imagination will never be known.


  


  A hush, with a drone of voices and machines accentuating it in the outer office. A silence, in which the doors of the executives, in their cubicles along the east wall of the office space, remained closed. A quiet that seemed to emanate from the blank, shut door marked Arthur B. Ryan, President.


  


  * * * *


  


  And then the hush was cracked. The silence was torn, like strong linen screaming apart as a great strain rips it from end to end.


  


  From behind the door marked President came a shriek of pain and horror that blanched the cheeks of the office workers; a yell that keened out over the hush and turned busy fingers to wood, and which stopped all words on the suddenly numbed lips that had been uttering them.


  


  Ryan’s secretary, pale, trembling, ran from her desk outside the office door and sped into Ryan’s office.


  


  “Oh, my God!” the shriek came more clearly to the general office the opened door. “My head . . . oh, my God!”


  


  And then the screams of the man were swelled suddenly by the high shriek of the secretary. “Look – look...”


  


  There was the thud of a body in Ryan’s office, telling the plain message that she had fainted; an instant later the agonized shrieks of the man in there were stilled.


  


  For a second all in the general office were gripped by silence, paralyzed, staring with wide eyes at the door to the private office. Then the sales manager stepped to the open door.


  


  He glanced into Ryan’s office, and those outside saw his face go the color of ashes. He tottered, caught at the door to keep from falling.


  


  Then, with the air of a man dazed by a physical blow, he closed the door and stumbled toward the switchboard.


  


  “Phone the police,” he said hoarsely to the girl. “My God 111 the police . . . though I don’t know what they can do. His Head ...”


  


  “What - what’s the matter with his head?” the girl faltered as her fingers stiffly manipulated the switchboard plugs.


  


  The sales manager stared at her without seeing her, his eyes looking as if they probed through her and into unplumbed chasms or horror behind her.


  


  “A tree growing out of his head,” he gasped. “A tree . . . pushing out of his skull, like a plant cracking a flower-pot it outgrows, and sending roots and branches through the cracks.”


  


  He leaned against the switchboard.


  


  “A tree, killing him. Hurry! Get the ...”


  


  He lunged for her, but was too late; the switchboard girl had slid from her chair, unconscious. Blindly, with fingers that rattled against the switchboard, the man put through the call himself.


  


  * * * *


  


  That was at eleven in the morning of July 12th, 193-, a day that made criminal history in New York.


  


  At eleven-ten, in a great Long Island home, the second chapter was being written.


  


  The home belonged to Samuel Billlngsley, retired merchant. It was a huge estate, high-walled. In the walls a new iron gate glistened, closing off the front driveway. It was a high gate, heavily barred - the kind of a gate that would be installed by a man afraid for his life. Beside that gate two men lounged. Each was big, heavily muscled, with a bulge at his armpit speaking of a gun in readiness.


  


  At the front door of the house another man was stationed; and there was one at the rear, and still another patrolling the grounds. This last one carried a rifle.


  


  The summer sun gleamed bright over the estate. The silence of the suburbs enveloped it, yet danger lowered like a black veil over the place.


  


  A long low roadster slid to a stop before the closed iron gate. A young man, dark-haired, with dark gray eyes, sounded the horn. Reluctantly the gate was opened. The man drove the roadster in and started toward the house, but was stopped by the two guards who stood before the car with an automatic apiece covering its driver.


  


  The young man glared. “Well?” he snapped. “Who the devil are you? What are you doing here?”


  


  “Same to you, buddy,” rasped one of the men, coming closer. “What’s your business here?”


  


  The young man glanced at the new, high gate and back to the guards.


  


  “I’m Samuel Billingsley’s nephew,” he said. “My name’s Merton Billingsley, I’ve been away for a month - and I come back to be stopped at the point of a gun at my own uncle’s house . . .”


  


  “Take it easy,” said the man gruffly. “We’re the old - I mean we’re Mr. Billingsley’s bodyguards. Hired us two days ago. Orders were to investigate everybody driving in here. Have you got any proofs that you’re his nephew?”


  


  The young man showed letters. His annoyance was giving way to curiosity - and alarm.


  


  “Bodyguard!” he exclaimed. “Why a bodyguard? Is my uncle’s life in danger?”


  


  The man shrugged. “I wouldn’t know, but I guess it is or he wouldn’t have hired us. He didn’t tell us anything except to keep everybody out of the grounds.”


  


  Merton Billingsley clutched at the man’s arm. “Is he all right now? Have there been any attempts on his life so far?”


  


  “None yet,” said the man, holstering his automatic. “And I guess he’s all right - except he’s got a headache.”


  


  “A headache?”


  


  “Yeah. His high-hat butler came down here a half-hour ago, and said a doc had been called and we were to let him through. The old - Mr. Billingsley had a bad headache. The doc came ten minutes ago and is up in his room with him now. But aside from the headache, he’s all right ...”


  


  Through the golden summer sunlight, like Jagged lightning impinging on the ear-drums instead of the optic nerves, a scream lanced out. It was a thin, high shriek that drove the color from the faces of Merton Billingsley and the two guards. It came from behind a shaded window in the front corner of the great house.


  


  * * * *


  


  “My uncle’s room,” breathed Merton. “What ...”


  


  He swallowed, and jerked his head to the two guards. “On the running-board,” he snapped. “We’ll get to the house ...”


  


  The whine of gears drowned his words. With a guard on each side, the roadster sped down the graveled driveway and to the house.


  


  The door opened as Merton got to it. A gray-headed butler faced him.


  


  “Willys!” exclaimed Merton. “My uncle . . . what in God’s name is the matter with him?”


  


  The man shook his head. “I don’t know. He complained of having a terrific headache, sir. And I phoned for Doctor Smythe. Then, just a minute ago he screamed ...”


  


  Down the curved marble staircase to the front hall a man was stumbling - a middle-aged man whose features were distorted.


  


  “Smythe!” said Merton. “Uncle Samuel . . . tell me! Quick!”


  


  The doctor stared at him. He moistened his lips. “Your uncle is dead.”


  


  “Dead! But what happened to him? He was an old man, but he was in good health. What killed him?”


  


  “A plant,” whispered the doctor. “A kind of bush. Thorn-bush - God knows what! That thing, blossoming from his head


  


  Merton shook his shoulder savagely. “Are you insane? Pull yourself together! What’s this talk of bushes?


  


  “A bush . . . growing out of his head!” whispered the doctor, moistening his pale lips again and again.


  


  * * * *


  


  Merton started up the stairs. Smythe, rousing himself, grasped his arm. “Don’t go up there, Merton! Don’t!”


  


  Merton wrenched his arm away. “My uncle lies up in his room, dead - and you tell me not to go up to him!


  


  He took the stairs two at a time.


  


  “I’m warning you,” came the doctor’s shrill voice. “The sight you’ll see ...”


  


  But Merton went on, around the curve in the staircase, down the hall at the top.


  


  The door to his uncle’s room was closed. Impetuously he opened it and leaped inside the big bedroom. It was dim in there, shaded against the sunlight; but after a few seconds he saw it - his uncle’s body.


  


  It lay beyond the big bed, the corpse of a man of seventy, thin, clad in a silk robe. The body was twisted and distorted, but it was not the body that riveted the gaze of the dead man’s nephew; it was the head.


  


  The head was turned so that, though the body lay on its side, the face was pointed toward the ceiling. And from the top of the skull something was protruding. Merton’s hands crept toward his throat as he looked at it.


  


  A sort of bush, with leafless, sharp-pointed twigs branching out in all directions, grew from the top of the skull. It was like a hand with many small sharp fingers that had thrust up through the bone, with its thick, wrist-like stem rooting in the brain beneath.


  


  A tree, quick with life though rooted in death! Quick with life? As Merton stared with glazing eyes, he saw the leafless, sharp little branches crawl out a little farther. The thing was growing even as he watched it!


  


  With a low cry, he turned and ran from the room.


  


  * * * *


  


  2.


  


  In a Park Avenue penthouse two men were seated in a great room fitted out as a library. The room was lined with books, in sections which were unobtrusively but precisely labeled as sections of shelving in public libraries are labeled. Science, one of the largest sections, crammed with books, was tagged. Another read, Mythology; a third, Occult. Then there were Psychology, Engineering, Biology, many others, each containing dozens of volumes.


  


  The focal point of the big, lofty chamber was a huge ebony desk. It was at this desk that the two men were seated, one in a leather chair beside it, the other leaning back in a swivel chair from before it.


  


  The man in the visitor’s chair was about fifty, expensively dressed, a typical big business man with the suggestion of a paunch that comes with success and a striving after more millions instead of physical fitness. But there was one thing about this business man that was not typical. That was the expression on his face.


  


  Fear! The blind terror of an incoherent animal caught in a trap beyond its comprehension!


  


  His face was gray with fear. His lips were pallid and his hands were shaking with it. The sound of his ragged breathing was clearly audible in the almost cathedral-like hush of the great library.


  


  The man sitting proprietorially at the desk watched his visitor with almost clinical detachment, though sympathy showed in his deep-set eyes. A man to attract attention in any gathering on Earth, this one.


  


  He was a big man, but supple and quick-moving. His eyes, deep under coal-black eyebrows, were light grey; they looked calm as ice, as if no emergency could disturb their steely depths. He had a high-bridged, patrician nose, a long chin that was the embodiment of strength, and a firm, large mouth.


  


  His mouth moved, clipping out words with easy precision. “You say you got the note yesterday, Walstead?”


  


  Thus casually he addressed Ballard W. Walstead, one of the richest men in the city.


  


  “Yes,” said the man in the visitor’s chair.


  


  “Why did you come to me with it?”


  


  “Because, said Walstead, raising a trembling hand in a repressed gesture of pleading. “I thought if anyone on Earth could save me it would be you. Oh, I know about you, though I realize that not a dozen people in the world are aware of the real life of Ascott Keane. These few know you as one of the greatest criminal investigators that ever lived - a man whose achievements have something almost of black magic in them. They know that you’ve raised a hobby of criminology into an art that passes beyond the reach of genius.”


  


  Ascott Keane’s calm, steely eyes stared steadily into the frantic depths of the other man’s pale blue ones.


  


  “I am a dilletante,” he murmured. “I Inherited a fortune, and I loaf through life playing with first editions, polo ponies and big game hunting.


  


  “Yes, yes, I know. That’s the picture the world has of you. The picture you’ve deliberately painted; but I tell you I know your capabilities! You’ve got to help me, Keane’“


  


  Keane’s long, strong hand went out. “Let me see the note.”


  


  Walstead fumbled in his pocket and drew out a folded sheet of paper. Handling it as though it were a deadly serpent, he handed it to Keane, who spread it out on the desk.


  


  “Ballard Walstead,” Keane read aloud. “You are hereby given a chance to purchase a continuation of your rather useless life. The price of this continuation is the round sum of one million dollars. You may pay this in any way you please - even in checks, if you like, for if ever you attempt to trace the checks you will die. And if you refuse payment you will die even more quickly.


  


  “You will disregard this as a note from a crank, of course. But by noon tomorrow you will know better. You see, I have given two other men, Arthur B. Ryan and Samuel Billingsley, a choice similar to yours - and I believe they are going to defy me. Read in the afternoon papers what happens to them, Walstead. And believe me when I say that the same thing will happen to you if you do not meet my price. Directions will be given to you tomorrow noon as to where and how you are to pay the money. Your obedient servant, Doctor Satan.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Keane looked up from the paper.


  


  “Doctor Satan, he repeated. Into his steel-gray eyes came a hard, relentless glint. “Doctor Satan!”


  


  “You know him?” asked Walstead eagerly.


  


  “I know of him. A little. You read in the papers this afternoon of what happened to Ryan and Billingsley?”


  


  “Yes,” whimpered Walstead, “My God, yes! And that’s what will happen to me Keane, if you won’t help me.” He shuddered as though drenched with icy water. “A tree - growing out of a man’s head! Killing him! How can such things be done?”


  


  “That is something only Doctor Satan can answer. Did you get instructions about where to pay the money this noon, as is promised in this letter?”


  


  * * * *


  


  In answer, Walstead drew out another bit of notepaper.


  


  “Walstead:” Keane read. “Leave the money either in thousand-dollar bills or in checks up to twenty thousand dollars apiece, in the trash can at the corner of Broadway and Seventy-Sixth Street, tonight at nine o’clock. If checks, make them payable to Elias P. Hudge. Signed, Dr. Satan.”


  


  Keane’s eyes search Walstead’s again. “Are you going to do it?”


  


  “I can’t!” exclaimed Walstead hysterically. “I’m a wealthy man, but my affairs are in such a state that to take a million dollars in cash from my business would bankrupt me! I can’t!”


  


  * * * *


  


  Keane’s long, powerful fingers formed a reflective pent-roof under his long, powerful chin.


  


  “You’re going to defy Doctor Satan, then.”


  


  “I must!” cried Walstead. “I have no choice.”


  


  Keane’s fingers moved restlessly.


  


  “This Doctor Satan must have known your affairs were such that you couldn’t meet his order. And he must have foreseen that you would have to refuse his demand...Were you in your office when the second note was delivered?”


  


  “Yes.”


  


  “Who delivered it?”


  


  Walstead shivered again. “That is one of the deepest mysteries of all. No one delivered it.”


  


  Keane stared.


  


  “Nobody delivered that note!” Walstead repeated. “I was alone in my office, reading over some papers. I turned away from my desk a moment. When I turned back, the note was there, on top of the other things. No one had come in. The window was closed and locked. Yet the note - was there. It - it was like witchcraft, Keane!”


  


  Keane’s fingers, stilled for a moment, moved restlessly again. “You may be speaking more truly than you know, Walstead. After you received the note, what did you do?”


  


  “I stayed in my office till four-thirty. Then I went down to the building lobby, and saw the afternoon papers. Screaming headings about the deaths of Rayn and Billingsley. After that I came here as fast as my chauffer could drive me.


  


  “Did anything unusual happen to you on the way?”


  


  Walstead shook his head. “Nothing. I got into my car at the office building, was driven straight here, and got out in front of your building.”


  


  “No one said anything to your? Or, perhaps, jostled you?”


  


  “No one,” said Walstead. Then his lips tightened. “Wait a minute. Yes! A man bumped into me just as I was coming into this building entrance.”


  


  Keane’s eyes narrowed till all that was apparent of them was two gray glints. “Can you describe him?”


  


  “No. I didn’t pay any attention to him at all, after I saw he had no weapon in his hand and meant me no harm. His shoulder brushed against my neck and cheek, and then he was gone, after apologizing.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Keane got up from his desk. He eyes were more inscrutable than ever. “I’ll do all I can to help you,” he said. “Suppose you run along now, Walstead.”


  


  Walstead jerked to his feet with frenzy and perplexity in his face. He was almost as tall as Keane, but didn’t give the appearance of being nearly so big.


  


  “I don’t understand, Keane. Are you throwing me over? Aren’t you going to act with me against this Doctor Satan?”


  


  “Yes, I’m going to act against Doctor Satan.” Muscle ridged out in Keane’s lean cheeks.”You go along home.”


  


  “I’d hoped you would let me stay here, with you, till the danger was past ...”


  


  “You will be in no more danger at home than you would be here,” replied Keane, with odd gentleness in his tone. “My man will show you to the door.”


  


  With the words, Keane’s man appeared; a silent, impassive-looking fellow who handed Walstead his hat and stick. Walstead, with many protests, went out . . .


  


  * * * *


  


  “Beatrice,” Keane called softly, when he was alone in the big library again.


  


  A section of the shelving, lined with books, swung smoothly away from the wall, forming a doorway. Through it came a girl with a shorthand notebook and a pencil in her tapering hands. She was tall and beautifully formed, with dark blue eyes and hair that was more red than brown.


  


  “You sent him away!” she said, eyes at once accusing and bitterly disappointed. “You wouldn’t help him. You sent him away.”


  


  “He is past help,” replied Keane. “The stranger that jostled him in front of the building - that stranger was death. Perhaps Doctor Satan himself, perhaps a helper.”


  


  ‘How can you know that?”


  


  Keane breathed deeply. “Doctor Satan must have known in advance that Walstead could not pay his demands. Hence he must have planned to use him from the start as a sacrifice - a third horrible example of what happens to wealthy men who defy him. The man who jostled him planted death’s seeds in him. He will die within the hour, with one of those unearthly shrubs forcing its way up through his skull.”


  


  “Still - you sent him away.”


  


  “I did, Beatrice. Suppose he died here. The police! Many questions! Detention! And I don’t way to be delayed; I have work to do now that makes any of my former tasks seem like unimportant games. Doctor Satan! With three rich men dead, no others will defy him. He’ll loot the city - if I can’t stop him.”


  


  The girl, Beatrice Dale, Keane’s companion as well as secretary, fingered the notebook in which was recorded the talk between him and Walstead.


  


  “Who is Doctor Satan, Ascot? she said. “I don’t seem to remember that he has figured in any of your former work.”


  


  “He hasn’t; Doctor Satan is a new phenomenon. I’ve been expecting to hear from him ever since I heard the first whisper of his existence a month ago. Now, with these three fantastic murders, he makes his bow. Who is he? Where does he hide? What does he look like? I don’t know - yet.”


  


  He began pacing up and down before his big ebony desk.


  


  * * * *


  


  He chanced to be looking at the chair when it happened. The chair, also ebony, was pushed a few feet back from the desk. It was tilted back a bit, with the felt pad slightly away from the movement of his body as he had left it.


  


  It squatted there, a dark inanimate thing at one instant. At the next there was a soft pouff of sound - and the chair leaped into blue incandescence. Lambent flame played over it, so hot that it blasted the faces of Keane and Beatrice five feet away. For perhaps four seconds the blue flame persisted. Then it died out as suddenly as it had appeared.


  


  And the chair was no longer there. In its place was a little heap of fine ash, smoldering on the carpet.


  


  Keane gazed slowly into Beatrice’s horrified eyes. “I don’t know about Doctor Satan yet,” he repeated coolly, “but apparently he knows a great deal about me! - Well, what is it, Rice?”


  


  Keane’s man stood in the library doorway, staring first at his master and then at the tiny heap of ash that was all that was left of the ebony chair.


  


  “Mr. Walstead Just died, air,” he said. “It was in the lobby of the building, Just as he was about to step into the street. He’s lying down there now.” Rice’s eyes flashed bleakly. “There’s something pushing up through his head, sir. Little sharp spikes of something, like branches of a little tree, or bush.


  


  * * * *


  


  3.


  


  Three miles away, in a windowless, black-draped room, a figure bent over a metal table in the attitude of a high priest bending over an altar.


  


  The figure looked like one robed for a costume ball, save that in every line of it was a deadliness that robbed it of all suggestions of anything humorous or social.


  


  Tall and spare, it was covered by a blood-red robe. Red rubber gloves swathed the hands. The face was concealed behind a red mask that curtained it from forehead to chin with only two black eyes, like live coals, showing through eyeholes.


  


  Lucifer! And to complete the mediaeval portrait of the Archfiend, two horned red projections showed above the red skullcap that hid the man’s hair.


  


  Before him, on the metal table, a thin blue flame died slowly down into a sprinkling of yellowish powder from which it had originally been born. The blue flame was the only light in the room. By its flicker could be seen three other men, crouching around the walls and watching the flame with breathless intensity.


  


  One of these three was a young man with an aristocratic but weak face. The other two were creatures like gargoyles. The first was legless, with his great, gorilla-like head, set on tremendous shoulders, coming up only to a normal man’s waist. The second was a wizened small monkey of a man with bright, cruel eyes peering out from a mat of hair that covered all his features.


  


  The blue flame on the metal table died out. The red-clad figure straightened up. A gloved hand touched a switch and. the room was illuminated with red light.


  


  “Ascott Keane,” said the man in Satan’s costume, “has escaped the blue flame.”


  


  The three men around the walls breathed deeply. Then the younger, with the weak face, scowled. “How do you know that, Doctor Satan?”


  


  “If the flame has consumed him,” Doctor Satan said, “the blue flame fire would have burned red while his body was devoured. It did not burn red.”


  


  The younger man walked toward the table. He moved with a curious air of ringing defiance. “How do you control the flame, Doctor Satan?”


  


  The coal black eyes burned into his through the eyeholes in the red mask.


  


  “It is all in here,” Doctor Satan said at last, pointing to an ancient roll of papyrus spread flat on a stand near the metal table. “The ingredients of the flame were compounded first in Egypt, five thousand years ago. To these ingredients are added powdered bits of the person of the one to be consumed by the flame. Fingernail parings, hair, buts of discarded clothing, for instance. Then when the powder is burned, the person burns, though a thousand miles of distance separate him from the blue fire.”


  


  “Yet Keane escaped,” said the young man, watching Doctor Satan narrowly.


  


  “I had no bits of Keane’s person to place with the chemicals. He is too shrewd to have allowed hair or nail clippings to be smuggled from his home. I had only a sliver of the chair in which he customarily sits. Obviously he wasn’t in the chair when I touched off the fire, and so escaped death.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The young man lit a cigarette. The frightened defiance of his every gesture was heightened by the manner in which he lit it. “The death tree, Doctor Satan. How do you work that?”


  


  “It is a species of Australian thornbush,” Doctor Satan said without hesitation. “Rather, it was, till with a certain botanical skill I altered it into a thing that flowers in two hours or less, rooting in a man’s brain. The only drawback is that the seed, a tiny thing that floats in air, must be inhaled by the victim, to lodge in the nasal passage and later work its way up to the brain.”


  


  “You have more seeds of this tree?”


  


  “Yes,” said Doctor Satan. His manner was strange, his voice almost gentle, but there was a deadliness in the very gentleness. The monkey-like little man with the hairy face, and the legless giant with the huge shoulders, stirred restlessly in their positions by the wall.


  


  “Why didn’t you use the flame on Ryan and Walstead and Billingsley?” questioned the young man. “That would have been easier than killing them with your thornbush.”


  


  “Easier,” conceded the grim figure in red, “but not quite so spectacular. I wanted those three to die as fantastically as possible, so the requests I make on other rich men will be more quickly granted.”


  


  Doctor Satan walked to the stand on which the papyrus rested. He pulled out a drawer and took from it ten bundles of currency. In each bundle were thousand dollar bills. And the band around each bundle proclaimed that each contained a hundred such bills.


  


  * * * *


  


  “The first contribution,” Doctor Satan said. “From William H. Sterling, the philanthropic manufacturer of automobiles. One million dollars.”


  


  The young man stared at the heap of currency with glistening eyes. A fortune, in such small compass that it could be concealed under a man’s clothes!


  


  But now, at the same time, he seemed suddenly to sense the mockery of Doctor Satan’s geniality, and of his apparent frankness in disclosing his affairs. Color drained from his face, and more drained from it at Doctor Satan’s next words. “You know a great deal about me, don’t you, Monroe?”


  


  Monroe swallowed painfully, then straightened his shoulders. “Yes, I know a lot. I know your real name - a family name familiar to everyone in the United States. I know your philosophy of life; how you, an enormously wealthy man, tired of all the thrills that money can buy, have turned to crime. I know you intend to make your crimes pay as part of your game. I know you have studied the occult and the scientific, in preparation for this debut. And now I know how you control two of your murder tools - the blue flame and the tree of death.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Doctor Satan’s eyes bored Into Monroe’s till the younger man gripped the edge of the metal table for support.


  


  “Yes, you know a lot, Monroe,” he crooned. “More than anyone else living. You wouldn’t think of betraying me, would you?”


  


  “Not if you treat me fairly, Doctor Satan. But if you try to double-cross me, you are lost. In a safe deposit box which is to be opened by my lawyer In case an ‘accident’ happens to me there is a full account of yourself ...”


  


  His voice trailed off into a frightened squeak at the look in Doctor Satan’s coal-black eyes. The red-clad figure appeared to loom taller and taller, till it almost filled the room. And now all the defiance was gone from Monroe’s posture, leaving only the fright.


  


  “What are you - going to do?” he panted. “What ...”


  


  Again his voice trailed off, but this time it ended in a thickness like that of beginning sleep.


  


  Doctor Satans’s eyes, glittering, ruthless, held Monroe’s eyes. Doctor Satan’s hand passed slowly before Monroe’s face. The monkey-like man and the legless giant watched from the wall.


  


  “You are asleep.” Doctor Satan’s voice sounded somnolently in the silent, windowless room.


  


  “I am asleep,” breathed Monroe, wide, glassy eyes fixed on the red mask.


  


  “You will tell me all you know and all you hope to do.


  


  “I will tell you all I know and all I hope to do.”


  


  “What are your plans concerning me?”


  


  * * * *


  


  For a second, Monroe’s still features twisted, as though even in hypnosis his will fought to avoid answering that question. Then his lips moved mechanically.


  


  “I am going to inform the police how to find you when you collect your next looted million. Then I am going to take the money, and the seeds of the death tree and the chemicals for the blue flame, and collect more money myself.”


  


  “It is enough,” said Doctor Satan, still in that almost gentle voice.


  


  The monkey-like man and the legless giant looked at each other. Doctor Satan had pronounced a death sentence.


  


  Doctor Satan spoke to them, eyes never leaving Monroe’s face. “Girse. Bostiff.” The two moved toward Monroe. The monkey-like man known as Girse hopped like a deformed ape. Bostiff hitched his giant torso over the floor with his thick arms, using his calloused knuckles as feet.


  


  “The iron box, Bostiff.”


  


  Bostiff hitched his way to one wall, pushed back the stable drapes and drew from a three-foot niche a coffin-like box that gleamed dully in the red light.


  


  Doctor Satan’s hand went out. He plucked three hairs from Monroe’s blond head. He laid the hairs on a small pile of the yellowish powder on the metal table.


  


  “You will lie down in the box, Monroe,” he droned.


  


  The blond young man walked with Jerky steps to the metal coffin and lay down in it.


  


  “The lid, Bostiff.”


  


  Picking up the massive iron cover of the coffin as easily as though it were a pot lid, the legless giant put it on the box. Then, without further orders, he dragged the metal coffin back to its niche in the wall and slid it home in the surrounding stonework.


  


  * * * *


  


  Doctor Satan picked up a pinch of the yellowish powder and crumbled it sharply in his fingers. The tiny heap on the table burst into blue flame. The three blond hairs writhed and were consumed.


  


  The end of the metal coffin, showing from the niche, was suddenly red-hot, then glowing with white incandescence. Slowly it faded to deep, hot red in color, and back to black.


  


  Girse and Bostiff watched stolidly. If ever an investigator opened that box nothing would be found but a pinch of ashes. A pinch of ashes that had been a man, planning to betray the master.


  


  Doctor Satan’s voice sounded, calmly. “Danger has been eliminated from within. Now no one on Earth knows my real identity. It remains only to eliminate danger from without.”


  


  Bostiff spoke, his dull eyes fixed on Doctor Satan’s mask. “The danger from without, Master?”


  


  “Yes. The danger that lies in Ascott Keane. There is the only danger I recognize. The Police? Ludicrous! Private detectives? Bodyguards hired by wealthy victims? They are children! But in Ascott Keane lies a threat.”


  


  The red-gloved hand touched the light-switch. Slowly the red bulbs faded out, bathing the room in a lowering darkness like that of a lurid rapid sunset.


  


  “But the threat of Ascott Keane is to be removed at once. Walstead saw him. Walstead showed him the note. Keane will act on that knowledge - and with that action he will be trapped.”


  


  * * * *


  


  4.


  


  In front of a triple mirror before which was a bench holding hundreds of tiny pots and Jars, Ascott Keane worked deftly. His fingers flew from Jar to features, pot to face. And as they flew his face subtly altered. Already it was no longer the face of Keane. It was a countenance which to Beatrice Dale was vaguely familiar - though she could not yet name it.


  


  “That hideous death shrub!” she said. “I can’t see how it is used by Doctor Satan.”


  


  “You’ve seen Indian fakirs make a tree grow in a pot, haven’t you?” said Keane. “Usually it’s a miniature orange tree. They make it grow before your eyes, and pick an orange from it. Well, Doctor Satan’s wizardry is something like that; only he utilizes a form of thorn-bush that flowers in human substance instead of earth.”


  


  He reshaped his lips with a collodion-like red lacquer, and the girl cried aloud. Keane’s face was that of Walstead. Line for line it was Walstead’s slightly puffy countenance that was reflected in the mirror. A close friend of the dead millionaire would have been deceived.


  


  “What are you planning to do, Ascott?”


  


  Keane began pinning thin pads to the lining of his coat to give his lean strong body the bulk of Walstead’s puffy body.


  


  “Doctor Satan said in his note to Walstead to put the money in a trash can at Broadway and Seventy-Sixth Street. Very well, I’m going to take Walstead’s place. Made up as him, I’ll drop a package in that can - and wait to see who picks it up.”


  


  Beatrice shook her beautiful, coppery brown head. “Walstead‘s death isn’t out in the papers yet, but surely Doctor Satan must know that the man is dead. Or are you hoping to fool him? “


  


  “Doctor Satan,” said Keane dryly, “hardly has to wait to get his information from the newspapers.”


  


  “Then he’ll know that the man who looks like Walstead, and who drops the package in the trash can, can’t possibly be Walstead.”


  


  “That’s right,” said Keane, drawing on the padded coat and scrutinizing himself in the triple mirrors.


  


  “But he’ll know it’s you! And he’ll most certainly try to kill you’“


  


  “That’s what I’m hoping, said Keane, putting on a hat of the type worn by Walstead.


  


  “But Ascott ...”


  


  “It’s like this,” said Keane. “Doctor Satan hasn’t met me yet. I want him to underestimate me, so I am rather stupidly disguising myself as Walstead and going to the place where Walstead was to have gone, in the hope that Doctor Satan will trap me. In that event” - his Jaw squared - “I think he’ll be sorry.”


  


  He stepped away from the mirrors. And it was not Keane who moved - it was Walstead!


  


  In an antique Italian cabinet there was an extra wide drawer. Keane pulled this out. In it was a rolled papyrus that closely resembled the papyrus that had been spread wide in Doctor Satan’s black room. Beside the papyrus was a little stone Jar.


  


  Keane opened the Jar and took from it a bit of greenish paste, which he touched to his forehead, the soles of his shoes, and the palms of his hands.


  


  “Marvelous beings, the ancient Egyptians,” he said softly. “I recognized the blue fire that burned my chair - and would have consumed me if I’d been in it. The fire burned in many a temple along the Nile, but what the Egyptian wizards concocted they usually made fruitless by further research.”


  


  Beatrice caught his arm, her eyes fearful.


  


  Keane pressed her hand. “Don’t worry about me, my dear. I’ll be back soon, and I think I’ll be back with news that this Doctor Satan, new peril to a city at yet ignorant of his existence, has passed on to the hell he should have reached long ago.”


  


  He walked to the door, moving as Walstead had moved. His eyes met the girl’s deep blue ones. Then he was gone.


  


  * * * *


  


  Nine o’clock! Upper Broadway was crowded with night shoppers and movie-goers. Among the crowds near Seventy-Sixth Street moved a tall, slightly paunchy man who kept his face shadowed by the brim of his hat, a face that many in the city would have sworn was that of a ghost - of the dead Walstead.


  


  On the northeast corner of Broadway and Seventy-Sixth Street a trash can showed. The man disguised as Walstead crossed to the can. Under his arm was a small parcel done up in newspaper. He dropped the parcel in the can, and walked on. Without a backward glance he rounded the next corner.


  


  But once around the corner, Keane stopped and went back, moving like a shadow. He peered through the double angle of a corner plate-glass window at the trash can.


  


  The can was of wire, with interstices in its walls through which the contents could be seen. When Keane has tossed the package into it, the can had been half full of refuse. Now the old papers and odds and ends of trash seemed to be melting away, like water draining down through a hole. Lower and lower the contents sank - till finally the can was empty.


  


  Keane shook his head a little, eyes gleaming like ice. “Transmission of substance through empty air!” he breathed.


  


  None in the crowds so close to the can had noted the way the refuse slowly disappeared from within it, but Keane had caught it all. Moreover, he had seen that the trash had disappeared first from the north side of the can, as though it were flowing in that direction, melting into thin air as it flowed.


  


  The north side of the can. Toward him.


  


  Keane slunk into a doorway. His quick eyes roved over the Broadway crowd, and in a moment they rested on a figure that tensed his body. A tall, shambling man, across the street from the trash container, was walking slowly toward the Seventy-Second Street subway entrance. Under his arm was held a parcel done up in newspaper.


  


  Keane’s lips thinned. Doctor Satan was making sure he saw the parcel and followed the carrier!


  


  He stepped unobtrusively from the doorway and into the Broadway crowds, where he followed the tall, shambling figure to the subway entrance. Was the tall figure that of Doctor Satan himself, or one of his helpers? Keane did not know; but he did know that he would have shot the man down in cold blood, had he not been fully aware that no weapon as crude as an automatic could prevail over an opponent like Doctor Satan.


  


  * * * *


  


  The tall figure got off the subway at a Greenwich Village station. Keane followed, a block behind, his body was taut as a stretched tendon. He knew he was to be trapped, to be brought to a carefully devised death. He knew that, for the moment, Doctor Satan had dropped all other plans to concentrate on removing him.


  


  He was prepared for violence as he walked along the dark Village street after the tall figure. He was ready for anything from a bullet or knife in the dark to an attack and abduction by masked men springing on him from dark area-ways; but he was not prepared for the thing that actually did happen.


  


  * * * *


  


  At one moment he was following the tall figure. At the next the figure ahead had disappeared - and Keane was still moving forward, though he had willed his body to halt while he gazed around to see where the figure could have gone.


  


  Keane strove to stop, to walk to right or left. He count not; his muscles were driven by another’s will. And now another thing happened - a thing even more frightening. He began to lose his sight.


  


  The dark street, the partly lighted buildings lining it, the sidewalk before him, all slowly, faded from his sight. But his body kept moving slowly, surely forward.


  


  In a moment he was blind. He could see not one thing. But his feet seemed able to see. They bore him on without a stumble, raising for curbs, lowering him for gutters. Thus with no man forcing him, apparently, blindfolded as surely as if thick cloths were tied over his eyes, Keane moved to the will of Doctor Satan, toward the trap.


  


  He felt himself turn. Under his hand was an iron railing. He felt himself going down steps. A door creaked open in front of him. He walked on, totally blind, and heard the soft creak, and a slam, behind him.


  


  More stairs downward. Hands outstretched to scrape along the moist walls of a passage like a low tunnel. Steps again. A clang over his head as though a stone trap-door had been battened down above him. Finally a swish of drapes and a gentle, yet deadly-sounding voice that made every nerve-end in his body twitch.


  


  No need to speculate on the ownership of that voice! The arrogance that lay behind the softness of it hold him. It was the voice of Doctor Satan himself.


  


  * * * *


  


  5.


  


  Slowly Keane’s eyesight returned to him, to telegraph to his mind weird, nightmare pictures.


  


  Black-draped walls closed him in. Lounging against one wall were two men - a man with a giant’s torso and no legs, and a creature with a hairy, ape-like face in which were set bright, cruel little eyes.


  


  Across from them was a metal brazier, set on a high tripod, in which a small flame flickered. In the center of the room was a metal table, bare save for a small pinch of yellowish powder. And over this table was bending the man who had spoken - a figure that set the blood to leaping in Keane’s veins as his heart thudded with sudden acceleration in his breast. A tall figure robed in red, with a red mask over the face, red gloves on the hands, and a red skullcap from which protruded small mocking imitations of Satan’s horns.


  


  Doctor Satan turned from the metal table. His black eyes burned at Keane through the eyeholes of the red mask.


  


  “Welcome, Ascott Keane,” came sardonic words. “We are honored that you should have gone to such trouble to visit us in our modest lair.”


  


  Keane’s face, looking, in the red glare that illuminated the room, like something cast in bronze, remained impassive. Wordlessly he watched the diabolical figure in red.


  


  The cultured tone was edged with steel as Doctor Satan continued.


  


  “You committed suicide when you resolved a month ago to devote your life to destroying me. Oh, yes, I knew of the resolve the instant it was made. I have ways of knowing what is in men’s minds; though I concede that you were able, shortly after that, to shield your brain from me. Tell me, Ascott Keane, what warned you of my existence?”


  


  Keane stood straight and tall before the red-robed figure. His resemblance to Walstead faded, in spite of make-up, with the altering of his expression. He was Keane again, regardless of collodion-painted lips and padded clothes.


  


  “A month ago,” he said, “I talked with the son of a bankrupt friend of mine. The boy, a wild and not very strong character, said nothing significant. But I too can read a little of what is in men’s minds; and in his I caught a glimpse of a figure in Satan’s masquerade. I got a hint of the man’s background and motives: a rich man, still young, jaded with purchased thrills, with no more humanity in his heart than a snake - out to become the world’s leading criminal. A man whose whimsical choice of a name, Doctor Satan, could not have been more apt in expressing his purpose. A sleek beast, playing a monstrous game. A thing to be stamped out as soon as possible.”


  


  The black eyes gleamed through the satanic mask.”Young Monroe, you are talking about. Fortunately he did not know my identity at that time. And now no one will ever know. Monroe is no longer in a position to talk. And some papers he left behind with his lawyer have been destroyed within the hour.”


  


  Now the arrogant voice was gentle again.


  


  “So you decided to be the one to annihilate me. Noble Keane! But the roles will be reversed. It is you who will be annihilated. I marked you at the start as a nuisance to be eliminated. Wealthy yourself, with a fairly analytical mind, you have entertained yourself for years by scotching crime. But your career ends, with me, Keane. It ends now, in this room.”


  


  Girse and Bostiff slowly left the wall they had been lounging against. Girse came with quick, small steps to Keane’s left side. Bostiff hitched his great body, with swinging movements of his huge arms, to Keane’s right side.


  


  Keane still stayed motionless. Futile to attempt to overpower Doctor Satan physically: it could not have been done even had the gigantic Bostiff and the agile Girse not been there in the blackballed room. The walls of the trap he had entered were strong walls; and its teeth were sharp teeth, from which there seemed no escape.


  


  Doctor Satan repeated an order he had given once before on that day. “Bostiff,” he said softly, “the iron box.”


  


  The legless giant hitched his way to the wall, drew back a sable drape, and pulled from the niche in the stonework the coffin-like metal box.


  


  Doctor Satan stared at Keane with green-glinting eyes. The stare held, minute after minute. Keane’s eyes slowly glazed.


  


  “You are asleep,” droned Doctor Satan at length.


  


  “I am asleep,” breathed Keane.


  


  Girse and Bostiff stared at each other with savage expectance on their face.


  


  “You shall do whatever I command.” Doctor Satan said.


  


  “I will do whatever you command, said Keane, like an automaton.


  


  * * * *


  


  Doctor Satan1s red-gloved hand went out toward Keane’s head. He plucked three hairs and laid them over the small mound of yellowish powder on the table. Act for act, he was duplicating the scene in which a treacherous disciple had been reduced from a man to a pinch of ashes.


  


  “Take the lid from the box, Bostiff.”


  


  The legless giant lifted the iron cover from the coffin. Within it could be seen scattered fine ash.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Keane, lie down in the box.”


  


  The black eyes gleamed with a feral light as Ascott Keane slowly walked to the box and lowered his body into it. Keane lay there, gazing up with wide, glazed eyes.


  


  Bostiff placed the lid back on the box.


  


  His dull eyes went from the box to the niche in the wall.


  


  “No,” Doctor Satan answered his unspoken question, “we’ll not put the box in its crypt. Leave it where it is. I want to watch this.”


  


  The red-gloved hands clenched with eloquent triumph; the red-robed figure towered in the room. Then Doctor Satan turned to the metal table.


  


  He picked up a bit of the yellowish powder and crumbled it between powerful fingers. The tiny heap on the table burst in to clear blue flame. The eyes of Doctor Satan and; his two servants turned toward the metal box in which lay Keane.


  


  Swiftly the box glowed dull red, cherry red, white-hot. Its rays beat against the faces of the three, set the table drapes to billowing a little. And in that white-hot metal coffin a thing of flesh and blood was lying - or had been lying when the blue flame began to burn.


  


  The metal box lost its fierce white glow. The heat rays beating from it faded in intensity. Doctor Satan’s red robe stirred with the deep breath he drew.


  


  “And so ends Ascott Keane,” he said vibrantly. “The one obstacle in my path. I can be a king, am emperor, now, in time.”


  


  He turned to Girse and Bostiff.


  


  “Go. I have no more need of you.”


  


  Bostiff hitched his huge body silently toward an end wall. He drew aside a drape and opened a door. Girse followed him out of it.


  


  * * * *


  


  Alone, Doctor Satan went to the cabinet and drew from a drawer the ten bundles of currency containing one hundred thousand dollar bills apiece. The bundles disappeared beneath the red robe. His hand went toward the switch that controlled the red illumination of the room.


  


  But his finger did not touch the switch. His hand remained suspended in the air, while he watched the iron coffin. And his red-robed body was as immobile as that of a statue.


  


  The lid of the coffin was moving.


  


  Slowly, steadily, it raised, to slide from the box and clang against the floor.


  


  A hand and arm appeared above the edge of the box, which was still black-hot. The hand was unharmed. The coat sleeve above it was charred a little at the cuff; that was all.


  


  Another hand and arm appeared, and then the body of Ascott Keane from the waist up as he sat in the coffin.


  


  Silently, rigidly, Doctor Satan glared at him, and Keane got out of the coffin and stood beside it. Wisps of smoke rose here and there from singed garments, but his flesh was not even reddened by the fierce fire, and his gray eyes bored steadily at the black eyes behind the mask.


  


  “What the Egyptians discovered,” he said softly, “they rendered fruitless by succeeding discoveries. I read the origin of your blue flame in your first attempt on my life, Doctor Satan, and I took the precaution of using as armor some of the green paste the old priests used against the consuming fires of their enemies.”


  


  He took two slow steps toward the red-clad figure.


  


  “You should have watched your flame, instead of the iron coffin, Doctor Satan. You would have seen then that the flame burned blue throughout; it should have burned red if any body was devoured.”


  


  The breathing of the red-masked man sounded in the tense hush of the room.


  


  “Now we are alone, Doctor Satan. You have considerately sent your men way, as I hoped you would do. We’ll see if your powers are as strong as you think they are.”


  


  The glare faded from Doctor Satan’s eyes, leaving them glacially cold.


  


  “I’ll not underestimate you a second time, Ascott Keane! The death shrub - the blue flame - you are armed against those. But I have other weapons.”


  


  “You’ll never use them,” Keane growled deep in this throat.


  


  And then his hand shot up.


  


  Around Doctor Satan’s red-robed body a softly glowing aura suddenly formed. It was like a ball of pale yellow light which enclosed him, a lambent shell against the red rays of the room’s illumination.


  


  A snarl came from Doctor Satan’s lips, sounding muffled, as though the lambent shell had actual substance and could stifle sound. He straightened, with the aura moving as his body moved.


  


  His hands moved, weaving strange designs in the yellowed air. And slowly the aura faded a little from around him.


  


  Tendons ridged up on the back of Keane’s outstretched hand. Perspiration studded his forehead with the intensity of his effort to overwhelm the figure in red.


  


  That aura which he had flung around the red-robed body was one of the most powerful weapons known to occultism: a concentration of the pure form of electricity known as the Life Force. Mantling a living thing as it mantled Doctor Satan, it should drain out life, leaving behind nothing but inanimate clay. Yet it was not harming this man! Slowly, relentlessly, the aura continued to fade. And then Doctor Satan’s hands rose and leveled toward Keane.


  


  Strange duel between two titans - two men who probably knew more of Nature’s dark secrets than any others on Earth. Odd battle, with Keane, the force of good, gradually being beaten down by the force of evil.


  


  For now Keane’s rigid arm was sinking as the yellow aura almost disappeared from around Doctor Satan. Slowly he sank to his knees, as if a great weight oppressed him. And, as though this great weight was that of some intangible sea which could suffocate as well as weigh down, he began to gasp for breath. Louder and louder his agonized breathing sounded in the room. Doctor Satan’s black eyes glowed with triumph.


  


  Keane could see nothing could feel nothing. Yet it was as if some colorless, invisible, tremendously heavy Jelly were gradually hardening around him.


  


  The red lights grew dimmer, though Doctor Satan had not touched the switch; Keane felt that he was almost lost.


  


  With enormous effort he brought his arms up, spreading them wide at his sides. “Mother of God!” he whispered.


  


  Like a living cross he was, in that position; with trunk and head the upright, and arms the horizontal bars.


  


  “Mother of God!”


  


  Doctor Satan’s snarl was that of a beast. His eyes took on their feral green light, with a fiendish disappointment embittering their depths.


  


  And the great, invisible sea that was beating Keane down gradually receded from around him. But as it receded, so dimmed the red lights, till the two men were in blackness.


  


  “This time you preserve your life,” Doctor Satan said, in the darkness. “Next time - you leave your life behind!”


  


  There was a thud of sound, like a soft explosion.


  


  “Next time,” began Keane, struggling to his feet and forcing his body forward through the last traces of the deadly, unseen sea.


  


  He stopped. He was alone in the black-walled room. Slowly the lights came up again, as though shining ever more clearly through a psychic, thinning fog. Keane began wrenching the black drapes from the walls.


  


  He found a door and opened it. Ahead of him he saw a low passage with steps at the end. He ran down the passage, up the steps. In moment he was in the street, clutching the iron railing he had felt when he came here blinded.


  


  Cursing softly, he looked up and down the sidewalk. There was, of course, no sign of the red-clad figure. Doctor Satan had made good his escape. And with him had gone one million dollars, fruit of his first fantastic crime.


  


  Keane’s wide shoulders sagged, but only for a moment. Then they straightened.


  


  The first round was Doctor Satan’s. But there would be another time. And then, knowing a little more of the manner of being he was pitted against, he could fight more effectively - and win.


  


  <<Contents>>


  


  * * * *


  


  THE CONSUMING FLAME


  


  


  1. THE NIGHT EXPLODES


  


  The service telephone rang. The chauffeur, in whipcord pants and shirt sleeves, picked it up. The crisp voice of Besson, president and majority stockholder of Besson Motors, sounded out. “Carlisle, is the sedan in running order?”


  


  The chauffeur stared at the phone with bulging eyes. His gasp sounded out. Then he collected his wits, and said: “Of course, sir.”


  


  “Bring it around to side entrance, then,” Besson ordered. “Full tank, check everything. I’m going to drive down to Cleveland. I’ll drive it myself.”


  


  Carlisle kept staring at the phone in that unbelieving way. He opened his lips several times as if to express the amazement showing on his face. But no words came.


  


  “Well? Did you hear me?” snapped Besson.


  


  “Yes, sir,” responded the chauffeur. “Certainly sir. The sedan will be at the side entrance at once, sir.”


  


  He hung up, swore in profound perplexity, then shrugged into his whipcord coat and went downstairs to the garage.


  


  He got into the sedan, an immense, gleaming thing built specially in the shops of the Besson Motors Company, and sent it out of the wide doors of the garage and down the graveled lane to the portico of the Besson mansion.


  


  He got out of the car and waited respectfully for the master to appear. But while he waited, with a bemused scowl, he felt the radiator.


  


  It was quite warm. The car had been used recently.


  


  Besson came out of the door, followed by a footman who carried a small bag and a briefcase. Besson was a short man, heavy set, inclined to rather loud checked suits which would have looked humorous on his squat frame had it not been for the quiet, tremendous power lying obviously in eye and Jaw. No one laughed after looking into the motor magnate’s face!


  


  “Everything ready?” said Besson.


  


  “Yes, sir.” nodded the chauffeur.


  


  Once more he seemed to be on the verge of saying something further, but once more he repressed himself.


  


  * * * *


  


  Besson got into the car. The footman put the bag and case in the rear. Besson nodded bruskly to the two servants, and sent the great machine out of the drive and swirling onto the street with the practiced rapidity that was still his after his early years as a race-track driver before he made his money. The sedan hummed out of sight in an incredibly short time.


  


  Carlisle turned to the footman. In the chauffeur’s eyes was something like fear, and small beads of perspiration stood out on his forehead.


  


  “Well, I’ll be damned!” he said.


  


  “What’s up?” asked the footman.


  


  “The boss!” “Either he’s going crazy - or I am.”


  


  “Why?”


  


  “An hour ago,” explained Carlisle, “the chief came out to the garage. I was washing down the town car. He called to me to ask if the sedan was checked, and I said it was. He got into it and drove out of the garage with it. He had a bag, and I thought he was starting his Cleveland trip then. It seemed kind of funny that he came out to the garage himself for the car instead of having me bring it around, but I didn’t pay too much attention to it.”


  


  “He started out an hour ago, with a bag?” said the footman, staring. “That’s funny.”


  


  “It isn’t funny as what happened next.” Carlisle said. “In twenty five minutes I heard a car roll into the garage - I was upstairs in my rooms. I came down, and there was the sedan. So I figured the boss had changed his mind and wasn’t going to Cleveland after all.


  


  “I went back upstairs, and three minutes ago, I’ll be damned if he didn’t phone out, ask if the sedan was checked, and tell me to bring it around to the side door here - just as if he hadn’t been out in that thing, himself, a little while ago and knew it was checked and ready for the trip.”


  


  “First the boss came out and drove away himself?” repeated the footman. “Then, just now, he called for the car to be sent around, just as though he hadn’t been in it the first time? That is funny! In fact - it’s impossible.”


  


  Carlisle stared at him, forehead wrinkled.


  


  “For the last hour,” said the footman, “Mr. Besson has been in his rooms. I overheard him dictating a few letters to his private secretary, and I helped his man pack his bag. So he couldn’t have driven out of the garage and then back again!”


  


  The chauffeur bit his lip. He was silent for a long time as the meaning of the statement came home to him.


  


  “He didn’t drive out of the garage an hour ago and come back again twenty-five minutes later? Then who did? And why?”


  


  The footman shook his head.


  


  “Did you see the boss’s face?”


  


  “No,” admitted the chauffeur. “As I said, I was washing down the town car. I heard his voice, and saw his body as he climbed in behind the wheel. But it was his voice! I’ll swear to that.”


  


  “Well,” said the footman slowly, “somebody besides Besson took that car out of the garage for half an hour. I wonder - if they did something to it?”


  


  The chauffeur wiped sweat from his forehead. “It - it felt all right as I drove it out of the garage. But if a steering-rod was sawed half in two or something ....”


  


  He stopped. Besson was a notoriously fast driver. He burned the roads at ninety miles an hour in his frequent trips to cities near Detroit.


  


  “Maybe nothing was done to the car.” said the footman through lips inclined to be a little pale. “Better not say anything, anyhow, about this. It might get you into trouble.”


  


  Carlisle nodded. He went back to the garage. But on his face a look of foreboding grew.


  


  With all his heart he hoped the sedan hadn’t been tampered with. But common sense told him it must have been. A man wouldn’t take risk and trouble to get it off the Besson property for half an hour without some reason behind the act.


  


  “Who took that car out?” he whispered to himself as he went up to his quarters again. “And what did they do to it?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Out along the road to Cleveland, Besson sent the great sedan leaping like a live thing, unaware of the short trip it had made before he stepped into it. It was only eight in the evening. The road was fairly crowded with traffic, so Besson did not hit his highest road speed. The speedometer needle quivered at seventy.


  


  Besson frowned a little in a puzzled way. And he was puzzled. He squirmed uneasily behind the wheel of the car.


  


  His nerves felt as though each tiny end were being filed. And his hair was acting queerly. It had a tendency to rise on his scalp, prickling and itching as if it had turned to fine wires.


  


  He took his hands off the wheel for an instant to see if there were a short circuit somewhere in the ignition system that was sending a little current up the steering-column and into the wheel. His sensation was vaguely of the kind induced by a slight electric shock. But lifting his hands from the wheel did not lessen the sensation. And glancing down at the seat beside him he saw that a bit of paper torn from a cigarette package clung to the velous as tissue paper clings to a comb that has just been drawn through hair.


  


  Traffic cleared. Frowning, Besson pressed harder on the accelerator. The car leaped up to ninety-four miles an hour, roaring down the road with a sonorous, low-pitched scream.


  


  No man saw what happened after that. A dozen pairs of eyes were drawn to the spot a second later; but none observed the entire proceeding.


  


  At one moment the special-built car was racing along the concrete. At the next, there was an enormous flare of violet-colored light - and there was no car there. Furthermore, there was no trace anywhere on the road or alongside the road that such a car had existed.


  


  Besson, the sedan, and everything else, had utterly disappeared.


  


  A woman behind the counter of a roadside stand was the first of the dozen witnesses to break the awful silence following the blinding violet flare which a man and a car had vanished in, utterly from the earth.


  


  “Oh, my God!” he screamed.


  


  It snapped the spell. Truck drivers, pleasure car owners, proprietors and patrons of the roadside stands near by, raced to the spot.


  


  “My God!” the woman screamed again, shrill and high.


  


  The men did not cry out, nor did they say anything. They simply looked at each other and then at the road.


  


  A long black streak of charred concrete was all the evidence left of the speeding sedan.


  


  * * * *


  


  2. THE DEATH ENGINE


  


  In the experimental room of the Dryer Automobile Corporation, three men stood looking at a roadster.


  


  Outside, in the great shop, all was thunder and clangor. The big machines that turned out the production stream of Detroit’s third largest motor factory were so expensive that they had to be run day and night so that now, at ten in the evening, the uproar was as great as at ten in the morning.


  


  But here in the corner laboratory the roar penetrated only as a murmur, and in critical silence the three men examined the roadster.


  


  It was a tremendous thing. The wheelbase was nearly a hundred and sixty inches. The hood sloped off and away from the windshield as if the power of a locomotive were under it - which was almost the truth. It gleamed with the finest and latest of enamels; a toy to delight the heart of a rajah.


  


  “Everything is all right?” said the chief engineer to a mechanic in dungarees near by.


  


  “Listen for yourself,” said the mechanic, switching to the motor. The engineer nodded. A sour look was on his face. “Twenty-eight thousand, that thing cost to build. Well, it’s some car. It’ll do about a hundred and forty, won’t it?”


  


  “A hundred and forty-eight,” said the mechanic.


  


  The engineer grinned bleakly. “And Dryer’s pampered son will use the speed, too. This is certainly a birthday present! When is it to be delivered?”


  


  “First thing in the morning,” replied the assistant. “I got orders two hours ago. I’m to drive it up in front of the Dryer house and leave it to “surprise” Tom Dryer. Though he knows all about it, of course.”


  


  The head engineer turned to the mechanic. “Stick a canvas over it.” he ordered. “It would be a shame to get a scratch on papa’s darling’s plaything. I’ll lock up.”


  


  The mechanic draped a great canvas, such as painters use, over the enormous roadster. The men went to the door of the experimental room, and stepped out into the clangor of the shop. The engineer locked it.


  


  But behind that closed door was not emptiness.


  


  As the lock clicked on the room and the roadster, a shadow stirred in a far corner near a work-bench. The shadow was that of a man who had been lurking in there for over an hour.


  


  The man, a shapeless outline in the darkness, went toward the roadster. He lifted the canvas from over the hood and raised the hood catch. From his pocket, he took what appeared to be an aluminum box, a third as big as a cigarbox. He attached it to the reverse side of the dashboard.


  


  From the box trailed four fine wires. One went to each wheel of the roadster. Then the man worked with the wheels. To each spoke was attached an almost invisible, flexible fin of colorless material. The fine trailing wires were adjusted so that the ends would almost touch the fins on the spokes as the wheels whirled.


  


  The shadow figure fastened the hood down and replaced the canvas. It glided toward the door. Over the penetrating roar of the busy shop outside sounded a faint laugh. It was an icy, blood-chilling sound, twice repeated. Then the door opened as if it had never been locked - closed again, this time on a room containing no human thing, but in which was a roadster that was far indeed from being the same mechanism as that which had been hand-built in the shop.


  


  It was hardly fifteen minutes later when the door was opened once more and the lights switched on.


  


  * * * *


  


  The chief engineer and another man were in the doorway. The other man was young, barley twenty-four. He was blond, dressed in a tuxedo, with no hat on and with his hair rumpled a little. His blue eyes wore too bright, and he swayed a bit on his feet.


  


  “I’m going to take her out, I tell you,” he was insisting to the engineer. “It’s my car, isn’t it? Why should I wait till tomorrow?”


  


  “Your father will bedisappointed if you don’t wait until tomorrow and use it then, on your birthday, for the first time,” urged the engineer.


  


  But the man, young Tom Dryer, only shrugged. “I want it tonight. And what I say goes around here. Wheel it out.”


  


  “But....”


  


  “Wheel it out, I tell you!”


  


  The engineer shrugged. He got into the roadster, after taking off the shrouding canvas. A side door of the laboratory opened. He drove it out and onto the cinder driveway leading from the fenced factory grounds.


  


  “Boy, that’s a job!” said Tom Dryer, his too bright eyes taking the lines in and power of the machine. He got in behind the wheel. The motor boomed.


  


  “So long.”


  


  The young man waved his hand to the engineer, and drove off. The watchman at the yard gate barely had time to open the portals for the flying thing. Then young Dryer was out and off.


  


  The engineer shook his head. His face was pale.


  


  “So long,” the boy had said. And it seemed to the older man that the words, and the parting wave of the hand, were prophetic. The farewell given for a long trip. A long, long one, perhaps.


  


  “Drunk, and at the wheel of a thing that will go nearly a hundred and fifty miles an hour,” the engineer whispered to himself. “I certainly hope....”


  


  He turned back into the experimental laboratory without finishing the sentence.


  


  * * * *


  


  An hour later, at a little after midnight, the great new roadster fled like a silent, tremendous night bird over the open highway. Swaying a little behind the wheel was young Dryer. Beside him sat a girl with unnatural-looking red hair, and predatory gray eyes set in a face as flawlessly regular - and as uninspiring-looking - as a beauty on a magazine cover.


  


  “Seventy,” said Tom Dryer. “And you don’t feel it any more than if you were going twenty. Wait till we hit an open stretch! I’ll show you speed, baby!”


  


  “Let’s be satisfied with seventy,” urged the girl. She was a little pale under her rouge as she glanced from the speedometer to his face.


  


  “Don’t be like that,” laughed the boy. “That’s an old maid’s speed. I want to show you what this buggy can do!”


  


  The girl was silent for a moment. She moved restlessly in the seat. “Say,” she exclaimed finally, “do you feel funny?”


  


  “How do you mean?” said Dryer.


  


  “Kind of itchy and nervous,” said the girl.


  


  “Nope.”


  


  “Well, I do, and my hair feels like - like it was being pulled by someone. I don’t like it. And, I don’t like going so fast on a road where you’re apt to go round a corner and meet a car piling toward you.”


  


  “Like this?” laughed Dryer, steering around a curve on the wrong side of the road with screaming tires. “Hang on, kid! This is a straight stretch ten miles long. Bet we can make it in five minutes.”


  


  “The needle’s going to eighty-five.”


  


  “Tommy,” shrilled the girl. “Don’t please! I - I feel....”


  


  “Hang on!” Dryer repeated, shouting over the rush of wind. “You’ll never have another ride like this!”


  


  The needle went to a hundred.


  


  “Tommy!” shrieked the girl. “I - oh, God....”


  


  The night was split by a violet flare that could be seen for miles. Like concentrated lightning it burst forth, shattering the darkness along the road.


  


  It blazed into being with no warning, persisted for about a half-second, and died as suddenly.


  


  And on the road, where the great roadster had been, with a man and girl in it, was nothing. A charred black streak ’showed. That was all.


  


  * * * *


  


  3. SATAN SCHEMES


  


  In a tower of the Book Hotel, next noon, two men sat talking.


  


  One, thin, of average height, with thin gray hair and eyes lidded by colorless flaps that looked like the membranes veiling the eyes of a bird of prey, was president of the Universal Motors Corporation. Detroit’s biggest automobile combine. The other was Ascott Keane, criminologist.


  


  Keane got up from his chair and paced slowly back and forth across the room, his wide-shouldered, athletic body moving with the perfect muscular coordination of a trained athlete. His gray eyes were like chips of ice in his lean face. His black brows were drawn low.


  


  “There is only one person on earth who could possibly be responsible for this,” he said.


  


  Corey, president of Universal, stared up at him. His veiled eyes looked more than ever like the eyes of a bird of prey - but of a very frightened bird, now. But even in his fright, he preserved his business caution. So many men, these days, claimed knowledge to which they had no right - and tried to extort money from you on that claim!


  


  “Who is that?” he asked, warily,


  


  “Doctor Satan.” said Keane,


  


  Corey sighed and leaned back in his chair, “You are right, I guess you know the answer behind the - the disappearances, and you claim to. The voice that spoke to me ended the insistence by saying that its owner was somebody with the bizarre name, Doctor Satan.”


  


  Keane stared at him. On Keane’s face was a trace of impatience. He had read the man’s thoughts, and didn’t like them. But Corey, wealthy and powerful as he was, was only a pawn in the game. And one doesn’t become annoyed with pawns, “Tell me about the voice,” he said,


  


  * * * *


  


  Corey swallowed with difficulty. His face was greenish. “I was in my office. The office is sound-proofed, so that no voice could have come from outside. I was alone - even my secretary had been sent out – and the door was locked. And while I was sitting there - a voice came to my ears,


  


  “You have heard the news,” the voice said, “You have heard how Charles Besson, and Thomas Dryer, son of Dryer the motor magnate, were consumed in a mysterious violet flame,”


  


  Corey looked at Keane like a terrified child, “It was almost like the voice of a second self speaking! It came so unobtrusively and - and naturally - that for a minute I wasn’t startled at all. But then - I was. I realised that there wasn’t a soul but myself in that locked, sound-proof room. A voice - save mine - couldn’t sound in there! But this one did; a soft, almost gentle voice, but it gave me chills. It went on:


  


  “You are thinking of that news now. You are planning how best to take advantage, in a business way, of the fact that Besson has died suddenly, and that Dryer is stunned and helpless from the blow of his son’s death.


  


  “That - that was true,” Corey blurted out, “It was as if someone was reading my mind...”


  


  “Well, I was thinking about the business advantages that might accrue to Universal by the tragedies. Any man would,” Corey shivered, “The voice said...”


  


  “You have more important things to think about now. One is - your own life. Another is how you can arrange your financial affairs so that you take ten million dollars in cash from your fortune. For that is the price of your life. Ten million dollars. You will deliver it to my servant within the next few days, or you will die as Besson and Dryer died, I swear that, and Doctor Satan has never broken a vow.”


  


  Corey glared at the back of his bony, prehensile hand, “Those aren’t the exact words, but that’s the message given by the voice. And that was the name: Doctor Satan. I’d have said the whole thing was some clever trick, played by a master of hypnotism or ventriloquism to cheat me out of money, I’d have defied the orders of the voice, of course - if it hadn’t been for the awful way in which Besson and Dryer’s son died. My God, can anyone really do that - consume people in violet flame - at will?”


  


  Keane shrugged, “According to the newspaper and many witnesses, someone can. What do you intend to do?


  


  “I don’t know. That’s what I came here to ask: I had about decided to pay, when you phoned. How did you happen to get in touch with me, anyway, at such a crucial moment?” A bit of the old wariness and business suspicion came back to Corey’s face.


  


  Keane smiled, “The moment I read, in New York, of the inexplicable tragedies that had happened here, I flew to Detroit. Both victims had been prominent in motor manufacturing circles, so I began with you, intending to run down the list of executives till I found one who had been threatened. I knew who was behind the crimes, and I know something of how he works, so my course of action was outlined for me. You told me you had been threatened; I asked you to see me - and that’s the answer,”


  


  Corey sighed, “Shall I pay this Doctor Satan? Ten million dollars! It’s colossal! But life is more important than money...”


  


  “Even if the price asked was only ten cents,” snapped Keane, “You shouldn’t pay it.”


  


  “But he’ll kill me! The flame....”


  


  Keane’s long jaw squared. His firm mouth became firmer, grimmer. “I’ve found this man more than once,” he said. “I’ve beaten him before. I’ll do it again. Don’t pay. Your life will be saved if you take one precaution.”


  


  “And that?” said Corey eagerly.


  


  “Don’t ride in a car. In fact, don’t ride in anything capable of high speed: bus, train, anything.” He glanced toward the door, indicating that the interview was over. “If you refrain from that, you’ll be all right.”


  


  Corey went out. The door opened after his exit, and Keane’s secretary came into the room. Tall, lithe, beautiful, with dark blue eyes and hair more red than brown, she stared at her employer with a look in her eyes that would have revealed much to him had he been gazing at her at the moment instead of looking unseeingly out the window at the roof-tops of the automobile city.


  


  Beatrice sighed and came up to him.


  


  “You have found out how the deaths were caused?” she asked, professionally, with the glow hidden in her eyes.


  


  Keane nodded absently. “I have found out several things. Not exactly, in detail, but closely enough to map out my plans.


  


  “Doctor Satan is up to his old methods of harnessing the forces of nature to do his crimes for him. It was nature that killed Besson and Dryer’s son. Static electricity.


  


  “Both Besson and young Dryer were notoriously fast drivers. Very well, Doctor Satan contrived a method of generating and storing static electricity in enormous amounts. Probably the generating was done by the wheels themselves, turning at fast speeds. The electricity was stored in some small device that wouldn’t be noticed if examination was made of the car before it was taken out. When a voltage was built up that would be far beyond any amount that could be registered on any recording instruments yet devised, it exploded the storage device - and utterly consumed the car and occupants and everything else. That is the only thing that would explain the violet light told of by the witnesses. In a way, a natural death. But in a gruesome, fearful, spectacular death - which was so horrifying and would cow other motor manufacturers that they would give Doctor Satan anything he asked rather than risk the same fate themselves.”


  


  “Horrifying and fearful enough,” breathed Beatrice with a shiver. “Ascott - you have escaped the other deaths this fiend has invented. Can you escape this? For of course he will turn the new weapon on you, too. More than anything else on earth, he wants to get rid of you. He’ll try to kill you as soon as he learns you are here.”


  


  Keane laughed a little, without humor. “As soon as he knows I’m here? My dear, you underestimate him. As surely as we live and breathe - he knows that now!”


  


  * * * *


  


  At twenty minutes past noon a man in the dungarees of the Union Airlines mechanics turned off a sidewalk into the yard of a factory. It was a small factory, two stories high, less than an eighth of a block square. Its windows were boarded up. The yard was grown with weeds.


  


  A man sat in the open doorway of the deserted-looking building. He was an elderly man, poorly dressed. His faded blue eyes stared straight ahead with curious blankness. His face was stubbled with three days growth of beard.


  


  The man in the dungarees came up to the doorway. A small, monkey-like fellow with a mat of hair over his face through which peered small, cruel eyes, he hopped as he walked in an oddly animal way.


  


  “Is anyone in?” asked the watchman.


  


  The watchman’s faded blue eyes did not move. They continued to look straight ahead, as he sat there like a statue. “Yes, sir,” he said.


  


  “How many?” asked the man in dungarees.


  


  “Two, sir.”


  


  The watchman’s lips moved like mechanical things. He looked and acted like something actuated with springs and wires.


  


  The little man in dungarees shivered a bit. His pale eyes narrowed with an emotion that might have been fear. He walked past the watchman, who did not move a muscle, and into the factory building.


  


  It was dark in here in spite of the noon daylight outside. The reason was that the entire inside of the first floor was draped closely in heavy black fabric, which also stretched from a frame crossing in front of the door, so that the door could be open innocently and yet outside eyes could not see in and detect the black drapes.


  


  The little man passed under the door drape. He entered the dark interior, which was dimly lit by red electric bulbs so that it resembled a corner of some weird inferno.


  


  Over a bench on which was a glistening small receptacle about a third the size of a cigar-box, a figure bent which was like something seen in a fanciful illustration of hell: a tall, gaunt figure draped from head to heels in a red robe, with red gloves shielding the hands, and a red mask of the figure, red had been draped, a skull-cap, from which protruded two Luciferian horns in imitation of the horns of the Devil.


  


  Next to this eerie figure was the body of a legless man - gigantic torso supported by calloused, powerful hands.


  


  “Girse,” said the imperious, red-draped figure, without turning its head.


  


  The little man in dungarees drew a quick breath. The red figure had its back toward him. It could not have heard his soft entrance. Yet, as though it had been facing him, that entry had been noted.


  


  “Yes, Doctor Satan,” he said,


  


  “Report, please.”


  


  Girse hopped closer in his monkey-like fashion, and stood next to Bostiff, the legless giant. From under the voluminous dungarees he drew a flat leather case.


  


  “Miller, the truck manufacturer, did as you ordered,” he said facilely to Doctor Satan. “Here are thirty checks, of one hundred thousand dollars apiece.”


  


  Doctor Satan’s coal-black eyes glowed from the eyeholes of the red mask. In them was glacial triumph.


  


  “It is well. You got into the Union Airlines hangar?”


  


  “I did,” said Girse, his pale eyes glinting.


  


  “You attached the storage cube?”


  


  “I did, with the wire leading to the propeller, and with fins attached to the propeller blades.”


  


  Unholy satisfaction glittered in the coal-black eyes. Then it was dimmed, and the light of rage glowed there.


  


  “It will be as we wish it - unless Keane discovers it in time.”


  


  “Keane - is here?” quavered Girse.


  


  Bostiff spat out an oath, his dull eyes red with fury.


  


  “He is here,” replied Doctor Satan. “I gleaned that from the mind of Corey. He is here, in Detroit. And Corey has seen him and was advised not to meet my demands. That was foreseen - which is why you attached the storage cube to the propeller. He is in a tower suite at the Book Hotel, with his secretary Beatrice Dale. And he is daring to match his wits against mine once more.”


  


  Icy murder flared in the coal-black eyes. The red-gloved hands closed slowly, quiveringly.


  


  “This time, Ascott Keane dies! This time, I will get rid of the one obstacle between me and unlimited power, through fear, over the minds of men.”


  


  He turned back to the bench, with his red-gloved fingers delicately adjusting tiny, fine plates of some substance like mica which packed the interior of the small metal container on which he was working - a container like that which had been attached to the sedan of Besson and the roadster of young Tom Dryer.


  


  “With Keane out of the way,” he was saying, “I could be supreme on earth -and I will be!”


  


  * * * *


  


  4. THE VOICE OF SATAN


  


  The late evening papers gave the news of Doctor Satan’s latest blow against the ancient law: Thou shalt not kill. Beatrice Dale brought the paper in to Keane. He was about to go out, and she handed it to him without a word.


  


  This afternoon, at four o’clock, Mr. H.C. Corey, president of Universal Motors, was killed in an airplane accident twenty miles out of the Detroit landing field.


  


  Mr. Corey, called on urgent business to New York City, chartered the plane for himself alone and took off at three-forty. The plane circled the field once, then headed east. Twenty miles from the field, it exploded.


  


  Union Airline officials have no explanation to make. The explosion, according to eye-witnesses, was accompanied by a violet flame, which is not the type of flame resulting from gasoline explosions......


  


  * * * *


  


  Keane read the account, then crumpled the paper in a grim hand.


  


  “Corey dies in unique plane accident,” the item was headed. And across half the front page was spread the account:


  


  * * * *


  


  Keane drew a deep breath. “Called on urgent business to New York City,” he quoted. “The fool! He committed suicide. Doctor Satan gave orders. I told him not to ride in anything capable of speed.”


  


  He went toward the door. “I’m going to Besson’s home.” he said to Beatrice. “I want to talk with Besson’s chauffeur about the sedan the man was killed in. I’ll be back in an hour.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Carlisle, Besson’s chauffeur, but his lips as he faced Keane in the cool dimness of the great garage.


  


  “I suppose I should have gone to the police about it,” he was saying unsteadily. “But I couldn’t see what good that would do then, and I knew I’d get in a lot of trouble over it.”


  


  “You’re sure it was Besson?”


  


  “No, later I realized I couldn’t be sure,” Carlisle admitted. “I heard his voice, and I’ll swear it was his voice. And I saw his back, and he was wearing a checked suit as he usually does. But I’ll have to confess I didn’t see his face.”


  


  “Girse,” murmured Keane. “Made up as Besson - with Satan himself speaking in Besson’s voice from a distance...


  


  “What?” said Carlisle.


  


  “Nothing, go on.”


  


  “That’s about all. The man I thought was Mr. Besson went out, with a bag and everything as if on the Cleveland trip, and then came back in about half an hour. I didn’t see him return - I only heard the car drive in and went down and found the sedan. The first I knew something was wrong was when Besson called, half an hour later, asking if the sedan was ready for his trip! I thought he’d gone crazy, then.”


  


  “You have no idea where the Man was driven in that half-hour?” said Keane.


  


  “None at all,” said Carlisle. “And now, of course, no one will ever know. Because there isn’t any sedan to look over any more.”


  


  Keane’s lips compressed. “There’s no sedan, but I think we can find out where it went in that fatal half-hour. Have you cleaned out in here recently?”


  


  Carlisle looked at the floor of the garage and shook his head. “We haven’t kept up quite the schedule we usually do since the boss - died. The garage floor hasn’t been swept....”


  


  “Good,” said Keane. “Where did the sedan stand in here?”


  


  Carlisle indicated the pace nearest the end wall. Keane went there, bending low, critically examining the concrete. “The man drove it back into this spot before Besson took it out?”


  


  Carlisle nodded. Keane got to his knees. There were slight flakes of dust and dirt from a car’s tires on the floor. Keane took up some of these and put them carefully about an envelope. He turned to go.


  


  “Shall I tell the cops about this?” said Carlisle, white-faced.


  


  Keane shook his head. “It would get you in a lot of trouble, as you said. And I don’t think it would do any good. You can’t be blamed for being fooled by a man who killed your employer.”


  


  He went out, with the chauffeur’s thankful and admiring gaze following him.


  


  At the curb before the Besson home was the coupe Keane had hired to get about the city in. He got in behind the wheel and headed for the near-down-town section.


  


  He was on his way to the laboratory of a friend of his. In New York he had his own laboratory, vastly better than the one owned by his friend: but he hadn’t time to send to New York and he thought the friend’s equipment would be sufficient enough to perform the task he wanted.


  


  As a man will do sometimes, Keane broke his own strict rule - disregarding the very warning he had given Corey: not to ride in anything capable of speed.


  


  In a hurry to get the scrapings of the sedan’s tires analyzed, he drove like a black comet along the boulevards; drove that way till suddenly his hair began to feel as though it were standing on end and every nerve in his body tingled and rasped with exasperating sensitivity.


  


  His face paled a little then. With his lips drawn back to show his set teeth, he jammed down the brakes of the car.


  


  “Static electricity!” he whispered to himself. “The devil! Does he think he can get me that way?”


  


  He opened the hood of the car. Attached to the underside of the dash was a metal container. From it led a fine wire. The wire went to the fan whirling at the front of the motor. And to the fan-blades fine fins of some flexible, colorless stuff had been attached.


  


  With a savage jerk, Keane ripped the wire loose from the metal box. But the box itself he detached carefully to take home to study further. He knew that the secret of the violet explosions lay in that box; a secret consisting in what possible manner of substance could act as a storage battery for static electricity and store the stuff till an explosion point was reached.


  


  With Doctor Satan frustrated and his life no longer in danger, Keane went on his way to his friend’s laboratory and presented the tire scrappings for analysis.


  


  “Mixed in with the normal dirt of the streets,” the friend reported a little later, “there are two substances which might tell you where the car has been. One is a trace of cinders, such as is to be found in many factory yards. The other, is a powdered chemical which turns out to be a special kind of lime fertiliser.”


  


  “So?” said Keane.


  


  “So this,” replied the man. “There is only one plant in Detroit which manufactures that particular type of lime fertilizer. That is a plant out on Jefferson Avenue.” He gave the address, “It is at least possible that Besson’s sedan was driven near the plant during its half-hour absence and picked up a little of the fertilizer, spilled on the street from trucking.”


  


  “And the trace of cinders?”


  


  The man shrugged.


  


  “That particular company does not have cinder surfaces in its yards. I telephoned to find out. They must have come from somewhere else.”


  


  Keane thanked him and went out. His light gray eyes were glittering, his firm mouth was a bleak slit in his face. Cinders, and dust of a fertilizer made in only one spot in the city! He thought that should provide a trail to the spot in Detroit where Doctor Satan lurked like a human spider spinning new and ever more ghastly webs.


  


  He went to the Book Hotel, to study the shining metal container he’d got from his dash, and try to penetrate its secret, before making the next and last move that should bring him face-to-face with Doctor Satan himself.


  


  * * * *


  


  At the hotel desk, he told the clerk to ring Miss Dele’s room and ask her to come to his suite with notebook and pencil. His phone was ringing when he opened his door.


  


  “Miss Dale is not in her room, sir,” the clerk reported.


  


  Keane’s eyebrows went up. Then they drew down into heavy, straight black lines over his light gray eyes as apprehension began to gnaw at his brain.


  


  He went to the room in the tower suite which he had set aside to use as office and workroom; “Beatrice,” he called, looking around for the quietly beautiful girl who was more right hand to him than mere secretary.


  


  The room was empty. So were the other rooms. With the apprehension mounting to chill certainty in his mind, Keane looked around. He found his hands clenching and sweat standing out on them as his quick imagination grasped the significance of her absence.


  


  An exclamation burst from his lips. Half under the desk in his temporary office he saw a glove. It was a tan glove of the type he had seen Beatrice wear last. Just the one glove.


  


  Near the door, now, he saw the other...


  


  “My God!” he whispered.


  


  Beatrice had gone out of the hotel. That was a certainty. But - she never went out ungloved. It was one of her fastidious habits. Yet there were the gloves she wore with the brown street costume she’d had on when Keane left here...


  


  His head bent swiftly, and a terrible fear leaped into his eyes. A voice had sounded.


  


  “Ascott Keane,” it said - and it was hard to tell whether it was an actual voice or a thought making itself articulate in his own brain. “You escaped the death waiting for you under the hood of your coupe. You shall face death later at my hands, in spite of that. But before death comes for you, you shall have the pleasure of imagining, as you are doubtless doing now, the lingering fate that shall be dealt out to your able assistant, Beatrice Dale. I have her, Keane. And when you see her, if you ever do, I’m afraid you’ll be unable to recognize her.”


  


  There was a low, icy laugh, and the voice ceased.


  


  “My God!” breathed Keane again.


  


  And then he was racing from the room, with agony in his heart but keeping, the agony carefully walled off from the cold and rapid efficiency with which his keen mind could work in times of great emergency.


  


  “There is only one plant in Detroit which manufactures that particular type of line fertilizer.” his laboratory friend had said. “That is a plant out on Jefferson Avenue....”


  


  Keane got into his coupe, wrenched the wheel around, aid pressed the accelerator to the floorboard as he sped out Jefferson Avenue.


  


  * * * *


  


  5. LIVING DEATH


  


  Keane went straight to the plant from near which the tires of Besson’s sedan had picked up the significant trace of fertiliser. There he paused a moment outside the high wire fence enclosing the company’s grounds. But he hesitated only a moment. There were no cinders in that yard, as the laboratory man had sad. And the sedan had been some place where cinders had paved a space. Also the company grounds were swarming with workmen. No one could have driven a car in, tamper with it, and drive away again unnoticed.


  


  He started on away from the plant, and farther away from the center of town. There was only the one direction to go in. The sedan, to have picked up the cinder trace, would have to go beyond this point.


  


  He drove very slowly, examining intently the properties on each side of the street. But it was only with an effort that he kept himself from driving like mad, senselessly, aimlessly, so long as he covered a lot of ground in a hurry.


  


  Beatrice....


  


  Never had he had such urge for speed - but speed did no good when he didn’t know where he was going.


  


  Beatrice....


  


  “I have her, Keane. And when you next see her, if you ever do, I’m afraid you will be unable to recognize her.”


  


  That was what Doctor Satan had said. Where in God’s name was she? And what was Satan planning to do to her?


  


  He bit his lips, and kept the coupe down to a speed at which he could scan the buildings as he passed. And he then started a little, and lowered his head rapidly and drove by the place that had attracted his attention. The place was perfectly innocent-looking. It was a small factory less than fifty yards from the sidewalk on the left-hand side. But two things had riveted his attention.


  


  The first was that the grounds around the factory were cinder-paved. The second was that the place was abandoned, with boarded-up windows and an air of desolation.


  


  An abandoned factory, in a not-to-populous part of the city....


  


  Keane got out of the coupe and walked back a half-block. He saw that an elderly man, patently a watchman, sat in the open side-doorway of the factor.


  


  He hesitated an instant, then walked openly toward the man. He couldn’t have hidden his approach anyhow, and thought he could overpower the watchman if his suspicious thoughts of the place were verified and the man tried to give an alarm to others inside.


  


  His eyes fastened to the watchman with increasing curiosity as he approached. He saw that the man was cheaply dressed, with faded blue eyes and a stubble of grayish beard on his face. And he saw that the eyes stared off and sway in the oddest, more unseeing way imaginable. Also, he noticed how unmoving the old man was. He sat in the doorway like a statue, not shifting his position in any way. Even when Keane had come quite close, he did not move.


  


  * * * *


  


  Keane stared down at him with growing grimness. He could see the man’s pulse beat in the vein in his throat; but it seemed to him that the pulse-beat was incredibly slow. He could see the hair of his stubble of beard closer, and it appeared that the flesh of the man’s face had receded from hair-roots, more than that the hair itself had grown.


  


  Keane felt a chill touch his spine. Realization, like a spike of ice, began to sink into his brain. But he still could not quite believe.


  


  “Hello,” he said to the man, in a low voice.


  


  “Hello,” the man replied.


  


  He said the word with his lips hardly moving, and with his eyes staring boldly straight ahead.


  


  Keeping his voice almost in a whisper, so that it could not be heard through the open doorway, in which the man sat, he said, “Are you alone here?”


  


  “There are - four inside,” the watchman replied creakily.


  


  Keane moistened his lips.


  


  “What is your name?’’ he asked.


  


  “It Is...”


  


  The man stopped, like a run-down machine. His faded, unblinking eyes stared straight ahead.


  


  Keane stopped, then. He touched the watchman’s wrist, and shuddered.


  


  Perceptibly he could feel a pulse, beating perhaps twenty to the minute. He could see the man’s chest rise and fall with immensely decelerated breathing.


  


  Pulse, and breathing. And the man could speak and, up to a point, answer questions. But that man was dead!


  


  [image: ]


  


  Dr. Satan confronts Beatrice Dale in a scene from “The Consuming Flame.” Art by Vincent Napoli.


  


  Keane dropped the wrist, icy as something long immersed in water. His lips were a thin line in his face. A dead man on guard! A watchman whose presence here would be missed, and who, therefore, had been left in his accustomed place to give passerbys no suspicion that anything unusual was taking place inside!


  


  He had found Doctor Satan. The presence of a living dead man where a live and vital human being should be, proclaimed the fact like a shout.


  


  Keane drew a long breath. Then he stepped past the dead man, who sat on with faded blue eyes staring into space. He entered the doorway. His eyes, accustomed themselves to the darkness and detected the presence of the black drapes swathing the interior and making it a smaller voice - a voice that made the hair on his neck crawl with remembrance and primeval fear. The voice of Doctor Satan.


  


  Edging his way along between the drapes and the wall, careful to touch neither, Keane moved to a spot where the soft but imperious voice sounded farthest sway. Then he took out a knife, slit the black fabric, and looked through.


  


  The first thing his eyes rested on - was Beatrice Dale.


  


  She sat on the floor of the abandoned factory with her slim arms down by her sides, and her silk-sheathed legs out in front of her. Arms and legs were bound; and a gag was around her lips. Over the gag her eyes stared out, wide and frightened yet, in the last analysis, composed. Keane felt a hard thrill of admiration for her fortitude go through him as he looked into her eyes.


  


  Over her bent the figure he had seen before several times in the flesh - and many times in nightmares. A tall, gaunt body sheathed in a red robe, with a red mask covering the face and a red skull-cap over the hair.


  


  Keane bit his lips as he noted the knobs, like horns, that protruded from the Luciferian skull-cap. Those mocking small projections were the keynote of the character motivating Doctor Satan. A man who took pride in his fiendishness! A man who robbed and killed, and broke the laws of man and God, not for gain, because he already had more than any one person could spend. But, solely for thrills! A being jaded with the standard pleasures of the world, and turning to monstrous, sadistic, acts to justify his existence and give him the sense of power he craved!


  


  Next to the red-robbed figure, Keane saw Doctor Satan’s two make believe henchmen, Girse and Bostiff.


  


  Girse, small and monkey-like, was gazing at the girl’s form with his pale eyes like cruel beads in the hair covering his face. Bostiff, supporting his giant torso on his calloused hands, swayed back and forth to a sort of full ecstasy.


  


  * * * *


  


  Again, Doctor Satan’s voice came to Keane’s ears. “I have not yet decided what I shall do with you,” the soft voice pronounced. “You are beautiful. I am alone in the world - and it is not inappropriate that Lucifer take a consort. But that consort should not be a mere living woman such as lesser beings have. You noticed the watchman as you were borne into this place!


  


  Keane saw a spasm twitch Beatrice’s face, saw her eyes winch with terror.


  


  “I see you did,” Doctor Satan said. “And I see you sensed his state. A dead man, my dear - yet a man who will breathe and move in a sort of suspended animation as long as I shall will it. A man whose automatic reflexes can still dimly function, so that the dead brain may direct the muscles of throat and lips to answer verbally any questions not too complex and so that the body may move to orders not too difficult.


  


  Doctor Satan’s grating, inhuman laugh sounded out. “It comes to my mind,” he said, “that Lucifer might here find a fitting mate. The devil’s consort - death. A beautiful woman who must answer as required, and who must move without question to fulfill her master’s least demand. That would be unique - and amusing. Think how Ascott Keane would react to that.”


  


  Keane, motionless behind the drape, with his eye to the slit in the fabric, felt perspiration trickle down his cheeks. The man was diabolical. Yet was he not mad? He was beyond madmen in the aims he pursued and goals he achieved. He was sane. Icily, brilliantly sane!


  


  And now, Doctor Satan went on with that in his voice which made Keane suddenly tense in every muscle as instinctive small warnings prickled in his brain.


  


  “The reactions of Ascott Keane to that spectacle....Very interesting. I must see them. In fact - I will see them!


  


  Like a flash of light, the red-robed body whirled. The coal-black eyes of the man glared through the eyeholes of the red mask - glared straight into the eyes of Keane, pressed to the slit in the black fabric.


  


  Impossible that he should see Keane’s eyes in the dim red light of the black-shaded room! Impossible that he should have heard Keane breathe or move! Yet, he knew the criminologist was there!


  


  For a moment that seemed an age, Doctor Satan’s glittering black eyes stared into Keane’s steely gray ones. Then the red mask moved with words. “You will come here, Ascott Keane.”


  


  Keane’s legs moved. Savagely he fought the muscles of his own body, which were like relentless rebels in the way they disobeyed the dictates and his will. But the muscles won.


  


  His legs moved. And they bore him forward. Like an automation so that the black drapes moved forward with him, slithered over his head, and sank back into place behind him.


  


  He walked up to where Doctor Satan and Girse and Bostiff ringed the bound, helpless girl. There he stood before the man in red, eyes like steel chips as they glinted with savage but impotent fury.


  


  “Will you never learn, Keane, that my will towers over yours, and my power goes beyond yours?” Doctor Satan scorned.


  


  Keane said nothing. He looked at Beatrice, and saw that into her eyes had crept a horror that went beyond the fright that had entered them at mention of the living dead man who guarded his red-lit inferno.


  


  He could feel his body responding sluggishly to the commands of his brain, now. But the recovery was really feeble. He could not have moved toward Doctor Satan to save his life, though with every fiber of him he craved to throw himself on the man and rip the red mask from his face and batter that face into a thing as unhuman as its owner’s soul was in reality.


  


  “Girse,” said Doctor Satan.


  


  That was all. The little man hopped in obedience. He came close to Keane with his right hand hidden behind his back.


  


  Keane gasped and tried to throw his arms as he read in the little man’s mind and sensed the command Satan had wordlessly given him. But his arms moved too slowly to prevent the next act.


  


  Girse lashed forward with his own arm. Something glittering in his right hand pressed into Keane’s flesh. He felt a sharp sting, then complete physical numbness.


  


  He sank to the floor. But though his body was a dead thing, his mind continued to function with all its normal perception.


  


  Doctor Satan’s glacial laugh rang cut.


  


  “The great Ascott Keane,” he said. “We shall see how ho meets his own fate. And that of his secretary, toward whom his secret emotions are not quite as platonic as his conscious mind believes.


  


  He turned to the little man. “Girse,” he said again. That was all. The rest of the command was unspoken. But all to clearly, with the telepathic powers that were his, Keane caught that too. He fought in an agony of helplessness to make his body move, as Girse bopped toward Beatrice. But he was an immobile as though paralyzed.


  


  Again, Girse held a hypodermic needle, but this was a larger one than the one he had plunged into Keane’s body.


  


  * * * *


  


  With his pale eyes shining, the monkey-like little man pressed the needle into Beatrice Dale’s bound left am. The girl closed her eyes. A strangled moan came through the gag that bound her lips. Keane croaked out an oath and struggled again with a body as limp and moveless as a dead thing.


  


  “The drug in that hypodermic is quick-acting,” Doctor Satan said. “Observe, Keane.


  


  With starting eyes, Keane saw how true the words were.


  


  Into the girl’s eyes already had crept the terrible, unseeing look that characterised the faded eyes of the thing outside in the doorway. He could see the pulse in her throat slow down. Slower...slower....


  


  “She’s dead, Keane,” said Doctor Satan emotionlessly. “Though, dead, she will obey better than alive, Girse.


  


  Once more, the monkey-like small man approached the girl. In his hand was a knife. He slit the bonds that held her, and removed her gag. “Come to me, Beatrice Dale,” commanded Doctor Satan.


  


  Through a red haze, Keane saw the girl get to her feet, slowly, unsteadily. She walked toward the figure in red, moving like one asleep. “You are mine, Beatrice Dale,” Doctor Satan said softly.


  


  There was a perceptible hesitation. Was the girl’s brain, even in death, struggling against the monstrous statement? Then her lips moved, as the lips of the thing in the doorway had moved, like the lips of a mechanical doll. “I am yours.”


  


  Keane panted on the floor. He could not even cry out. His vocal cords were numbed by the drug, as was the rest of his body.


  


  Doctor Satan started down at Keane. “And so, my friend, we see the end. Your aide has become - as you see. You yourself shall presently die as Besson and Dryer and Corey died. The end....Bostiff.”


  


  The legless giant hitched his way forward on his long arms.


  


  “The flywheel, Bostiff,” Doctor Satan said. “Girse, attached the cube of death to Keane.


  


  * * * *


  


  And now Keane glanced at a thing he had seen only perfunctorily, and noticed not at all, until now: On a length of rusty shafting in the rear of the factory room was a big flywheel, which had performed some power service when the factory was busy. To this, was belted an electric motor.


  


  Bostiff hitched his way to the flywheel. As he went, he trailed behind him a fine wire only too familiar to Keane, the kind of wire that had led to the metal box Keane had detached from his coupe before death should strike him. To the spokes of the flywheel, Keane knew, were fastened the colorless, unobtrusive fins which generated the static death that had struck down the motor millionaires.


  


  Girse fastened to Keane’s chest a metal cube which had been resting on a low bench near by. Bostiff fastened the other end of the wire leading from it, to a point near the flywheel. Then he started the motor.


  


  The big flywheel started moving and turning over. Doctor Satan’s eyes burned down at Keane.


  


  * * * *


  


  “In five minutes, approximately,” he said, “there will be a violet flare. In that flare, you will be consumed. Just before it occurs, the drug that holds you will begin to disappear, so that you shall be the more keenly aware of your fate. We shall, naturally, wait outside till the bursting into flame of the building announces that you are no longer alive to annoy me.”


  


  He turned toward the dead girl. “Come, my dear.”


  


  Beatrice walked toward the draped door, her body swaying a little from the impairment of her sense of balance, her eyes staring unblinkingly ahead. Doctor Satan followed. Behind came Girse and Bostiff.


  


  Doctor Satan raised the drape. The three passed through ahead of him. He stared toward Keane. “Four minutes, now,” he said. And then he followed the others.


  


  * * * *


  


  6. TWO METAL CUBES


  


  Keane was lying so that he could see the watch at his wrist. He watched the little second hand fly around its circle three times. He listened to the whirling of the great flywheel, gathering static electricity through its fins; such a colossal store of it as even the lightning could not rival - to be held in the mysterious metal cube on his chest till it had gathered beyond the cube’s power to contain it any longer. Then the cube would be consumed, and consume everything around it like a tremendous blown fuse...


  


  Keane stared at the watch. He had a hundred seconds of life left. One hundred seconds...


  


  But his counting of the seconds was not actuated solely by the fear of death. His mind had never been keener, colder than it was now. Ascott Keane was waiting for the first sign of returning movement in his muscles. When that occurred he had a plan to try. It was a plan the success of which hinged on facts unknown to him. But its steps seemed logical.


  


  He felt burning pain in his finger ends, then in his hands. Grimly he moved his fingers, searing with returning life. He flexed his hands. He had forty seconds. Perhaps a little longer, perhaps a little less, for Doctor Satan could not foretell to the second when the static force stored in the metal cube should burst its bonds in the terrific violet flare.


  


  Now he could move his right arm feebly from the elbow. He dragged it up by sheer will till it went to his coal pocket. In that coat pocket was a factor - which Doctor Satan had not reckoned with: the metal cube with its broken end of wire, which Keane had taken from his coupe for analysis which he had not had time to make.


  


  He got the cube from his pocket. His watch told him he had twenty seconds, a third of a minute, to live.


  


  With maddening slowness, his hand moved. It found the wire from the box in his pocket. With numbed fingers it pressed the broken bit of wire to the other cube....


  


  The fifteen seconds that passed then were an age.


  


  Keane’s idea was that with two of the storage cubes hooked together, it would take twice as long for the spinning flywheel to generate the static force that was presently to consume him. As simple as that! And, even though he knew nothing of the substance in the cubes capable of storing the force, he thought its action must be as logical as it was simple.


  


  If it took minutes longer for the building, with Keane in it, to go up in violet flames, Doctor Satan might come back to see what was wrong.


  


  The zero second approached, passed. Keane held his breath. Ten seconds passed, and still death did not strike. The flywheel turned, the gathering static electricity rasped his nerves and stood his hair on end, but the violet flare did not dart toward the heavens.


  


  Twenty seconds went by, and Keane breathed again - and watched the draped door. He could move arms and legs now, and a bath of flaming agony told that all his body would be soon released from the grip of the paralyzing drug.


  


  Two minutes had gone by before he saw the drapes at the door move. And then Girse came in. Girse! Not his master! But Girse, Keane thought, would do.


  


  The monkey-like little man came into the red-lit room, and to his merited end. Keane’s steely eyes were on him. Through them, as through shining little gates, his iron will leaped at the man.


  


  Girse stiffened in the doorway. Then, in obedience to Keane’s unspoken command, he walked to Keane’s side.


  


  “You came to see why the violet flame has not burst out?” Keane said.


  


  “Yes,” said Girse, his wide, helpless eyes riveted on Keane’s.


  


  “Doctor Satan is outside with Bostiff and the girl?”


  


  “Yes,” said Girse. A spasm passed over his hairy face, as though apprehension, struggled with the deep hypnosis in which he was held.


  


  “Answer this,” snapped Keane, “and answer it truly. The girl, Beatrice Dale, is now dead. Do you know of a way to make her have life again?”


  


  God, the agony that went into Keane’s waiting for that answer! And then Girse’s lips moved. “Yes.”


  


  Keane drew a deep breath. He stood now, tottering a little, but almost entirely recovered. “What is the method?” Tell me quickly - and truly.”


  


  “The drug that killed her is its own antidote. More of it will bring back to life any who have been dead for not more than half an hour.”


  


  “Thank God!” said Keane.


  


  And then he acted. And as he did so, before his mind ran the list of crimes this man, with Doctor Satan as his leader and the unspeakable Bostiff as his comrade had committed. The list took all pity from his face.


  


  He fastened the two metal cubes to the man whose body was held in his mental thrall. Then he went to the door, backing toward it with his commanding eyes over Girse.


  


  The flywheel turned with a monotonous whirring. The fins attached to its spokes sent down the fine wire the accumulation of current. Millions, billions, of volts, filling the mysterious storage capacity of the first cube, reaching toward the capacity of the second.


  


  Keane looked at his watch. In thirty seconds, if Doctor Satan were right, the two cubes would explode with double the violence planned on...


  


  There was a violet flare that seemed to fill the world. Keane was knocked backward out of a doorway that an instant later became nonexistent.


  


  A glimpse he had of a man who sprawled over and over with the force of the shock and then relaxed to lie at last in the actual death hitherto denied him. The dead watchman! Then he was staring into coal-black eyes that glinted with a fear that never before had touched their arrogant depths.


  


  “Keane!” whispered Doctor Satan, as the criminologist faced him. “You weren’t...then it was Girse....”


  


  “It was Girse who died,” said Keane - and sprang.


  


  With a pleasure that sent a savage thrill to his finger-tips, he got his hands around the red-swathed throat.


  


  The drug that made that girl as she is,” he grated. “I want it.”


  


  Doctor Satan’s voice gurgled behind the red mask. His hand went under his robe. The fear of death - that exaggerated fear felt by all killers when they themselves feel death approach - glassed in his eyes. He drew out the big hypodermic.


  


  “How Much is the reviving amount?” said Keane.


  


  “Two...calibrated marks...on the ... plunger,” gasped Doctor Satan as Keane relaxed his fingers. “The same as...the lethal dose...”


  


  “Death, or renewed life, the same,” whispered Keane.


  


  Then a bleak smile shaped his firm lips. He took the hypodermic.


  


  With the swiftness of a leaping serpent his hand moved. And death poured into Doctor Satan’s veins!


  


  Keane shot the stated amount into Beatrice’s white arm. There was barely enough. With his heart in his throat he watched her reactions.


  


  “Thank God!” he whispered.


  


  Color was slowly seeping into her cheeks. Her eyes blinked, then began to lose that deathly dullness. The pulse increased toward normal in the throat vein.


  


  Keane turned toward Doctor Satan and his face wore the same grim look it had worn when he left Girse to his merited destruction.


  


  “Get up,” he said.


  


  Slowly, stiffly, Doctor Satan rose. His dead eyes peered straight ahead.


  


  The factory building was a solid blaze. Shouts and sounds of running feet announced the beginning gathering of a crowd in the street.


  


  “Walk straight ahead - and keep walking.” Keane snapped.


  


  The red-clad figure, like a dread automation, walked straight ahead - toward the roaring flames. Keane waited, with bleak victory in his tired eyes, till the figure was on the brink of the flames. Then he turned to Beatrice.


  


  “What?” she faltered.


  


  He helped her up. “Don’t talk. Just come with me,” soothed Keane. And, in answer to the look in her eyes: “Doctor Satan? He’d dead at last. In the flames. It’s triumph for us.”


  


  He helped her to the curb and through the milling crowd to his coupe....


  


  It was the one of the few major mistakes of Keane’s life.


  


  “Two calibrated marks on the plunger,” Doctor Satan had said was the reviving dose of the drug. “The same as the lethal dose....”


  


  The revival amount had been correct: Beatrice was alive again to prove it. It did not occur to Keane that Satan might have lied about the other.


  


  So he did not see the red-clad figure draw back from the flames as soon as he had returned and started leading the girl from the cinder yard. He did not see Doctor Satan crawl behind a rusted pile of metal tanks, nor see, a moment later, a figure clad in conventional dark clothes emerge, leaving behind a red, Luciferian costume that would have been too conspicuous to wear where many could observe.


  


  “Victory,” Keane said again, with shining eyes, as he drove toward the hotel.


  


  But nor far from the blazing factory behind him and Beatrice, a tall figure had drawn itself up with clenched fists, and the soft voice quivered with fury as Dr. Satan Whispered:


  


  “Ascott Keane thinks he has killed two of us, you, my faithful servant, Girse, and myself. He shall learn his mistake. I shall bring you back, Girse, and together, we shall have proper and fitting revenge for the humiliation we have suffered at his hands. This I swear by the Devil, my master!


  


  * * * *


  


  (the ending of this story is slightly revised)


  


  <<Contents>>


  


  * * * *


  


  THE DEVIL’S DOUBLE
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  It was the middle of an early summer afternoon in Louisville. The sun bathed the streets with hot gold. People thronged the main avenue. Women shoppers streamed in and out of the stores; men hurried on business; traffic rolled in orderly haste.


  


  The middle of a prosaic afternoon. All seemed as it should be ...


  


  The town car turned onto the avenue from a side street. It was a big foreign car, speaking of great wealth. Its curtains were drawn.


  


  The town car stopped before a building which was under construction. The sidewalk here was railed off to prevent pedestrians on the walk from being struck by falling bricks. But as the town car halted, a man appeared from the interior of the unfinished building. He walked unobtrusively past the car.


  


  As he passed, one of the curtains over the car windows was raised. A shaking hand came out with a newspaper-wrapped package in it. The man from the building took the package. He walked back into the building again.


  


  The town car’s motor raced preparatory to going away. But before it could get into motion, another car with curtained windows swung onto the avenue. This did not stop anywhere. It slowed a little near the town car, but that was all.


  


  However, in the short time of its slowing, it discharged a passenger. Of the hundreds on the avenue, only a few noticed the car, a big blue sedan. Of these few, only two or three saw the passenger get out. At first, that was!


  


  A prosaic street, crowded with prosaic people going about their commonplace affairs ....


  


  And then, seemingly all at once, they began to stare at the discharged passenger. Once they had seen, they craned their necks to look again, shocked out of all commonplace, living by what their eyes were regarding.


  


  The person who had come from the blue sedan was a woman - a girl, rather, scarcely more than twenty. She was tall, maturely curved, strikingly lovely. She had dark hair and great dark eyes, and skin so fair that it looked snow-white in contrast to the blackness of her hair and eyes.


  


  She had descended from the car, run a few paces to get her balance as she hit immovable ground from a moving object, and then stood still in the middle of the avenue, with surprised drivers jamming their brakes to keep from running her down.


  


  For an instant she continued to stand there, in the middle of the street, as if dazed, with traffic a twin river around her. Then cars began to stop on each side of her, and cars and staring crowds began to ring her in.


  


  “What’s the matter with her?” a woman snapped. “Is she walking in her sleep?”


  


  “Might be, at that.” a man snickered beside her. “Looks like she’s got a nightie on.


  


  Dazedly the beautiful girl looked around at the crowds. And it could be seen that the nightgown simile was not far from the mark.


  


  Sheer strips of some stuff swathed her body, were draped loosely around her legs. That was all she wore, the sheer stuff through which her form could be vaguely seen as through mist.


  


  “What is she - a veil dancer?” snorted another man.


  


  The traffic cop from the corner began to force his way to the block-up in the center of the square. Like a statue swathed in mist, the girl stood in the cleared space. And now the door of the town car opened and an elderly man stumbled out. His eyes were wide with horror. He staggered toward the girl, hands outstretched as though groping his way.


  


  Suddenly the girl moved. She poised on one slippered foot and from the folds of gauze that covered her she drew a short, slim blade. Her voice raised in a shrill, eery incantation, the words of which could not be distinguished. She waved the sword. She began to dance.


  


  “A publicity gag,” someone shouted. “She’s a sword-dancer after a newspaper write-up.”


  


  The crowd laughed and yelled agreement. Some fool began to beat time to the girl’s slow rhythmic steps by clapping his hands. But horror was growing on the face of the elderly man from the town car. And on the face of the cop, as he came nearer through the crowd, was amazement and. something like awe.


  


  “It’s Jane Ivor,” he panted suddenly. “By the saints - Jane Ivor’“


  


  The dancing girl whirled more rapidly, more wildly. Her great dark eyes glitters with lurid fires. She performed her sword dance in the middle of the city’s main street with more abandon.


  


  “That’s the girl,” shouted the man who was clapping time. “If publicity’s what you want, you’ll get it.”


  


  The girl seemed not to hear him - seemed not to hear or see anybody. Her supple left hand tore at her breast, and a strip of the gray gauze enfolding her came loose and floated to the ground, exposing her smooth white shoulders.


  


  “Now you’re going to town!” laughed the man who clapped. “More, more!”


  


  Jane Ivor---” panted the traffic cop, tearing his way forward with ever less ceremony.


  


  “My daughter!” groaned the elderly man from the town car, fighting the heedless mob between him and the girl.


  


  The girl began to sing more wildly. And now the crowd stilled a bit as a few words could be distinguished in her chant, and as more and more of the swathing gauze was torn from her body. People began looking at one another inquiringly.


  


  “Satan...my master...” some of the words of the girl’s chant sounded. “Devil...worship....”


  


  The swathing gauze was nearly all on the street now. And a woman cried out a bit as the meaning came home to all. No publicity seeker would go quite so far. No girl would dare such censure in a mere quest for notoriety.


  


  “Let me through, damn you.“ shrieked the elderly man, fighting at the heedless ranks still between him and the girl.


  


  “Get out of the way, you dumbbels,” raged the cop, beginning to use his night stick. Jane Ivor - let me get to her!”


  


  There was stunned silence, in which the girl’s chant sounded louder, more weird than ever. Then, like a concerted echo, the crowd repeated the name.


  


  “Jane Ivor! Jane Ivor!”


  


  A young man in the outer fringe of the crowd gasped.


  


  “Good God! It is Jane Ivor! Most beautiful deb in the city: Daughter of John Ivor, the distilling magnate! Kidnapped a week ago, along with her kid brother! And now she comes back - like this!


  


  In the cleared spot on the avenue now danced a girl with moonlight hair and eyes, who wore nothing but frayed, high-heeled slippers. Her eyes were frenzied as she waved the slim sword above her head and chanted. And now the words of the incantation were only too clear.


  


  “Satanic Majesty, I worship you. You, the Devil, are my master. Death to your enemies!”


  


  * * * *


  


  The crowd, coming through heedless laughter and growing confusion to something like terror, gave back before the girl’s shimmering blade. That sword was obviously razor-sharp, and she was slashing it around with horrifying abandon.


  


  “The Devil’s my master! Death to his enemies!”


  


  The pirouetting white figure circled the ring of cars and people shutting it in. And then a man yelled.


  


  “My God! - look at her eyes!”


  


  The girl’s black eyes seemed about to start from her head. Wild white formed a rim around the pupils.


  


  “She’s mad! Get her before she kills somebody!”


  


  “Satan is my master! I worship the Devil ---“


  


  Screaming now, the crowd that had been laughing rolled back from the girl. The man who had been clapping time, ashen-faced, led the rush. Several other men, with the traffic cop beside them, leaped for her.


  


  “Back!” she screamed, slashing with the sword. “You are enemies of Satan! I will kill all enemies of the Devil!”


  


  “Jane,” cried the elderly man, breaking at last through the milling crowd. “Jane - my own daughter - - -”


  


  “Back - I’ll kill --- “


  


  The elderly man, sobbing, gasping, fell back from the keen blade that had darted toward his heart.


  


  “Jane - don’t you know me? It’s Dad!”


  


  “Back---”


  


  The traffic cop sprang at her. Like a tigress she stepped away, blade flashing. The cop’s face turned sickly as the blade grazed his cheek. And then, the others were on her, horrified, deathly afraid of the blade in her mad fingers, but risking their lives to catch the lovely maniac before others in the crowd died to the bite of the blade.


  


  “Enemies of the Devil! Enemies of the Devil!”


  


  Her shrill voice was a clarion call, a bugle note of madness. But they got her at last, hands gripping her white flesh firmly, though as compassionately as possible.


  


  The elderly man approached her as she struggled in the grip of the men, who tried to cover her writhing white body with their coats.


  


  “Jane,” he groaned, “Look at me, recognize me! It’s John Ivor, your father, Jane.”


  


  The girl only glazed at him out of great eyes in which the whites were lunatic rings around the pupils, and tried to gouge his face with taloned fingers.


  


  “Jane Ivor!” “Released by the kidnappers - but insane!” the young man breathed. “Wait till I get that story into the paper! Insane heiress back from kidnap hell to do nude sword dance in the main street!


  


  He ran for a phone. And the knot of men holding Jane Ivor, once the city’s most popular debutante, went with her to the town car which still stood beside the half-completed building, and put her in it with her white-faced father.


  


  * * * *


  


  2. Satan’s Threat


  


  The air was tense, still, in the best private room of Louisville’s finest hospital.


  


  Four people were in that room. One, tied with webbed linen to the iron bed, was Jane Ivor. The second was her father, who sat with fingers gripping the edge of his chair till they showed white in the reflected sun-glare from the cream-colored walls. The third was the chief of staff of the hospital, an internationally known psychiatrist. The fourth was a figure such as might have stepped out of a nightmare or a masquerade ball.


  


  This figure was tall, spare. It was cloaked from heat to heels in a red garment that enveloped it utterly. Over its face was a cloth mask, also red. On its hands were red rubber gloves, and hiding the head and hair was a red skull-cap from which projected two knobs in mockery of Lucifer’s horns.


  


  Keen eyes blazed through the eyeholes of the mask. Steel-gray eyes, icily calm.


  


  The girl with the mad eyes writhed on the bed against the bonds. But her struggles were patently to get to the weird red figure, although in her eyes was stark horror of it.


  


  “Satan,” she whispered. “Master, I must serve you.”


  


  The figure uttered words which made the red mask move a bit over shrouded lips.


  


  “Yes. I am Satan. And you must serve me. You hear?”


  


  “I hear and I obey,” whispered the girl.


  


  “Jane —” faltered John Ivor, in a cracked voice.


  


  The red-garbed figure held up a stern hand. The fingers of that hand seemed shielded in fresh blood as the sunlight caught the smooth red rubber of its glove.


  


  John Ivor, Louisville’s richest citizen, bit his lips for silence. The red mask moved with more words.


  


  “You must serve me, even though, perhaps, I be not Satan after all.”


  


  For an instant the wildness in the girl’s eyes faded a very little. Perplexity, fear, took its place.


  


  “But you are Satan. You told me so, many times. And you told me I must serve you.”


  


  “That is true,” the red-clad figure droned. “But I may have deceived you. Would it matter if I had deceived you?”


  


  The girl said nothing for an instant. The light of perplexity was still stronger in her lovely eyes, still was robbing the light of madness that had originally showed there. And as it did so, the doctor and the father leaned tensely forward; for perplexity is a thing of sanity, not madness.


  


  “Would it matter if I had deceived you, and was not Satan after all, but only a man?” the red-clad figure said.


  


  The girl answered indirectly.


  


  “You are Lucifer. You told me so. And you told me I must obey you, and kill your enemies...”


  


  “I am sure it would make no difference to you if I were only a man, instead of Satan incarnate,” said the masked lips smoothly.


  


  “But you are Lucifer - - -”


  


  It was almost a scream that came from the girl’s lips. But again, there was a subtle difference from that scream and the mad laughter that had come from her lips before.


  


  “Watch,” commanded the red-garbed one quietly.


  


  He took off the red rubber gloves, revealing long-fingered hands that were almost inhumanly powerful, but which yet were indisputably human. He removed the skull-cap and mask from his face.


  


  And that face, like the hands, was indisputably mortal. It was a strong face, with level gray eyes under coal-black brows; and with a high bridged, patrician nose over a long, firm chin.


  


  The girl half rose in spite of her bonds. Her eyes were wide and glazed as they glared at the revealed face. Her cheeks were white with nerve shock.


  


  “You are a man,” she whispered in a strangled voice. Then more loudly: “A man! You are only a man! Then I need not serve you! Oh, God, you’re not Lucifer, and you have no power--”


  


  Her words stopped as though cut with the sharp sword she had waved an hour before. She dropped back to the bed. The doctor rose quickly, and the father gasped.


  


  “She has fainted,” said the man in red quietly. “That is all. A tremendous nerve-shock, but she will be all right. And when she comes to, she will no longer be mad. The discovery as far as she is concerned, that the dread master she thought she must serve is only mortal, will restore her sanity.”


  


  The doctor stared at him.


  


  “I can almost believe you, Mr. Keane,” he said slowly, “though when Miss Ivor was brought in here I would have sworn nothing could ever cure her madness. Who are you, that you know the mind so well, and know so well the exact thing to do to cure her? “


  


  Ascott Keane shrugged powerful shoulders.


  


  “It doesn’t matter who I am.” He turned to John Ivor. “We’ll leave her here in good hands for a little while,” he said. “Shall we go to your home?”


  


  “Yes,” breathed the father of the girl who had been mad. “Yes. Anything you say. You have saved my girl. Now, if you could only do something for my boy - - -“


  


  “That’s what we shall talk about,” said Ascott Keane.


  


  * * * *


  


  In John Ivor’s home on the boulevard, Keane and Ivor faced each other in a quiet library room. The phone has Just rung, and word came from the hospital that Miss Ivor had regained consciousness and was indeed sane, though broken by some terrible experience she had gone through and of which she refused to speak. John Ivor’s face was still pale, and his hands still trembled; but in his eyes there was a measure of relief.


  


  “Thank God for your arrival!” he said brokenly. “If there is anything I can do to - -“


  


  Keane waved his hand.


  


  “Forget that. I’m a wealthy man myself, perhaps richer than you are. Tell me everything about the kidnapping. I think I know most of it, but tell me anyway.”


  


  John Ivor sighed brokenly.


  


  “It’s hard to speak of it. A week ago today my daughter, Jane, and my son, Harold, started for the country club. Jane was going to play tennis with some friends, and Harold had a golfing engagement. They left - and did not come back.”


  


  “At six-thirty, an hour after they should have returned, I phoned the club. They had not gone there. No one had seen them, or knew anything about them. I wasn’t too much worried, however, till my man came to me with a plain envelope and said there was a message in it left by some man who refused to wait for an answer.


  


  “I opened the envelope and took out the message. It was the one that ha been shown in the papers: an announcement that Harold and Jane had been kidnapped and were being held for ransom, the amount of which and place of delivery would be given later.


  


  “I still wasn’t sure the letter was anything but the grim prank of some moron, but then the police phoned that they had just found Jane’s wrecked roadster. It was in the ditch. And in the car - Ivor’s voice cracked - was a man’s handkerchief saturated with chloroform, and my daughters racket. With the racket were Harold’s golf clubs.


  


  “That night I got a note demanding that I pay one million dollars for the return of my boy and girl. I was to give the money at two in the afternoon, a week from that day, to a man who would receive it at a certain building under construction, where there would be no one on the sidewalk to try to stop him.


  


  “I went to the police with everything. I knew it was risky, but so often kidnappers kill their victims anyway, and go on with their plans as if the victims were still alive, that I thought it more risky to keep the thing to myself.”


  


  Keane nodded.


  


  “All as I have read for myself,” he said. “Go on.”


  


  Ivor bit his lips.


  


  “That much you have read. But there are two things you haven’t read - which no one knows about yet.”


  


  “One is that I paid the ransom money today, just before my girl was pushed from the blue sedan. The other - -“


  


  Ivor mopped his forehead with a trembling hand.


  


  “I didn’t have a million in cash where I could get to it. That’s a terrific sum, Mr. Keane. I could only get half a million. So, I wrapped that up in newspaper, and gave it to the man who came to my town car for it.


  


  “Half a million, Mr. Keane. And the kidnappers gave me back my daughter - half of the pair they kidnapped!


  


  He started beseechingly, fearfully at Keane.


  


  “No one knew I was going to pay only half the ransom. Yet they came in the sedan with only my girl - somehow knowing in advance that I hadn’t the full sum with me!”


  


  He paced the library, while Keane watched him.


  


  “If that were all there was to it, I might think the return of half what I lost, in trade for half the sum demanded, was a coincidence. I might think that the kidnappers were playing the usual double-crossing game - expecting the full million but hoping to get still more by returning only my daughter. But there is more. I found this note in my pocket, thrust there by someone in the crowd, a little while after we’d got to the hospital.”


  


  He handed a crumpled bit of paper to Keane, who read:


  


  John Ivor: When you deliver the other half-million, you shall get your son back. Meanwhile, your daughter’s madness shall be your punishment for not giving the full sum in the first place.


  


  The note was unsigned.


  


  “You see?” Ivor said almost pleadingly. “Days ago, the kidnappers knew I was going to give only half the ransom, though not a soul on earth but myself knew that!” He jerked around. “Have you any explanation for that?”


  


  Keane’s long fingers touched softly.


  


  “An excellent one,” he said. “You wouldn’t understand, however. All I will say is that it only confirms my knowledge of the kidnapper.


  


  Ivor gasped. “You know who he is?”


  


  Keane nodded.


  


  “Then - my God, man! - the police---”


  


  “Can do nothing, if it’s the person I think it is. Think! Know! The kidnapper is Doctor Satan himself. The huge sum asked made me think so in the first place, which is why I came to Louisville from New York when I first read of the affair. The diabolically induced madness was another indication. ‘The Devil is my master. I serve Satan.’ I knew who had inspired that delusion, all right! Now, the apparent magic by which the kidnapper knew you were going to pay only half the demand. Doctor Satan read your mind, my friend.”


  


  “Doctor Satan?”


  


  “So the name means nothing to you! I wish it didn’t to me.” Keane sighed wearily. “He is a man who performs crime for the sheer, icy love of it - a devil if ever there was one. Your daughter in her delusion about having been in contact with Satan himself, was not so far wrong, my friend!”


  


  He strode toward the door.


  


  “Don’t tell the police or anyone else my name or my connection with this,” he warned. “I want to work alone. Give me twenty-four hours to try to track this man down and rescue your boy.”


  


  He nodded and was gone; a man, Ivor thought, like a steel blade; a man to inspire hope when all hope was lost, as he had inspired it in that bizarre and still inexplicable cure of Jane Ivor . . .


  


  * * * *


  


  “But of course it was apparent at once what had happened,” said Keane a few minutes later.


  


  He was talking to a tall, lovely girl with deep blue eyes and reddish hair, in her hotel suite. The girl was Beatrice Dale, secretary, companion, right-hand man.


  


  “Knowing that Doctor Satan was behind this, we could guess at the source of the girl’s madness. Doctor Satan was seen by her only in his crimson costume, of course, in that costume he subtly and deliberately induced madness in her. Therefore, her cure suggested itself: Dress as Satan did, and unmask before her, letting her see that the being she thought the Devil incarnate was only a man after all.”


  


  Beatrice was frowning a little. She nodded impatiently.


  


  “Yes, I see how the cure would suggest itself. But why did Doctor Satan drive her mad in the first place?”


  


  Keane sighed. “It was in line with his usual process: A reign of terror among wealthy citizens - then demands for money. Satan kidnapped Jane and Harold Ivor intending from the first to send them back to society incurably and horribly mad. With that as a precedent, no other father would hesitate a minute to part with a fortune to spare madness in his own child!”


  


  Keane’s icily calm gray eyes grew colder yet with bitter anger.


  


  “No one knows it yet, including the police - but eight rich men in the city have received notes from Doctor Satan. Each note demands a sum varying from two hundred thousand to five hundred thousand dollars. Each note threatens kidnapping and induced insanity for the child of that man if the money is not paid on demand! Jane and Harold Ivor are but the first of many victims - if we can’t stop that red-robed devil!”


  


  Beatrice Dale faced him, cheeks a little pale, a light in her eyes that Keane had never yet really observed.


  


  “So again you go after this man,” she murmured. “Ascott, be careful. I feel - this time - that you may not come back - - -”


  


  Keane’s rare smile flashed out.


  


  “Save your sympathies for Satan, Beatrice. This time, he will be killed, and our work completed!”


  


  * * * *


  


  3. Road to Hell


  


  At ten o’clock of the night when Jane Ivor had amazed and then horrified Louisville by doing her mad dance in the open street, a tall man in an enveloping topcoat approached the unfinished building where Ivor had delivered half a million dollars from his town car.


  


  The man had his coat buttoned and the rim of his hat down over his face, though the night was warm. He carried a bundle under his arm.


  


  At the building, on the deserted walk, the man paused. Light from across the street shone on his ice-gray eyes for an instant. Ascott Keane.


  


  Across the street were many people. Before the building there were none. Back from the empty sidewalk yawned the cavernous entrance of the brick shell.


  


  Steps sounded from down the walk. Keane tensed a little and looked at his watch. It was three minutes after ten. In his pocket was a note - one of the eight extortion notes sent to the city’s eight leading citizens. The note read:


  


  If you do not want your son kidnapped and returned a hopeless lunatic, you will deliver four hundred thousand dollars at five minutes after ten tonight at the address given below.


  


  The given address was that of the unfinished building. The signer of the note was Doctor Satan.


  


  Four minutes after ten. The approaching footsteps, slow, leisurely, came yet closer. Keane looked toward them.


  


  For an instant Keane was startled and disappointed. For the maker of the steps was a uniformed policeman. He had expected anything but that; had expected an accomplice of Satan, perhaps disguised as a tramp, perhaps dressed as a sleek and respectable citizen....


  


  “Disguise,” breathed Keane. “But that doesn’t necessarily mean as tramp of business man . . . .”


  


  Eyes wide with the thought, he stared harder at the approaching policeman. And then his eyes narrowed and his jaw tensed.


  


  The policeman’s eyes were glazed, drugged-looking. He was walking like something moved by a spring - or like a person moving in his sleep. His wide, staring eyes were fixed on Keane as though they didn’t really see him.


  


  “My God!” whispered Keane, as the full extent of Doctor Satan’s scheme burst home to him. “He’s using the police as his messengers now! This man is hypnotized - perhaps drugged first! But what more efficient way of collecting extortion money could he devise than to have a patrolman in full uniform, apparently only walking his beat, pick it up?”


  


  The policeman came nearer, glazed eyes fixed on Keane’s face. He slowed as he got to Keane, as if waiting for something.


  


  Keane extended the bundle he carried.


  


  “Have you come here for this?” he said, staring at the man’s drugged, vacant eyes.


  


  “Perhaps,” the policeman spoke. His voice was thick and pitched in a monotone. “What is in the package?”


  


  “That which will keep Malcolm Tibbet’s boy from sharing the fate of Jane Ivor,” said Keane.


  


  “The word?” said the policeman.


  


  Keane was staring into those drugged eyes with all the power of his will, now. And, as a result of his concentrated gaze, those eyes were flickering a bit.


  


  “The word is ‘immunity’,” said Keane, quoting the password given in the letter.


  


  For a moment the policeman hesitated. And Keane knew that his brain was struggling to catch the message of the master mind that had hypnotized him. Where was that message coming from? Keane had to find out, and do it through this man.


  


  “‘Immunity’ is the correct word,” the man said monotonously. “Give me the package . . . .”


  


  His voice trailed off as Keane continued to stare at him, hypnotically, powerfully. His eyes widened and grew perplexed. Slowly but surely Keane’s brain was hammering down the wall of hypnosis induced by Doctor Satan previously. Keane realized, when the man was free of Satan’s spell and not entirely under his own!


  


  “The package - - -” the policeman reiterated vaguely. And then his eyes, clearing more and more, blinked as he stared around him, for an instant in full possession of his faculties.


  


  “Hey, what the hell! What am I doing here? Who are you? What’s this package you got?”


  


  He stepped a swift pace back from Keane, hand driving for his gun.


  


  “This is the joint where Ivor was to have handed over the kidnap dough! Now you’re here with a bundle! By God, you must be one of the guys - - -”


  


  * * * *


  


  His gun was half drawn before Keane’s eyes completed their work. He stood rigidly still in that attitude, gun half out of its holster, face hostile, staring at Keane.


  


  Keane spoke.


  


  “You will do what I command,” he said.


  


  The man’s breathing had become regular again. His eyes were glazed once more; but not, this time, from the hypnosis of Doctor Satan!


  


  “I will do what you command.”


  


  “You were sent here for this package. Who sent you?”


  


  “A man in red, with a red mask.”


  


  “Where did you meet him?”


  


  “He was in a blue sedan. He stepped out of it as I came near. He looked at me a long time, and then told me what to do.”


  


  “Where were you to deliver the bundle you got from the man who brought it to this building?”


  


  “To the blue sedan, at the same corner.”


  


  He named an Intersection toward the eastern limit of the town. Keane’s fists clenched. Would Doctor Satan be in that sedan again? If so, he was going to meet him in less than fifteen minutes! And this time - - -


  


  Keane felt of a small, egg-shaped thing he carried gingerly in his coat pocket. Bullets, knife-blades, clubs - these ordinarily lethal weapons could not be used on Doctor Satan. He had means of protecting himself against such crude weapons. But this thing he had in his pocket! That, Keane thought, spelled death for the man!


  


  “We’ll go to the blue sedan,” he said to the policeman. “My car is down a block. Come with me to it.”


  


  * * * *


  


  A dark intersection, with an abandoned factory on one corner throwing black shadow. In the shadow, a blue sedan - the car from which Jane Ivor had been pushed that afternoon.


  


  Keane gripped the egg-shaped thing in his pocket. Then he cursed in his heart as he drew near the sedan with the cop. For there was only one person in the car, and that one was a man on whose face was stupid cruelty, who sat at the steering wheel.


  


  Doctor Satan himself had not come; he had merely sent a casual accomplice to get the money. Keane’s quest of the red-garbed devil who engaged in crime for the love of it as some men hung big game in Africa, was not to be so easily ended.


  


  The man at the wheel of the sedan eyed the two doubtfully as they drew near. Obviously he had been expecting only the uniformed patrolman; his fingers clutched the gear-shift lever uncertainly then he saw Keane too. But he waited till Keane got to the car. And that was his mistake.


  


  Keane’s eyes bored into his as they had drilled into the cop’s. The man blinked uneasily, tried to turn his head as instinct warned him of some danger he could not understand.


  


  “You were to receive a package from this man,” said Keane, indicating the policeman. His voice was level, quiet, soothing.


  


  “Yeah.” said the driver of the sedan. “But where did you come from?”


  


  “I’m the one who took it to the building. I’m to go with you to your master with it.”


  


  The man’s lips tightened.


  


  “Oh, no, you’re not. You - - -”


  


  He stopped. His eyes were helplessly held by Keane’s.


  


  “You can’t - - -” he mumbled.


  


  His face became stony, his eyes unwinking. Keane got into the car beside him. Then he turned to the policeman, and made a pass with his hand before the other’s heavy face.


  


  “Drive!” he snapped to the man at the wheel.


  


  The command was given none too soon. With the passing of Keane’s hand across his face, the cop came out of his trance. He saw Keane, really, instead of through a hypnotic mist. He remembered seeing him before, in connection with some suspicious place or happening that he couldn’t quite spot at the moment.


  


  “Halt!” he roared, as the car Jumped forward.


  


  “Faster,” said Keane to the staring driver.


  


  Gun shots sounded from behind. The policeman was trying to shoot the tires of the blue sedan. But they left him behind and sped on, toward the city limits.


  


  “You will drive me to your master,” Keane said to the man he had enslaved momentarily to his will.


  


  “I will drive you to my master,” the man repeated.


  


  * * * *


  


  Thirty miles they went, from the limits of Louisville. They got to a farmhouse that was a tumbledown ruin. Behind it there was a barn, in even worse shape.


  


  The man turned into the drive of the vacant place. He got out of the car. Keane followed. The man went into the barn.


  


  There he walked directly to a mound of hay. There was a bit of wood at the edge of the mound. The man grasped this and pulled it. The hay mound turned, as though resting on a turntable. A square hole was revealed in the barn floor with steps leading down.


  


  “Where does this go?” demanded Keane.


  


  “It strikes a short tunnel that leads into a cave. I don’t know where the cave ends. I think it is a far part of the Mammouth Cave system. Anyhow, I know it goes for a long, long way. And somewhere back in it, my master, Doctor Satan, stays.


  


  Keane took a deep breath. He had trailed Satan to many different lairs, but none of them promised to be as appropriate as this. It was fitting that a man masquerading as Lucifer should have his haunt in the bowels of the earth - near Hell, if there were such a place.


  


  The man who had driven him walked down the steps and touched a projecting stone. The hay mound above slid into place, leaving them in thick darkness.


  


  “Now?” said Keane.


  


  The man pointed. Keane felt his arm go up, looked in the direction of its extended finger. Far ahead, he saw a pin-prick of light.


  


  He turned to the man.


  


  “You will sleep,” he said quietly, his hand on the man’s arm.


  


  “I will sleep,” was the somnolent answer.


  


  Keane felt the man lowering himself to the rock floor of the crude tunnel they were in. He felt him lie down, heard no further movement. Alone, he started toward the pin-prick of light far in the distance - and toward whatever weird place Doctor Satan had fixed down here as his lair.


  


  “A lair near Hell,” Keane muttered as he felt his way along toward the distant light. “Please God I can send you to Hell tonight.”


  


  * * * *


  


  4. Hell’s Anteroom


  


  The tunnel down which Keane walked grew constantly lighter. As it lightened, it turned faint rose-colored from the oddity of the light ahead. And now Keane heard a faint roaring from that same light.


  


  He got nearer, and saw that the light across the tunnel ahead of him was not constant; it flickered and twisted, like a great yellow serpent.


  


  Then he saw the nature of it.


  


  Up from the rock floor roared a column of flame at least two yards across. It disappeared through an orifice in the rock ceiling, stretching from floor to top like a solid column, save it twisted and writhed constantly like the fiery serpent it resembled.


  


  Keane stopped. The rock beneath him was trembling with the fury of the pillar of fire. The heat blasted at his face twenty feet away. It was a door to what lay beyond the tunnel more forbidding than any portal of steel.


  


  “Natural gas,” he muttered.


  


  But a guess as to the nature of the column did not help him pass it. That stopped him, for the moment. But, he reflected, there must be a way to tame the pillar. People passed along there. They couldn’t do that if the flame persisted constantly.


  


  He thought of going back and getting as guide the man he had left in hypnotic slumber at the tunnel mouth. But that was not necessary. Even as he thought that, he heard the roar of the pillar diminish a little, felt the rock shake less violently under his feet.


  


  The fiery column was dying down. It burned less brightly as he watched it. It sank till he could see the leaping crest of it top under the low ceiling.


  


  And over that crest he saw a man’s head, on the other side. It was a head to induce nightmares. Like a naked skull it was, with unbelievably little flesh to clothe it. In deep eye-sockets, drugged eyes peered forth.


  


  The flame” died down still lower. Keane saw the man’s body, as skeletal as the head. And as the emaciated body was more and more revealed by the subsiding of the flames, Keane shrank back into a niche in the wall to be out of sight. He opened the bundle he had brought with him.


  


  From the bundle he took the costume he had worn in the hospital to restore Jane Ivor’s sanity; red cloak, red mask, red skull-cap, red gloves - point for point a costume matching Doctor Satan’s own as Keane remembered it from former encounters.


  


  He donned cloak and gloves, started to put on the mask.


  


  But by now the pillar of fire had sunk below the floor level, down into the hole from which it sprang. It left only a ragged orifice like the mouth of a well in the rock floor. The opening was only about six feet across. Keane, looking around the corner of his small alcove, saw the emaciated man with the drugged, staring eyes, leap this hole and start walking down the tunnel toward where he hid.


  


  There was no time to don the mask and skull-cap. The man was abreast of the niche before Keane could get them on. He stared at Keane in the lessened light of the lowered flame. His mouth opened for a shout.


  


  Keane felled him with a blow to the jaw. There was neither time nor need for subtler measures. He caught the falling, thin body and lowered it to the floor just out of the way of the tunnel itself. Then he put on the mask and the skull-cap and with the two projecting knobs mocking imitation of Satan’s horns.


  


  Tall and spare, with the red robe arrogantly draped over his broad shoulders, he stalked toward the hole into which the flame had sunk - an exact replica of Doctor Satan himself. Already the roar of the fiery pillar was increasing again, and he saw the tip of the flames as it started to rise once more to bar the tunnel.


  


  He leaped the two-yard opening. Heat seared him for an instant, threatened to set fire to his robes even in the half-second of his jump. But he got to the other side ....


  


  Behind him the fire column rose to the ceiling in its full strength. His way back was cut off. Before him - - -


  


  Keane looked, and gasped aloud.


  


  He was in a great, low cave, extending before him farther than the eyes could penetrate. Stalagmites, like withered, warped bodies, thrust up from the floor. Stalactites dripped from the low ceiling. Among the stalagmites half a dozen figures moved; figures no less warped and distorted than the limestone pillars around them.


  


  Keane’s eyes narrowed as he looked at them. He had guessed that Doctor Satan had more accomplices here than he normally used in his devilish business; the layout of the place had indicated that. But he had not reckoned on so many, and he had not dwelt on the possible caliber of the accomplices.


  


  Doctor Satan must have scoured the underworld to get these men who were smoothing the floor of the cave, storing supplies, In general working to make of it a permanent and sumptuous base for their diabolical master. Keane had never seen such seamed, degenerate, evil countenances! Why, with the red light from the flame pillar flickering over the weird cavern, and over their twisted bodies, they looked like demons in a real Hell!


  


  Now two of them glanced toward him, and shouted aloud. They straightened, and the others straightened with them. At attention, like ghouls parading before the Devil himself, they waited the orders and coming of the one dressed in Lucifer’s red robe.


  


  * * * *


  


  Arrogantly, imitating Doctor Satan’s stride, Keane went toward then. And he saw again, in every eye, the glazed look he had seen in the eyes of the policeman and the man who looked like a walking skeleton. Doctor Satan was taking no chances of disaffection or insubordination among the rabble he had chosen to set his evil underground house in order. He had made each of them a slave to his hypnotic will.


  


  “Somewhere back in ... the cave system... my master, Doctor Satan, stays.”


  


  So had had the man Keane had come to the caves with. Keane, not glancing at the murderous-looking men who stood at attention, stalked past them and toward the far end of the big cave. But as he went, his mind wrestled with a thought as breathtaking as it was monstrous.


  


  So much like a real Hell, this place looked! So much like actual, inhuman demons appeared the dregs of criminal humanity working in it!


  


  Doctor Satan masqueraded as Satan. Yes, but was it all masquerade? Was it not conceivable that - Lucifer being only a personification and title for the evil passions of men? Doctor Satan was actually Lucifer, or as near to it as a being could ever be?


  


  Keane shrugged the thought aside. True or fanciful, it was beside the point; the point being the destruction of the master criminal who had given rise to it.


  


  He got to the end of the big cave at last, and squeezed through a rock opening barely large enough to admit his lean but powerful body, into another smaller cave. And with his entrance into this he instantly leaped sideways and behind a big stalagmite. For in this second cave was everything he had come here to find.


  


  Tensely, cautiously, he peered around the concealing rock cone....


  


  * * * *


  


  To one side of the cave, which was roughly circular and about fifty feet in diameter, was a legless giant who supported his torso on muscular arms as big as most men’s thighs. The man’s stupid, cruel eyes blinked toward the center of the cave. This was Bostiff, Satan’s main lieutenant in crime since Keane had blasted his other lieutenant, Girse, out of existence. He was looking at two figures in the center of the place.


  


  One of these was a boy of nineteen or so, dressed in expensive clothes which were now wrinkled and stained. The boy’s face expressed terror beyond that tolerable to sanity. His wild eyes glared at the figure that faced him with the fascination in them expressed in the eyes of a small animal hypnotized by a snake.


  


  And this other figure was that of Doctor Satan himself.


  


  Tall and arrogant it towered over the boy, who was Harold Ivor, brother of the girl who had been left, a maniac, on the main street of Louisville. It was garbed in red from head to foot and, point for point, was as like the red-clad figure of Keane, concealed behind the stalagmite, as a reflection of that figure in a mirror.


  


  Only in one detail did the two identical figures differ. The eyes peering through the holes in the mask covering Keane’s face were steel-gray. The eyes of the figure towering over the boy were black, lurid, infernal.


  


  “Who am I?” Doctor Satan rasped to the boy.


  


  Harold Ivor, panting, glaring helplessly into the arrogant black eyes, replied: “You are Lucifer.


  


  “You truly believe that?”


  


  “I truly believe that.”


  


  Keane, behind his concealing pillar, felt glacial rage flood through him. He had got here just in time to witness Doctor Satan’s method of driving his victims mad. He had turned Jane Ivor into a maniac. Now he was doing the same to Harold Ivor. Then the boy would be released in the town as Jane had been - a second horrible object-lesson as to what happened to the children of the rich if their parents did not pay to prevent it.


  


  “Whom do you serve?” rasped Doctor Satan to the lad.


  


  “I serve you, Satanic Majesty. And I will kill your enemies.”


  


  There was a silence, while the black eyes of the masked figure stared into the glazed, mad eyes of the boy.


  


  “Bostiff,” Doctor Satan said.


  


  The legless giant swung his body toward his master, using the calloused backs of his hands as feet.


  


  “Take him to his prison. Another session like this and he will be ready for release.”


  


  “Yes, master.”


  


  Bostiff seized the boy’s hand, propelled him toward an opening in the cave. He dragged himself after. The two went through the opening.


  


  The red-robed figure in the center of the cave was alone.


  


  * * * *


  


  The red-robed figure behind the stalagmite near the door, drew up to its full height, then stepped out of its place of concealment.


  


  Doctor Satan had been staring at the opening through which Bostiff had gone with Harold Ivor. How he whirled like an uncoiling spring, and stared at Keane. And in his black eyes was a sudden madness of surprise, hate and rage.


  


  Keane drew near him. He stood before Satan, and the result was fantastic.


  


  Two Satans stood there; two Lucifers, clad in red, red-masked, with Luciferian horns. The Devil and his double! Crimson twins, with death in the eyes of each.


  


  Then Doctor Satan stepped toward Keane with right hand clenched.


  


  “Keane!” he grated. “Again! At every turn I find you - squarely in my path! But this time that path shall lead ahead without obstacles, to limitless power.”


  


  “No, said Keane softly, “this time the path shall be blocked if my dead body must be used to block it!”


  


  * * * *


  


  5. The Scarlet Twain


  


  Doctor Satan took a step nearer the figure so closely resembling his own. His black eyes played sardonically over Keane’s red cloak.


  


  “So,” he grated, “in order to get past my men you imitated my trappings. You made a mockery of the masquerade it amuses me to wear.”


  


  Keane shrugged.


  


  “It seemed the easiest way. I was sure you had many serving you here. I didn’t want to kill them. It seemed easier to get past them by trickery.”


  


  “And having passed them,” said Doctor Satan, “what then?”


  


  Keane’s mask stirred to the deep breath he drew.


  


  “This,” he said softly. “A thing I think even you are unfamiliar with, Doctor Satan. You will learn of it shortly. And it will be the last thing you ever will learn about!”


  


  His hand went under the red cloak. It came out of his pocket with the weapon he had carried from the hotel - his one weapon, on which he was staking everything.


  


  He opened his fingers and let Doctor Satan see the egg-shaped thing lying on his palm. It was smooth, perhaps two and a half inches long by two inches through. It seemed to be made of gray vitrum.


  


  “Long ago,” Keane said, “there were inquiring minds more versed in their own science than our present-day scientists, with their research laboratories and fine equipment, are in theirs. That was the science of Black Art. This is one of the results. I found it in the ruins of a Druid monastery in England.”


  


  Doctor Satan stared at the thing in Keane’s hand. And as he stared, his black eyes lost their arrogance and became filled with the shadow of dawning fear.


  


  “Where did you...get your knowledge of what this is?” he breathed, voice thick. “Why, it is...it is the—”


  


  He stopped, and a silence like that of the grave held the cavern.


  


  “It is the Blue Death of Saint Sartius,” said Keane. “It was first used in Rome. Then its secret was forgotten till the black ages, when a Druid monk rediscovered it. I have read records of the death of everyone in a certain town in England. The records stated that an odd sort of plague was responsible, but intimated that death was caused by some of these.”


  


  His fingers clenched over the vitreous shell.


  


  “Sarlfolk,” whispered Doctor Satan hoarsely. In his black eyes was a fear he had never shown before. “I have read the records, too. The town of Sarlfolk - depopulated overnight and never occupied again - But that can’t be the Blue Death you hold In your hand! Its secret was again lost when England was still a wilderness with men like animals populating it.”


  


  Keane’s masked lips moved in a bleak smile. He raised the egg-shaped thing in his hand.


  


  “You’ll find out,” he said.


  


  And he threw the thing with all his force at the feet of Doctor Satan!


  


  * * * *


  


  Satan screamed. It was the first scream of terror that had ever come from the shielded, perpetually hidden lips. He leaped back from the object that had burst like a tiny bomb save that no explosion accompanied it. But quick as he was, he had acted too late.


  


  Keane had thrown it so that it burst to pieces between him and the only two openings from the cave - the one into which Bostiff had taken Harold Ivor, and the one through which Keane had come. And with the instant of its bursting, the vitreous egg had emitted that which rose as a barrier to those exits.


  


  From the broken shell a bluish, heavy mist rose rapidly and moved toward Satan as though acting with a will and intelligence of its own.


  


  Another scream tore from Satan’s shielded lips. He was probably the only man on earth, aside from Keane, versed enough in the occult to know what terror it was that crawled toward him. But he knew well enough!


  


  The bluish mist spread with the rapidity of flame devouring straw. It poured from the broken shell like a rolling wall. And it formed in a half-circle around Satan, forcing him back toward the rock wall of the cavern.


  


  In Keane’s eyes was the glitter of triumph long delayed.


  


  “You’ll know now some of the anguish you’ve caused others,” he said savagely. “You’ll know some of the torment endured by the men you’ve killed - some of the mental torture being undergone at this moment by the parents of the children you threatened. I could feel sorry for anyone facing the Blue Death of Saint Sartius, but not for you.”


  


  There was a shuffling sound at the entrance through which Bostiff and Harold Ivor had gone. Bostiff had reappeared. He swayed in the doorway, eyes glinting with brute surprise as he saw two red-robed figures where only one had been before, and with fear as he saw without understanding the blue fog that was rolling toward the one he recognized instinctively as his master.


  


  “To me!” Doctor Satan screamed. “Bostiff---”


  


  The legless giant turned, snarling, toward Keane. Then he turned back obediently toward Satan and began hitching his body toward the blue fog on his hands.


  


  “No!” breathed Keane in something like horror as the legless man hitched forward. But he did not utter the word aloud. Bostiff was as evil as his master, limited only by his own thick-wittedness. He deserved death as well as Satan.


  


  Bostiff reached the edge of the blue fog, paused, then groped a little into it.


  


  A scream suddenly came from his distorted lips. And the fog, touching him, underwent an instant change.


  


  From being a sort of mist, it became a clinging, viscous shroud. Bostiff began wrenching and tearing at it as it poured itself swiftly over and around him. The viscous shroud grew more opaque, palpably harder. It was as though the legless man were suddenly encased in frosted blue glass.


  


  His hoarse shouts died in volume. Through the blue opacity his staring eyes, like the eyes of a man caught under ice and swimming desperately under water to find the hole he fell through, peered out.


  


  “Master! Save me.’“


  


  The shout could barely be heard. And in any event Doctor Satan wasn’t listening. Nor could he have done anything - if he had.


  


  The blue mist had reached him now. It circled him closer as he crouched against the rock wall as though trying to force his body into it. It touched his face....


  


  Doctor Satan’s hands were up, fingers extended in a cabalistic sign. His lips were moving the red mask over his face as they chanted a ritual not heard by human ears for fifty generations.


  


  And as he watched, perspiration studded Keane’s face under his mask. The blue fog was slowing a little. Was it possible that Satan could evade this death?


  


  But the fog, halting for a moment with the cabalistic signs and the incantation, surged forward again. Incredibly, the mist-like stuff grew what seemed to be horrible tentacles. The shreds of them wrapped around Satan’s red-sheathed arms and dragged them down.


  


  A few yards away, Bostiff was now only a cocoon of a thing lying moveless on the floor. Even his ghastly, staring eyes could not now be seen. The fog portion that had wrapped around him had hardened like the vitrum of which the shell of the egglike object containing it had been made. Keane repressed a little shudder. Such a fearful death!...


  


  Doctor Satan was down now. Over him, as it had over the legless man, the blue mist was becoming a viscous, sticky sheath. But Satan had stopped screaming. Keane saw his black eyes glisten through the mask with fearful intensity of thought.


  


  Next moment Keane found out what the thought had been directed at.


  


  A man stepped through the narrow portal into the first cave off the flame. Another man followed, and another. Six men lined before the opening and began to advance on Keane. Slaves of Satan’s hypnotic will, they had been called silently, from this distance.


  


  * * * *


  


  Keane exclaimed aloud, though not in fear of his own safety; the summoning of these comparatively stupid mortals was a futile last gesture, as Satan must have known in his extremity. The thought that wrenched the cry from Keane’s lips was the fear that by sheer numbers the men might defeat the death he had brought here for the red-robed fiend he had struggled against so long.


  


  The Blue Death could surround and kill only a limited number of bodies! True enough, the ancient records hinted that the Blue Death had killed all the inhabitants of the old town of Sarlfolk. But if that were so, a great deal more of it must have been released than had been carried here in Keane’s egg!


  


  The deadly blue mist would attack every moving thing within range save the being that directed it! But it took a definite amount of it to kill. It now surrounded two forms. If it divided to surround six more - would there be enough to kill them all?


  


  For once in his life, Keane wished he had a gun. In his deadly resolve to overcome Doctor Satan at all costs, he would have shot these men, because their dead bodies would not have drawn aside any of the fatal mist. But he had no gun, and he could not attack six men bare-handed. Biting his lips, he could only watch what took place.


  


  Meanwhile the six men, hypnotized by Doctor Satan and acting blindly according to his will, sprang at Keane. With an athlete’s quickness, he dodged their concerted rush. Two of them plunged into the Blue Death, already rolling toward them. One, laying hands for an instant on Keane, he flung into the ominous fog. The other three started to attack a second time, and stopped like ice-sheathed statues as the Blue Death reached them.


  


  * * * *


  


  Keane’s breath came between his clenched teeth in a ragged hiss. Eight bodies were cased in the viscous blue stuff which the mist became when it touched flesh! They lay like cocoons on the rock floor, some motionless, some feebly writhing, but all things of horror and despair.


  


  * * * *


  


  Keane went to the form which still showed a little reddish through the blue crust over it - the form of Doctor Satan.


  


  * * * *


  


  Terror-filled, dulling bleak eyes stared at him through the fearful sheath. Red-gloved hands raised a little, crackling the blue stuff that cased them, in a final gesture of malediction. Then they fell and the black eyes closed.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Thank God!” breathed Keane, voice harsh and cracked.


  


  The fight was over. He was sure. To make doubly sure, he would have liked to strangle that stark form; to have clubbed its head in. But he dared not touch the blue shell. That would have meant death for him, though he himself had released it.


  


  He went to the opening through which he had seen Harold Ivor taken. The boy was beyond, in a small cave like a prison room. He was cowering against the wall, and he shrieked and threw up his hands as Keane entered in his red masquerade.


  


  Keane dragged off his mask, and threw back his red hood. The boy stared as Jane Ivor had stared.


  


  “You’re—you’re a man?” he sobbed. “You’re not---”


  


  Keane smiled, and in that smile was a gentleness that erased the fear from the boy’s face.


  


  “I am not Satan,” he said. “There is no Satan—at least, none to frighten you any more.


  


  As Jane Ivor had done, her brother, Harold, swayed in the beginning of a fainting fit from shock. But he had not been as far driven in madness, yet, as his sister had been. He reeled from the shock, but he did not lapse into unconsciousness. And after a moment he came to Keane, trembling hand outstretched.


  


  Keane grasped it.


  


  “Come,” he said. “We’ll leave here. We’ll leave this Hell, and the demons in it, and its master - all dead---”


  


  But then, as he got to the door, a hoarse shout was wrung from his lips. He leaped to the spot where Doctor Satan had been lying, eyes wide with a shock of astonishment that almost unnerved him.


  


  The spot where Doctor Satan had lain was empty. His blue-sheathed form was no longer there. And over the bodies of the seven who had served him, the blue casing was a little thicker.


  


  “Damn him,” raged Keane, trembling fists raised. “Damn him!!“


  


  Satan had gathered the remnants of that icy, terrific will of his while Keane was away with the boy, and had, out of his own fragmentary knowledge of Saint Sartius’ Blue Death, contrived somehow to divert its hardening shell from his own body and onto the others that lay near by.


  


  That was obviously what had happened. But, sick with defeat when victory had been tasted, Keane refused entirely to believe it till he got to the anteroom cavern with Harold Ivor.


  


  * * * *


  


  The flaming pillar was down. Someone had just passed this way and had hurdled the well-mouth opening from which the fire hissed.


  


  Had that someone hurdled it feebly, barely dragging his body up the opposite edge? Keane thought so. For on the far edge of the small abyss was a single, torn, red glove.


  


  But, feebly or not, Doctor Satan had escaped from the caves. Again he had cheated with death to which Keane had driven him closer than he had ever been before in his satanic existence.


  


  The flame pillar was already rising again.


  


  “You must Jump that hole,” Keane said to the boy.


  


  He set the example. The youth followed. Clinging to Keane’s hand, Harold Ivor went with him down the outer tunnel.


  


  The concealed trap-door above was open, as Satan had left it, too hard-pressed and weak to bother to shut it after him. Under the door the man Keane had hypnotized after his use as guide had been no longer needed, lay stretched on the floor. Eyes open and blank, he slept the sleep from which there is no awakening save by the action of the one who induces that sleep.


  


  Keane started toward the man, then stopped. He was a human rat. The emanations from his hazed mind caught by Keane’s superhuman psychic perception whispered that he was at least once a murder, perhaps twice or thrice.


  


  Face bleak, Keane went on past him with the shuddering boy. He left the man sleeping there...


  


  Outside, in the driveway of the abandoned farm, the blue sedan was gone. Keane bit his lips as he visioned the swaying, raging figure in red at its wheel, speeding off somewhere into the night - to strike at humanity again when he had recovered.


  


  Somberly, with his shoulders drooping, Keane started toward town with the boy. He had stopped the reign of terror in Louisville - but his real work was not yet done.


  


  <<Contents>>


  


  * * * *


  


  BEYOND DEATH’S GATEWAY


  


  


  The sea was as calm as a pond. Over it the great ship floated like a ghost vessel, dipping a little to long, slow swells but otherwise as motionless as a thing on a backdrop. The white moon poured down its peaceful flood, but somehow the peace was an eery thing and not reassuring.


  


  In a large cabin on deck A, two men sat behind a locked door and talked in whispers too low to be recorded if there were a dictograph receiver concealed anywhere. One of the two had the often-photographed face of .Assistant Secretary of War Harley. The other was Jules Marxman, inventor and manufacturer.


  


  Harley, a slim, precise, elderly man who looked more like a high school principle than an important Government official, shook his head a little.


  


  “Then, as the invention now stands, it is useless,” he summed up.


  


  Marxman, the inventor, nodded his bushy gray head. His heavy grizzled brows drew into a straight line.


  


  “Useless,” he conceded. “I have the formula for the poison gas completed. It is perfect - a gas so volatile that it spreads at a rate of a hundred feet a second in all directions, and wipes out all living things, including vegetable matter. But its very speed makes it impossible to use it as other war gases are used. It would wipe out the men releasing it as well as the enemy.”


  


  “Special masks to protect our own men?” suggested the Assistant Secretary of War.


  


  Marxman shook his head.


  


  “I thought of that, of course. I worked along that angle for a long time. But no mask can be devised to protect a man from the gas. So the answer lies in another direction. That is, an antidote of some sort for it that will permit the men releasing it to feel no ill effects from it.”


  


  “That sounds difficult. Look here, couldn’t the stuff be shot from guns to explode and radiate at a distance?”


  


  “No. It is so highly explosive itself that no shell can be designed to keep it from exploding when the gun charge bursts, when its high volatility spreads it all around the gun. Again, our own men would die from it. No, the only answer is the antidote that will make the corps releasing it immune to its deadly effects.”


  


  Harley stroked his long, spare chin.


  


  “You’ve worked along that line, Marxman?”


  


  “Yes, I have been working on an antidote for eighteen months. The final solution is not yet worked out. But I’m getting close.”


  


  Marxman looked at the locked cabin door, and lowered his voice still more.


  


  “I have an antidote at present that will counteract the effects of the gas. But its own effects are almost as serious: The man who takes it literally dies for a short space of time. His heart and breathing stop. Blood circulation ceases. He’s a dead man - for about twelve hours. Most curious.”


  


  “And, most unfortunate,” Harley said dryly. “In twelve hours the enemy from beyond the radius of the spreading gas could gun and bomb the helpless crew out of existence. But tell me, how can men ‘die’ for twelve hours, with the blood stream stilled and liable to coagulate, and then come to life again? Or - do they?’


  


  “Yes, they do, I don’t yet know how. The blood should coagulate, but it doesn’t. Perhaps some life force beyond power of detection still functions enough to keep the body in shape to be reanimated when the effect of the antidote wears off. Anyhow, that’s what happens to a man who takes it in its present state. He literally dies for half a day, then comes slowly back to life again.”


  


  “Have you tried it on anyone?”


  


  Marxman nodded. His face was a little paler than normal.


  


  “What happens to the subject of experiment?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Marxman looked at Harley for a moment before replying,


  


  “I tried it on a dock laborer, several times. He wasn’t a clever or educated man. He didn’t manage to express very well the things that happened to him. But as far as I could gather, he was in the land of the dead during the coma induced by the drug.”


  


  “Land of the dead.’“ Harley exclaimed. Then he smiled.”And where is that?”


  


  “I don’t know.”


  


  “What’s it like?”


  


  “I don’t know that, either, my man hadn’t the vocabulary to describe such things in the first place. In the second, he didn’t want to talk! And, though he was fearless in a blunt, animal way, he refused to take the stuff more than twice.”


  


  “Probably it has some sort of hashish effect,” said Harley shrugging. “Land of the dead! That’s a little thick! But regardless of that angle of it - the poison gas invention is not yet ready to turn over to the war department. Is that it?”


  


  “That’s it,” said Marxman. “The gas is perfected, but the antidote is not. And until it is, the whole thing remains only a novelty, a dream of empire that can’t be crystalized till I have finished work.”


  


  Harley fingered his lean chin.


  


  “Don’t overlook the fact that, even as matters stand, you have a very valuable secret,” he warned. “Any power on earth would pay millions for the uncompleted formulae, on the chance that they could work out the conclusion in their laboratory. You have the formulae written out?”


  


  Marxman nodded.


  


  “They’re too complicated to carry in my head.”


  


  “You keep the papers in a safe place?”


  


  Marxman smiled a little. He drew from his vest pocket a small capsule, like a quinine capsule. It looked like some sort of dsypepsia medicine he carried for use after meals.


  


  “The formulae are on onion-skin paper, in this capsule. If ever I am threatened for them, I swallow them. The capsule dissolves in my stomach - and so do the formulae! I hope the necessity for swallowing them doesn’t arise, for it would take me six wasted months to rediscover a few of the obscure chemical combinations in the formulae. But it can be done if necessary.”


  


  Harley nodded. “As safe a way as any, I think. Well, goodnight, Marxman. Take care of yourself, and for God’s sake give the United States first chance at your gas and antidote when its worked out.”


  


  “I am American,” was Marxman’s simple answer. “I have worked in France because a colleague there has just the laboratory equipment I needed. That’s all. My own country gets the invention when it is completed, as a matter of course.”


  


  The two men shook hands. Harley left Marxman’s cabin.


  


  * * * *


  


  Marxman stared at the little capsule in his hand, which contained the nucleus of the mightiest war weapon ever devised. Then he slipped it into his vest pocket again.


  


  The night was warm, almost stuffy. He lit a cigar, put on a plaid cap, and went up on deck....


  


  At that moment, in the salon at the opposite end of the ship, from which he had not stirred all evening, a man who looked like a high school principal but was really Assistant Secretary of War Harley, was talking in low tones with his secretary, a good-looking young fellow of twenty-eight.


  


  “I hear Marxman is on board with an interesting invention,” the secretary was saying. “Are you going to see him?”


  


  “By all means,” said Harley. “I think a little later in the evening.”


  


  Marxman passed the windows of the salon without looking in. Assistant Secretary of War Harley had already seen him, he thought. It never occurred to him that a man could make up like Harley so exactly as to fool him - he was well acquainted with the man - and then proceed to pump him dry of details concerning his latest invention.


  


  He walked to the rail, fingers touching the capsule in his vest pocket.


  


  * * * *


  


  Sea calm as a pond. Great ship like a ghost vessel floating over it. Moon pouring down a peaceful but somehow eery white flood.


  


  From the stern came strains of music as the ship’s orchestra played for those in evening dress who cared to dance. From the salon nearest to where Marxman stood by the rail came a burst of laughter as members of a salesmen’s convention to Europe laughed over a Joke.


  


  Right behind Marxman there was an iron staircase leading up to the boat deck. From that deserted upper deck a figure appeared. It blotted out the faint light at the head of the stairs. It began to descend, slowly, without a sound, like a great snake slithering down on its prey.


  


  Once Marxman turned for a moment. The black figure became a motionless blot on the staircase. Marxman looked out over the sea again. Then the figure recommenced its crawling descent. A faint streak of light from the drawn shutters of a near-by cabin flicked over it.


  


  It revealed a form in a black cloak with a black hat pulled low. That was all. The face could not be seen. Yet evil radiated from the form as heat radiates from black-hot iron.


  


  The black figure reached the deck and took two rapid strides toward the inventor....


  


  Gay laughter from the salon - casual music from the dance floor - and on the deck, death!


  


  Marxman tried to cry out. A steely arm hooked around his throat prevented a whisper from coming from his lips. His hand darted for his vest pocket and he raised the capsule to his lips and took it into his mouth.


  


  The arm around his throat was replaced by steely hands. He couldn’t swallow. His face grew blue, purple, with eyes starting from their sockets as he fought for breath. Then his writhing body became still. It hung from the iron grip of the hands around his throat.


  


  One of the hands shifted. Fingers, gloved, pried open Marxman’s Jaws. They took the melting capsule from his mouth. Then the dark figure heaved upright.


  


  A thing like a badly tied bundle of rugs went over the ship’s rail. There was a faint splash, almost inaudible in the plashing of the ship’s progress.


  


  The dark figure watched Marxman’s body float astern like a drift log in the white wake of the moonlight. Then it turned, and melted into the darkness of the nearest companionway. And with it went the formulae of the new gas - and its partly perfected antidote.


  


  * * * *
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  On a hill fronting the shore of the bay among great estates forming the cream of the big houses in the wealthy resort town on Red Bank, New Jersey, was the home of Linton R. Yates. A thirty-room mansion, it crowned the hill like a coronet of gray, cut stone.


  


  At the moment it was dark. No lights showed from any window, even the windows in the servants’ quarters. It looked empty. But it wasn’t. In the darkness of the side driveway a roadster stood. The roadster had been driven there, alone, by Linton Yates himself. And Linton Yates was at present in the basement of the house.


  


  Down there, with none of the electric light showing from any barred and steel-shuttered basement windows, he stood beside the square furnace at the end wall. His withered old hand went out. He touched a small, discolored patch in the wall next to the back of the furnace. A section of the wall hinged out.


  


  Gray bearded, wizened, crafty-looking, the rich man stared furtively around him before he stepped into the hidden basement room revealed by the swinging back of the concealed door. As he entered the room he touched another discolored patch in the stone wall, and the door closed after him.


  


  There was a great safe door in the floor of the ten-by-ten cube. So large was it that it almost formed the floor of the room. Rubbing his hands together with a dry, rasping sound, Yates walked over the safe door to a big knob in its center. He twirled that to the required combination, walked off the door, and threw a small switch.


  


  There was a hum as a half-horsepower electric motor spun gears that slowly raised the ponderous door. Yates went down two steps into the safe. Here was a great heap of small, dirty yellow bars, and a square steel box. The yellow bars were gold; tons of the stuff, hoarded here by Yates against the day when the country would return to the gold standard - at a new and high dollar-value that should give him two dollars for every one he had spent for the precious metal. The steel box....


  


  Yates chuckled aloud as he passed the bars of gold and went to the box. It weighed perhaps a hundred pounds. It was with a panting effort that the wizened old man managed to open the lid. With the lid opened, he crooned aloud, as a man might talk to an adorned pet.


  


  A coruscating, varicolored fire came from within the box. It was cold fire. Yates plunged his hands in and lifted them. The fire trickled back down between his fingers and into the box again. The fire of diamonds, hundreds of them, unset but perfectly cut.


  


  Diamonds and gold! The two commodities, particularly gold, that always have at least some solid worth, no matter to what low price other commodities sink.


  


  “With these,” whispered Yates, eyes gleaming, “I am secure. No man or form of government can harm me - make me poor.”


  


  He let diamonds trickle through his claw-like fingers again, then stiffened suddenly.


  


  But his stiffening was not that of alarm, nor was it that of listening. He stared straight ahead of him, at the steel and copper wall of the sunken safe. But he did not see that wall. His filmed eyes were glazing rapidly, as the eyes of a man glazing in death. His body was as stiff suddenly, and for no apparent reason, as a thing of wood.


  


  For perhaps a full minute he stood there, bent over the box a little, with the last of the diamonds trickling from his cupped hands to the strong-box. Then slowly, he began to sag toward the floor. He sank to his knees, his rigid stare still centered on the safe wall. He fell, like a falling log, prone beside the treasure box.


  


  He was dead. A glance could reveal that fact. But in a moment it was revealed that his death was not the most horrible part of the unseen drama to be played in the sunken safe.


  


  The dead body abruptly began to lose its solidarity of outline. Its demarcations became blurred, as the surface of hot stone is blurred when heat waves shimmer up from it. And as the outlines became more and more blurred, they commenced to dwindle.


  


  The dead body shrank, like wool in hot water. It got smaller till it was like the form of a doll dressed in doll’s clothes to resemble an old man. And then - there was nothing in the safe but the dirty bars of gold and the small box of gems. At least, a glance would have intimated that there was nothing. Only a careful look would have shown, on the floor beside the box, a tiny thing like a watch-charm shaped in human form.


  


  That was at eleven-thirty at night. At twelve, a big closed car drew up behind Yates’ roadster under the side portico. The closed car had come thirty miles in thirty minutes. From it descended a figure cloaked in black, with a black hat on its head, the brim of which hid all trace of its features.


  


  The figure worked an instant with the lock of the side door, opened it, and walked in darkness to the basement stairs. Beside the furnace a gloved hand - gloved in red instead of in more conventional hue - went out and touched the discolored patch.


  


  Leisurely the figure went into the hidden basement room. It lifted the box of gems first. The box was borne to the big closed car. Then, bar by bar, the gold followed, carried by the dark figure as though the two hundred and fifty pounds each weighed were scarcely more than a normal load.


  


  With plenty of time between trips, the big car was loaded till it sagged drunkenly low on its springs. Then it was backed out of the drive under the red-gloved hands of the dark form at the wheel.


  


  It slid soundlessly into the main road, turned, and took the wide pike toward New York City....


  


  * * * *


  


  It was at three in the morning when the Red Bank chief of police, a dark-faced, slow-moving man named Carlisle who was high in New York’s detective bureau, and a man with black hair and steel-gray eyes, entered the sunken safe in the hidden basement room.


  


  “See?” said the Red Bank chief. “Its all like I phoned, you Carlisle. Yates’ roadster is at the side door, lights out and motor cold. The cook next door reported seeing the old man drive in, and after he’d been in the place two hours, with no lights on, she had sense enough to think something funny was going on. So she phoned me. But I get here and find this safe open and empty, and no sign of Yates! Now where the hell is he? He ain’t in the house, and he ain’t on the grounds. He couldn’t have gone far without his roadster. And anyhow, his safe’s cleaned. It must have had something pretty valuable in it. He certainly didn’t clean it out himself and then Just walk away somewhere leaving it wide open!”


  


  The tall man with the coal-black hair and the gray eyes stopped suddenly. He picked up something from the floor, near a square in the dust that looked as though a box had rested there recently.


  


  “What’d you find, Keane?” Carlisle asked.


  


  Ascott Keane, probably the most competent detective alive, though few knew him as anything but a polo-playing rich man’s son, faced Lieutenant Detective Carlisle.


  


  “Nothing but a burnt match,” he said, holding out a paper match with a charred end. “I don’t think it will tell us much.”


  


  He gave the charred match to Carlisle.


  


  But into his coat pocket went another small object, hardly bigger than the match, which he had picked up from the floor at the same time and palmed.


  


  Carlisle grunted at the match, then looked expectantly at Ascott Keane.


  


  “Well,” he said, “you once told me to get in touch with you any time an especially mysterious crime was done. This is crime, sure enough. And, damned if it isn’t mysterious enough. Think your pal, Doctor Satan, did it?”


  


  Keane shrugged.


  


  “There undoubtedly was something of great value in this carefully concealed strong-room. There must have been a great deal of it. Probably hoarded gold. Certainly Yates wasn’t able to carry it away; he was an old man, rather feeble. Somebody got rid of him, somehow, when he was down here counting over his buried treasure! And, from the complete absence of all clues, I’d say the person clever enough to do that might have been - Doctor Satan.”


  


  Carlisle stared curiously at Keane. Keane’s face was as calm as a poker-player’s. But it was to be noted that fine beads of perspiration were on his face, and that his cheeks were not quite as calm as his expression. Hard marks ridged them.


  


  “That all you got to tell me?” he said.


  


  “That’s all for the moment. I think I’ll run along ---”


  


  “But you just came!“ Carlisle said, disappointed and a little suspicious. “You haven’t looked around at all.”


  


  “Looking around won’t get you anywhere - if this is the work of Doctor Satan. And I’m sure it is. A lot of quiet study in a secluded spot is more to the point. I’m off the indulge myself in that now.”


  


  He nodded to the two men, and left the basement.


  


  Behind Yates’ car was the police car the Chief and Carlisle had come in. Behind that was Keane1s long-low-hooded sedan with its streamlines and its hundred and thirty miles an hour of speed under its hood.


  


  Beside the driver’s seat was a girl, waiting for him. She was tall and lithe. Her dark blue eyes, in the light from the dash, softened as they turned on him. Her hair, escaping in a few tendrils from under a smart, small hat, was coppery brown. This was Beatrice Dale, Keane’s secretary. No, more than secretary! She was his able assistant, his right hand man. More than once in his pursuit of the monster of crime who called himself Doctor Satan, Keane had reached the point where he could hardly have carried on without her aid.


  


  “What did you find?” she said eagerly, as he took the seat beside her and started the motor. “Was it Doctor Satan’s work?”


  


  Wordlessly, in answer, Keane handed her the small thing he’d picked up from the floor in the rifled strong-room. Then he slid into reverse gear as she looked at it.


  


  “Ascott, what is it?” Beatrice said. “It looks like a tiny doll. Yet it gives me the creeps somehow. It seems to be made of rubber or some such stuff. A little doll, hardly more than, half an inch long. What is it?”


  


  Keane tooled the car onto the highway and started along the New York pike. He glanced somberly at her.


  


  “What is it? Well, it isn’t a doll. Here, give it back to me before I tell you.”


  


  He took it from her fingers and put it back into his pocket.


  


  “That,” he said, “is a man. Not a doll. A dead man!”


  


  “What ---” Beatrice faltered.


  


  “It’s the remains of Linton R. Yates. Now, you’re not going to faint I wouldn’t have told you if I’d thought you were apt to do anything silly.”


  


  Beatrice Dale straightened her swaying body into the seat. She drew a deep breath, and her voice was measurably calm as she said:


  


  “You flatter my nerves, I’m afraid. My God! A dead man! And I held it!”


  


  It was notable that she didn’t question for an instant the statement that a thing like a tiny doll, which could be held in the palm of her hand, was, impossibly, a dead body. She had worked with Keane long enough to know that his statements were apt to be infallible. And the feel of the little thing that “had given her the creeps” bore out his fantastic declaration.


  


  “Yes,” he said as the car leaped toward eighty miles an hour, “that little thing is Linton Yates, retired oil magnate. Can you imagine his loving family gathered around that, during a burial ceremony. Like burying a watch-charm with all dur pomp and surroundings!”


  


  “Then it was Doctor Satan!” Nobody else on earth could have done so hideous and bizarre a thing! But how ---”


  


  She stared at him, still pale, eyes wide.


  


  Keane frowned at the night, into which they were boring at express train speed.


  


  “I think I know how. I’ll make sure when we’ve got to my library at home.”


  


  * * * *


  


  That was at a little after three. At four, they stood in Keane’s book-lined library beside the great ebony desk at which he had sat studying so many problems arising from the ghastly genius of Doctor Satan.


  


  Keane was reading a two-year-old scientific paper entitled “The Possibilities of a Death, or Disintegrating, Ray,” by someone named Barnard Hallowell:


  


  “The death ray, so-called from popular speculations of a disintegrating device by the public press, is not at all an impossible dream. I am working on some such device now. I have come close to its solution several times. As none of the features of my invention has yet been perfected to the point where they can be patented, I will naturally not reveal particulars to you. But I can describe the result of the machine when - and if - it is completed.


  


  “My apparatus could be pointed and aimed as accurately as any gun, so that the ray it emits can kill one person, and one person, alone, at a distance up to forty miles. Or the ray could be so diffused that all things within a forty-degree arc of its muzzle (at a lesser distance, however) would die. The ray strikes instantly dead the thing it is loosed upon. Then it further disintegrates the flesh of the carcass by causing the molecules to split apart and stream away, through solid objects around it, and eventually, into empty space. How can I know this, when I never yet quite completed a machine? My only answer unfortunately, not provable since I cannot let anyone see the fruits of my experiments to date, is that I have come near enough to the solution to what the problem is in effect, similar to what I describe, to begin on bodies of animals in my laboratory....”


  


  Keane closed the paper, and looked at Beatrice.


  


  Her blue eyes were level with concentration. She stared at the paper in his hand, then at his face.


  


  “Doctor Satan got to the man who wrote that paper, Bernard Hallowell,” she said. “Since he wrote it, he has completed the death-ray machine. Doctor Satan forced the secret of it from him. That is what the little figure you picked up in Yate’s safe means.”


  


  Keane slowly shook his head. On his forehead again appeared fine drops of sweat. And again, hard muscle ridged out on his lean cheeks.


  


  “No, Beatrice,” “It means more than that - much more. You see, Bernard Hallowell is dead. He died two years ago, just after reading this paper before a meeting of the American Scientific Institute.”


  


  Beatrice stared at him, color slowly draining from her face as she vaguely sensed something of what was in his mind.


  


  “Bernard Hallowell, the one man on earth capable of doing to a human body what was done to Yates, is dead. Yet Doctor Satan got from him the secret of the death ray - which was not quite completed when he died. That can mean only thing:


  


  “Doctor Satan has found out how really to do that which charlatans and self-deluded investigators have often claimed baselessly they could do - communicate with the dead.”


  


  * * * *
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  The disappearance on shipboard of the great inventor, Jules Marxman, stirred police circles as a stick stirs muddy water. The vanishing of Linton Yates was distinctly secondary: Yates, though far richer, was not as internationally known.


  


  At the hotel suite booked by Marxman for himself and his assistant, swarms of detectives and newspaper reporters filed in and out interviewing, or trying to interview, Slycher, the assistant.


  


  But there was one man who had no trouble closeting himself with Slycher, known to police and news hawks if not the public, he was treated with amazing deference. That was Ascott Keane. He sat in the tower suite now with Slycher.


  


  “You say you thought Assistant Secretary of War Harley talked to Marxman just before Marxman disappeared?” Keane repeated.


  


  Slycher nodded, white-faced, more than a little frightened. He was himself a murder suspect, of course.


  


  “But Harley denies seeing Marxman?” Keane went on.


  


  “Yes,” said Slycher. “Most of the police think I’m making up the story. But I swear I saw Mr. Harley go into Mr. Marxman’s cabin. Also, I saw him come out again, and shortly afterward, Mr. Marxman went on deck - and was never seen again.”


  


  Keane looked at the man. He was obviously telling the truth, as he saw it.


  


  “Harley is above suspicion,” Keane mused. “If he denies he was with Marxman, it quite likely he wasn’t there, in spite of appearances. That means someone must have impersonated Harley. Marxman was bringing home a nearly completed war formula, wasn’t he?”


  


  Slycher nodded and told him about the poison gas, which was perfected, and the antidote which was not.


  


  “The gas was useless as a weapon till the antidote could be worked out better,” he concluded. So, anyone stealing the gas formula couldn’t use it anyhow: if he tried, he’d be knocked out himself.”


  


  Keane’s eyes were intent, and were glinting a little as they always did when he was uncovering a warm scent.


  


  “This formula of the antidote,” he said slowly. “As it stood, it figuratively killed anyone who took it ---”


  


  “Not figuratively – actually!” the inventor’s assistant interrupted. “Anyone taking it dies, as far as medical examination can show, for twelve hours.”


  


  “And Doctor Satan can Communicate with the dead!” Keane breathed.


  


  “What?”


  


  “Nothing, I think I’m beginning to see light, that’s all. And now for a very important question. And you’ll have to judge for yourself, from recommendations given you concerning me, whether you dare answer truly. Did Marxman, by any chance, have a sample of the antidote among his effects?”


  


  Slycher hesitated a long time before he answered that. Then slowly he nodded.


  


  “He did. He dared to do it because the formula was so complicated that he doubted if any laboratory could fully analyze the sample and duplicate it.”


  


  “Let me have it, will you?” said Keane.


  


  Again the assistant studied his face for a long time. But Keane’s sincerity and authority were unquestionable. Slycher got up and went to the next room of the suite. He came back with a heavily sealed envelope in his hand. The envelope was padded out as though it contained a handkerchief or some other small but bulky thing.


  


  “Here it is, do you want all of it?”


  


  “No,” said Keane softly. “Just enough for one dose.”


  


  Slycher opened the envelope. Onto a sheet of writing-paper he shook a minute quantity of purplish powder. It was coarse powder. It was small crystals, really and looked like powdered amethyst.


  


  “This is one dose of the antidote,” he said. “May I ask what you intend to do with it?”


  


  Keane looked at, and through, the man. His voice, when he answered, was a little hushed.


  


  “I’m going to take it - and die. I’m going to find out where a man goes when he’s dead. And I hope to meet another person in that place - and perhaps leave him there!”


  


  Beatrice Dale, to whom he announced the same intention, when he returned home, was horrified.


  


  “My God, Ascott! Meet Doctor Satan in death? You can’t! The risk---”


  


  “The risk is a little thing compared to what may happen if I don’t,” Keane said quietly. “Have you thought at all what this means? Doctor Satan, with the aid of Marxman’s uncompleted formula, can visit the dead. From them he can obtain the secrets they died without revealing to any other mortal. Why, the world is his if he can’t be stopped! Think of being able to discover the last, and perhaps greatest of the inventions Edison was working on when he died! Or the chance of learning from Captain Kidd’s own lips where his treasure is hidden! Or of finding out the true political machinations of European diplomacy from any of the great statesmen who have recently passed on! Satan can be emperor of earth with that knowledge!”


  


  He looked at the pinch of purplish crystals.


  


  “The gateway to death. Bring me a glass of water, will you? Even if nothing is accomplished beyond that gateway, even if I never come back from beyond it, it will be interesting to pass through it.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Midway between New York and Red Bank, in New Jersey, on a flat-topped knoll near the sea, there stands a rather hideous replica of a Rhenish castle built by an eccentric rich man long dead. The people living near there call it Furlowe’s folly, and know that it has been untenanted and in bad repair for many years. What they did not know was that it had been purchased recently by a man who never made a personal appearance during the transaction. What they also did not know was that in a steel-lined room in the basement of the house, the purchaser, and his ugly assistant, often engaged at night in occupations that could have blanched their faces would they have looked on.


  


  The two were there tonight.


  


  One, the secret purchaser of Furlowe’s Folly, was Doctor Satan, dressed in the masquerade it amused him to wear; red cloak covering his lean, powerful body from heels to throat; red mask over his face; red gloves on his hand; and on his head, the skullcap of red with the little projections, like horns, that completed his costume of Lucifer.


  


  The other was Bostiff, who was a figure out of an illustration of Dante’s Inferno. He had no legs. He hitched his gigantic, formidably muscled torso about by using his arms as legs and resting his weight on the calloused backs of his hands. His eyes, dull, dog-like stupidly brutal, followed the red-clad figure of his master constantly.


  


  Doctor Satan was bending over a long, plain table which was littered with laboratory instruments. He was manipulating a small glass beaker in which a purplish, heavy liquid was rapidly drying into fine purplish crystals. From time to time, he consulted a wrinkled small bit of onion skin paper that had formerly been rolled up in a capsule.


  


  He shook the dried crystals from the beaker onto the table.


  


  “Ready, Bostiff,” his harsh voice droned out.


  


  Bostiff went to a corner of the steel-lined room. Then there was a low divan there. He wheeled it toward Doctor Satan, who lay down on it.


  


  “For twelve hours, Bostiff,” Doctor Satan Said, “My body is helpless, a dead thing. Remember that. And don’t let anyone force a way in here.’“


  


  “Yes, Master,” Bostiff rumbled, gazing at the purplish crystals with dull fear in his eyes.


  


  “On my first trip to the land of the dead,” Satan said harshly, “I got from Hallowell the secret of the death ray. Now I can kill from a distance, and loot the possessions of the victim at leisure. This trip I expect to get from the recently assassinated dictator of Texas, Kelly Strong, full details of his plan to become dictator of the United States, and names of men he placed in key positions to carry out the scheme. He was ready to start up his plan in motion when he was killed. I shall carry on for him, and become dictator in his place. How would you like to be Secretary of State of the United States, Bostiff, with countless men - and women - dancing to your whims to avoid being killed or thrown into Jail?”


  


  Bostiff licked his thick lips, and his dull eyes gleamed. Doctor Satan laughed arrogantly, and poured the purplish crystals into a glass of wine.


  


  “Then guard my helpless body with your life, oh good and faithful servant,” he said mockingly. “And - don’t be so misguided as to attempt to remove my mask and see my face. No man may do that and live.’“


  


  Doctor Satan raised the glass of wine, in which was the little death of Marxman’s antidote, aid drank.


  


  * * * *


  


  4


  


  Two people had taken Marxman’s drug and died the little death. The dock laborer on whom Marxman had experimented, and Doctor Satan. Now, with Ascott Keane’s taking of the purplish crystals, there were three.


  


  His first sensation after swallowing the stuff was - pain.


  


  His body ached as though every bone in it had been broken. He felt as though each nerve were being slowly rasped with red-hot files.


  


  It hurt to die, was his last conscious thought. And after that, he seemed to fall into a deep and dreamless sleep that might have lasted a moment or two, or a thousand years, so that his next thought was the gateway of death is no black river, or cavern mouth guarded by the many-headed wat-dog, it is sleep.


  


  But that was a dim thought, quickly lost in a fog of blind horror as his senses slowly struggled back to him. What was it that horrified him? For a long time, he did not know, could net define it.


  


  He had been sitting at his ebony desk when he drank the antidote. When he regained conscious thought, he did not know whether he was sitting or standing; for he seemed to have no body, no weight. And that was odd, for when he opened his eyes he could see a body. He seemed as solid and weighty as when he had swallowed the drug; and was clothed as he had been then - in most prosaic blue surge.


  


  Yet, the inability to tell whether he was standing or lying persisted. He simply was; he existed in —


  


  In what?


  


  It was the answer to that which finally brought his blind feeling of horror to a head. For he seemed to exist, now in nothingness!


  


  Beneath him he could see nothing. No ground, as we know it, or surface of any kind. Around him was - nothing. Over him was nothing. It was as though he had been transported, with the drinking of the purplish liquid, into the immensities of space - and then had been seeing the stars wink out till none remained.


  


  Yet, this vast nothingness in which he found himself, was not a thing of darkness. Vague gray light was diffused everywhere; like dim moonlight, which is not strong enough to outline things tangibly, yet gives an impression of so doing.


  


  A nothingness of gray space, with Ascott Keane existing in it, but not knowing whether he lay or stood because around him was no single thing by which to orient himself! Where was he? In the land of the dead! And the land of the dead, it seemed, was Nowhere!


  


  Yet, he existed, saw himself as he had been last in life. He had, at least to his own perceptions, body and individuality.


  


  But that may be simply the materialization of my thoughts of myself, he thought. If that is so, then I have the answer to the question; does living intelligence die? It does not. The body does, but not the intelligence directing it.


  


  Now, as he existed in the spaceless, dimensionless, objectless gray nothingness, Keane became aware of sensation of other thoughts and feelings all around near him. Countless forces had their source near him. He felt as one feels when surrounded by a great host of people. Yet, he could see nothing, though the feel of being hemmed in by countless others grew stronger with each passing minute. (Minute? That was a figurative term. For along with a loss of dimension and space and outline as the living know them, Keane had lost all time-sense).


  


  Maybe, thought Keane, I am invisible to them too. Perhaps only the thinking of myself make me perceptible, and that only to me.


  


  The corollary notion came at once:


  


  But if that is so, then I should be able to see others if I think of them! Then it is directed thought which makes outline here in this gray place; which makes tangible outline.


  


  Well, there was a way to test that. If he thought of someone he had known, now dead, that person might appear...


  


  The most obvious person was his father, who had died when Keane was twelve, and whom he had admired as much as he loved. He thought of his father - heavyset, with keen gray eyes under bristling gray brows, and with stubby, powerful hands thrust always in his pockets.


  


  And his father appeared before him!


  


  Keane thought he cried aloud. But there was no sound in this land of the dead. He felt his throat swell with the impulse for sound, and that was all.


  


  “Dad!”


  


  “Ascott.”


  


  But there was no sound. Vibration, thought-waves - the means of communication were as intangible and cloaked in luminous gray mystery as everything else here. Keane only knew that he looked at his father, dead for twenty years, and felt him name him.


  


  “So you have died, my son,” emanated from the figure seemingly of solidified mist, that had appeared with Keane’s thought of it. “Your mother will be anxious to see you - - -”


  


  “My mother! Then everyone we knew - all people - have a life after death! They exist as they did on earth?”


  


  Keane thought his father smiled. But he could not be sure, because he could not be sure if the face and form of his father were appearing before him, in actual sight - or behind his eyelids, formed by imagination.


  


  “Not quite as on earth,” his father said - or, rather radiated. “Here nothing has actual form. You and I, as well as all other living things, are bits of the great central plant of Life Force, which actuates everything that breathes. When we ‘die’, we are re-absorbed by the great life stream, though we know no more about it than a drop of water knows the meaning of the river that re-collects it after it has been drawn to the sky by the sun and released again in rain.”


  


  “But I see you! I see myself - - -”


  


  “You see your thought of me, of yourself, not substance. There is no substance here. You will find out, now that you have died.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Keane thought: queer he doesn’t know that I haven’t really died; that I will return from this gray land. Then he realized that secret thoughts were as evident to this father as specially directed ones were.


  


  For again he seemed to smile, and he said: “I know nothing of what goes on on earth. None of us do, which is contrary to the idea that I, at least, used to have: that the dead know all. Sometimes I would like to know, but I can’t find out. The veil of death keeps us from communicating with the living as well as preventing them from communicating with us.”


  


  “But now there is communication between dead and living,” Keane replied. “And that is why I’m here. On earth a man invented a war weapon which is useless without an antidote that makes it harmless to the men who use the weapon. The antidote, failing in its intended purpose, gives death for half a day to whoever swallows it. Another man, a person without conscience as well as without fear, stole his secret. He has used it to ’die’ and while ‘dead’ to speak to those actually dead and get from them important information; though how he can do that when they must know his purpose is evil, and must try not to give it to him ---”


  


  “Here where all thought either takes physical expression or can be interpreted as clearly as audible speech in life, no thought can remain hidden,” his father informed him. “The man you describe has but to think his question, and whoever the thought is directed at will necessarily think the answer. For thought is involuntary. It cannot be controlled, and there is nothing physical here.”


  


  Thought involuntary? Keane repeated to himself. He did not believe that. It had always been his contention that thought could be controlled by a strong-willed man. But now he was to have immediate proof of his father’s correctness.


  


  It was miraculous to converse with him! It was miraculous, and appealing, to think of conversing with his dead mother too. But there was a thought more insistent than either of these; that was the thought (recalled strongly to him by speaking about Doctor Satan to his father) of the diabolical being he had come here to thwart.


  


  And so, converse with his mother, and further converse with his father, were not to be. For with his thought of Doctor Satan - the vague outlines of his father faded, and other outlines began taking their place.


  


  “Satan!” he thought. “Now - I will see his face.’“


  


  But he had forgotten his own prosaic blue serge, the fabric that seemed to clothe him now as it had when he “died”.


  


  More and more plainly, the outlines of the figure driving his father from his mind appeared to him. And they were still as secretive as they had been on earth!


  


  He saw a lean, red-cloaked shape, tall, with a red mask, and red-gloved hands. He saw no revealed feature save arrogant, glittering black eyes through the red mask’s eye-holes.


  


  Doctor Satan - still masked against disclosure of identity!


  


  But with the detestably familiar red form another was appearing. And, with the ability here to guess at all thought, even when that thought tries to conceal itself, he realized why.


  


  He was seeing the man Doctor Satan had taken the little death to find! His thought of Satan had brought him into materialization and, as one object roped to a second will lift the second when it itself is lifted, with Satan had come the person he had been conversing with when Keane visioned him.


  


  Keane saw a face that was a little hazy and yet very familiar, topped by wavy, iron-gray hair; a face in which a large mouth was mobile over a long, cleft chin; a face often pictured, in life, in the papers. It was the face of Kelly Strong, in life political dictator of the state of Texas, presumed to have been designing the presidency - and not quite the same presidency as that in the minds of the nation’s founders! - before he died.


  


  At the same time, Keane perceived with horror the significance of the meeting of these two. The strange but inevitable phenomenon of thought-transference, which was the rule here, instantly spelled it out for him.


  


  Doctor Satan meant to get the whole of Strong’s plans of dictatorship, almost completed before he died, and become dictator himself! And the idea of Satan as dictator was one to stagger the mind!


  


  “My God!” thought Keane. And: “I wonder if I’ve come in time to stop it ....”


  


  * * * *


  


  With his first materialization, Doctor Satan, as aware of Keane as Keane was of him, had turned snarling soundlessly from Strong. His black eyes bored into Keane’s gray ones, insane with thwarted purpose. And as both he and Keane concentrated only on each other, the materialization of Kelly Strong slowly disappeared.


  


  And in that instant Keane had his answer, given him as helplessly by Satan’s involuntary thoughts as Satan’s dead informants gave up their secrete to him.


  


  Doctor Satan had not yet sucked the information he wanted from Strong! Keane had got to him in time!


  


  “Keane!” was Satan’s enraged thought. And, though the following words were born in Keane’s brain, rather than actually heard, he yet thought to hear the man’s harsh, arrogant voice. “In the devil’s name - how do you manage to cross me here?”


  


  But in Keane’s mind, he read the answer, as the question called up in Keane’s brain the memory of his talk with Marxman’s secretary-assistant, and the obtaining of a dose of the antidote.


  


  “So Marxman’s man made it possible! Satan raged. “And you guessed what I was doing by the results of the death ray on Linton Yates! Yes, I read it all! I tried to find you with the death ray first. But your damned ability, in life if not here, of shielding your thoughts from me, made you an unlocatable target where ordinary men were not! And so you’re here - - -”


  


  “And so I’m here,” was Keane’s response. “And of the two of us, one is going to stay. And I intend that that one shall be you!”


  


  * * * *


  


  Alone in the great nothingness of gray, misty light, there two were. Alone in the place of the dead. For here nothing existed that was not thought of. And the two had no slightest thought of anything but each other.


  


  Doctor Satan’s red-clad, outline shimmered toward Keane, only a projected shadow of the red-clad body that lay in the steel-lined basement room the Furlowe’s Folly, but a shadow as sinister and real-appearing as the body itself.


  


  “There is a hell in this place, my friend,” he stated. “I have been here once before, and I have found that out. It is like its denizens, only to be perceived when it is thought of. In that hell you shall remain - while I go back to life, a dictator, and freed from your bungling interference forever.”


  


  His black eyes gleamed more brightly.


  


  “A hell, Ascott Keane! It’s singularly fitting that I, Doctor Satan, should be the one to cast you into it!”


  


  Keane made no reply. He couldn’t have if he had wanted to. For now his eyes began to see strange things in the gray mist. Things conjured up by Satan’s thought of them.


  


  Slowly, the empty space around him was being defined in the shape of a hollow globe, of which he and Satan were the center. And slowly the walls of the globe were narrowing down on them and were becoming more definite.


  


  And Keane tried to cry aloud again as he saw of what the globe was composed, but he could not, since there was no such thing as sound there.


  


  The walls of the globe were a solid, or seemingly solid, mass of bodies. But they were bodies such as had never before been seen outside a nightmare.


  


  Some had no heads. Some seemed all face and mouth, with tiny puny limbs attached. Some were legless or armless or both. And all were blind.


  


  Pallid gray shapes in the pallid grayness, they writhed and reached toward Keane and Satan; yet Keane knew intuitively that it was not Doctor Satan who engaged their attention, but solely himself. And he shuddered as he thought of being engulfed by the crippled, maimed, writhing things.


  


  “This is just what shall happen,” he perceived Satan speaking to him. “They shall take your soul here, Keane. These things were men and women on earth. They were “crippled morally”, as society chose to express it - just as you believe I am morally crippled when, really.... but we won’t go into that.”


  


  The black eyes glittered satanically.


  


  “Here, after death, they are warped and deformed as they were in life. Creatures of hell, Keane. And as destructive and murderous here as when they had actuality. But it is seldom they have the chance to try their talent for destructiveness now. They shall try it on you.”


  


  The hollow globe was very small now; Keane had the impression that he could almost reach out a touch the hideous shapes composing the wall - had there been anything there really to touch.


  


  “They’ll get Doctor Satan, too,” he thought frantically. There’s no reason why they should pursue me and not him.”


  


  But he knew as he thought it that there was a reason.


  


  The lean tall figure in the red cloak, and these warped creatures of after-life, were of the same stuff. Satan could command them, not be destroyed by them, because he thought as they did and lived as they had lived before death took them.


  


  “Take him!” he caught Satan’s soundless command to the hideous gray shapes. “Take his soul! Hold it here, that on earth his body may be forever a lifeless shell, with soul and intelligence gone!”


  


  And then the gray shapes were on Keane, and he was a wavering form in a monstrous sea.


  


  There was no pain. He saw claw-like hands rip into him, and saw the likeness of his body shredded from him as bits of cloud are shredded from the main cloud bank by a screaming wind. But there was, of course, no pain.


  


  However, there was mental agony far exceeding any physical pain. He had no way of being told it, but he knew the truth: If these clawing hands managed to rip away entirely the thought-mantle that clothed his spirit, if they managed to strip him of his conception of himself, then he could never go back the way he came. He would be really dead, with no link between him and the hulk of himself that sat before the empty water glass on the ebony desk.


  


  “Take him!” Doctor Satan was exhorting the host he would assuredly join when it was his turn really to die. “Strip his soul! Keep him here!”


  


  No real substance, but mist-stuff that could be shredded and torn as misty veils are torn! Keane struggled in the hideous current of writhing, clawing, venomous forms. Doctor Satan was near him. He got to the red-cloaked form.


  


  He had but half an arm left, though like a man in a nightmare, he could look at it and be appalled and yet feel no pain. But the hand remained on this arm, the whole underside of which had been clawed away. That hand drove for Satan’s throat, and found it.


  


  Perhaps it was because Keane was not really dead, and that hence his materialization had a shade more actuality than those of the writhing things about them. Perhaps it was that his hate of the man, whose cruel joke it was to act as Lucifer as well as costume himself in Luciferian manner, was strong enough to take some tangible form here in a place of intangibility. At any rate, Keane’s one crippled hand did more damage than all the clawing hands of all the clawing things that tore at him.


  


  Like a ball of mist on a mist-column, Satan’s head wavered and seemed about to leave its body as Keane’s hand grasped at the shadowy throat.


  


  “Take him!“ Satan exhorted, frenziedly, fearfully, to the crawling throng. “Take him - - -”


  


  His own red-gloved hands were wrenching and tearing at Keane’s mangled wrist. But they could not tear it away.


  


  “Take him---”


  


  Something was happening to Keane.


  


  Suddenly, impossibly, he was beginning to feel pain. It was as though Keanes’ body was being broken and every atom of flesh on it was crushed. As the pain swept down on him in even-increasing waves, the horrible gray shapes faded from his perception - as did the red-clad form of Doctor Satan. The luminous gray nothingness in which he had moved for a unguessable length of time (it might have been a minute or a year or a century) began to fade too.


  


  There was Satan’s thwarted, raging command, “Take him - - -” There was a last vengeful tightening of his hand on Satan’s throat. Then, the pain mounted over everything else and robbed him of consciousness. ...


  


  * * * *


  


  A voice was calling to him. A girl’s voice, frantic, urgent.


  


  “Ascott! Ascott!”


  


  He tried to open his eyes, and could not for a moment. He was shuddering, and felt clammy with perspiration. He had just undergone some terrible ordeal, but for a little while longer he was spared memory of it.


  


  “Ascott! Darling ---”


  


  He knew that voice. Yes....the Voice of Beatrice Dale....yes....


  


  With an enormous effort he opened his eyes. He saw the polished ebony of his desk-top within inches of his face; saw his hands.


  


  His hands! He gasped, and stared at them as memory returned. But his hands were all right. He had them both, and neither was torn or mutilated. Now were his arms.


  


  “Nightmare!” he muttered.


  


  But he knew better than that. He had undergone an actual experience in an actual place: the land of the dead. Now - - -


  


  He sat up. He had been slumped over his desk with his hands supporting his head while his intelligence roamed afar from his body under the influence of Marxman’s antidote. But now he sat up - and saw Beatrice’s white face.


  


  “Ascott!” Thank God. You’ve been unconscious - dead, from all appearances - for an hour over the twelve the drug was supposed to stop working! I was going to call a doctor, the police, anything! But now - -


  


  “Now, I’m all right,” said Keane, breathing heavily. “All right - now - nightmare I went through.”


  


  Beatrice bathed his clammy face, gave him adrenalin, ministered to him with all the affection she kept from expressing verbally for him. And then, when he was breathing normally and, while pale, seemed all right again, she said:


  


  “Did you - did you find Doctor Satan, Ascott?”


  


  Keane’s nostrils thinned.


  


  “I did. I got him in time. And - he almost got me. He calls himself Doctor Satan - and there is a hell, Beatrice, and at his command I was almost kept in it! I wonder... Many a circumstance is shaped apparently by coincidence, and many a mortal unconsciously acts in a way to bear out literally the conceptions of religion. An actual hell....I wonder if our red-cloaked friend really could be an incarnation of the evil force we’ve always called Satan, though he himself thinks he is only acting a part?”


  


  “Drink this,” said Beatrice, handing him a cup of coffee with the practicality of the female. “Ascott, did Doctor Satan come back to life too?”


  


  “I’m afraid he did,” sighed Keane.


  


  “Then everything was useless? Satan can return whenever he pleases, and get the secrets of the dead as he did before?”


  


  Keane shook his head.


  


  “That, at least, I think we can stop. There is a hell, and creatures in it like maimed demons. Then it follows that there must be beings in the land of the dead who were decent in life and are so in death. And it also must follow that they outnumber the maimed.”


  


  He stared at the coffee, making no effort to drink it.


  


  “I was almost kept from returning to life by the things from hell. I think Doctor Satan might be kept from returning to life by the decent dead. Anyway, I’m going back, now, to see my father and band the dead against Satan if he should ever return. Go to Marxman’s assistant and get another dose of the antidote.”


  


  “For God’s sake, Ascott -- -”


  


  Keane stared at her. His eyes were as grim as death, and as impersonal.


  


  “Get more of the drug, please, Beatrice.”


  


  Beatrice Dale’s lips parted, closed again without uttering words. She turned and left him.


  


  <<Contents>>
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  MASK OF DEATH


  


  


  1. THE DREAD PARALYSIS


  


  On one of the most beautiful bays of the Maine cost rested the town that fourteen months before had existed on an architect’s drawing-board.


  


  Around the almost landlocked harbor were beautiful homes, bathing-beaches, parks. On the single Main Street were model stores. Small hotels and inns were scattered on the outskirts. Streets were laid, radiating from the big hotel in the center of town like spokes from a hub. There was a waterworks and a landing field; a power house and a library.


  


  It looked like a year-round town, but it wasn’t. Blue Bay, it was called; and it was only a summer resort....


  


  Only? It was the last word in summer resorts! The millionaires backing it had spent eighteen million dollars on it. They had placed it on a fine road to New York. They ran planes and busses to it. They were going to clean up five hundred per cent on their investment, in real estate deals and rentals.


  


  On this, its formal opening night, the place was wide open. In every beautiful summer home all lights were on, whether the home in question was tenanted or not. The stores were open, whether or not customers were available. The inns and small hotels were gay with decorations.


  


  But it was at the big hotel at the hub of the town that the gayeties attendant on such a stupendous opening night were at their most complete.


  


  Every room and suite was occupied. The lobby was crowded. Formally dressed guests strolled the promenade, and tried fruitlessly to gain admission to the already overcrowded roof garden.


  


  Here, with tables crowded to capacity and emergency waiters trying to give all the deluxe service required, the second act of the famous Blue Bay floor show was going on.


  


  In the small dance floor at the center of the tables was a dander. She was doing a slave dance, trying to free herself from chains. The spotlight was on; the full moon, pouring its silver down on the open roof, added its blue beams.


  


  The dancer was excellent. The spectators were enthralled. One elderly man, partially bald, a little too stout, seemed particularly engrossed. He sat alone at a ringside table, and had been shown marked deference all during the evening. For he was Mathew Weems, owner of a large block of stock in the Blue Bay summer resort development, and a very wealthy man.


  


  Weems was leaning forward over his table, staring at the dancer with sensual lips parted. And she, quite aware of his attention and his wealth, was outdoing herself.


  


  A prosaic scene, one would have said. Opening night of a resort deluxe; wealthy widower concentrating on a dancer’s whirling concentrating on a dancer’s whirling bare body; people applauding carelessly. But the scene was to become far indeed from prosaic - and the cause of its change was to be Weems.


  


  * * * *


  


  Among the people standing at the roof-garden entrance and wishing they could crowd in, there was a stir. A woman walked among them.


  


  She was tall, slender but delicately voluptuous, with a small, shapely head on a slender, exquisite throat. The pallor of her clear skin and the largeness of her intensely dark eyes made her face look like a flower on an ivory stalk. She was gowned in cream-yellow, with the curves of a perfect body revealed as her graceful walk molded her frock against her.


  


  Many people looked at her, and then, questioningly, at one another. She had been registered at the hotel only since late afternoon, but already she was an object of speculation. The register gave her name as Madame Sin, and the knowing ones had hazarded the opinion that she, and her name, were publicity features to help along with the resort opening news.


  


  Madame Sin entered the roof garden, with the assurance of one who has a table waiting, and walked along the edge of the small dance floor. She moved silently, obviously not to distract attention from the slave dance. But as she walked, eyes followed her instead of the dancer’s beautiful moves.


  


  She passed Weems’ table. With the eagerness of a man who has formed a slight acquaintance and would like to make it grow, Weems rose from his table and bowed. The woman known as Madame Sin smiled a little. She spoke to him, with her exotic dark eyes seeming to mock. Her slender hands moved restlessly with the gold-link purse she carried. Then she went on, and Weems sat down again at his table, with his eyes resuming their contented scrutiny of the dancer’s convolutions.


  


  The dancer swayed toward him, struggling gracefully with her symbolic chains. Weems started to raise a glass of champagne abstractedly toward his lips. He stopped, with his hand half-way up, eyes riveted on the dancer. The spotlight caught the fluid in his upraised glass and flicked out little lights in answer.


  


  The dancer whirled on. And Weems stayed as he was, staring at the spot where she had been, glass poised half-way between the table and his face, like a man suddenly frozen - or gripped by an abrupt thought.


  


  The slave-girl whirled on. But now as she turned, she looked more often in Weem’s direction, and a small frown of bewilderment began to gather on her forehead. For Weems was not moving strangely, somehow disquietingly, he was staying Just the same.


  


  Several people caught the frequency of her glance, and turned their eyes in the same direction. There were amused smiles at the sight of the stout, wealthy man seated there with his eyes wide and unblinking, and his hand raised half-way between table and lips. But soon those who had followed the dancer’s glance saw, too. Weems was holding that queer attitude too long.


  


  The dancer finished her almost completed number and whirled to the dressing-room door. The lights went out. And now everyone near Weems was looking at him, while those farther away were standing in order to see the man.


  


  He was still sitting as he had been, as if frozen or paralyzed, with staring eyes glued to the spot where the dancer had been, and with hand half-raised holding the glass.


  


  * * * *


  


  A friend got up quickly and hastened to the man’s table.


  


  “Weems,” he said sharply, resting his hand on the man’s shoulder.


  


  Weems made no sign that he had heard, or had felt the touch. On and on he sat there, staring at nothing, hand half-raised to drink.


  


  “Weems!” Sharp and frightened the friend’s voice sounded. And all on the roof garden heard it. For all were now silent, staring with gradually more terrified eyes at Weems.


  


  The friend passed his hand slowly haltingly before Weems’ staring eyes. And those eyes did not blink.


  


  “Weems - for God’s sake - what’s the matter with you?”


  


  The friend was trembling now, with growing horror on his face as he sensed something here beyond his power to comprehend. Hardly knowing what he was doing, following only an instinct of fear at the unnatural attitude, he put his hand on Weems’ half-raised arm and lowered it to the table. The arm went down like a mechanical thing. The champagne glass touched the table.


  


  A woman at the next table screamed and got to her feet with a rasp of her chair that sounded like a think shriek of fear. For Weems’ arm, when it was released, went slowly up again to the name position it had assumed when the man suddenly ceased becoming an animate being, and became a thing like a statue clad in dinner clothes with a glass in its hand.


  


  “Weems!” yelled the friend.


  


  And then the orchestra began to play, loudly, with metallic cheerfulness, as the head waiter sensed bizarre tragedy and moved to conceal it as such matters are always concealed at such occasions.


  


  Weems sat on, eyes wide, hand half-raised to lips. He continued to hold that posture when four men carried him to the elevators and down to the hotel doctor’s suite. He was still holding it when they sat him down in an easy chair, bent forward as though a table were still before him, eyes staring, hand half-raised to drink. The champagne glass was empty now, with its contents spotting his clothes and the roof garden carpets, spilled when the four had borne him from the table. But it was still clenched in his rigid hand, and no effort to get it from his oddly set fingers was successful....


  


  * * * *


  


  The festivities of the much-heralded opening night went on all over the new-born town of Blue Bay. On the roof garden were several hundred people who were still neglecting talk, drinking and dancing while their startled minds reviewed the strange thing they had seen; but aside from their number, the celebrants were having a careless good time, with no thought of danger in their minds.


  


  However, there was no sign of gayety in the tower office suite atop the mammoth Blue Bay Hotel and just two floors beneath the garden. The three officers of the Blue Bay Company sat in there, and in their faces was frenzy.


  


  “What in the world are we going to do?” bleated Chichester, thin, nervous, dry-skinned, secretary and treasurer of the company. “Weems is the biggest stockholder. He is nationally famous. His attack of illness here on the very night of opening will give us publicity so unfavorable that it might put Blue Bay in the red for months. You know how a disaster can sometimes kill a place.”


  


  “Most unfortunate,” sighed heavy-set, paunchy Martin Gest, gnawing his lip. Gest was president of the company.


  


  “Unfortunate, hell!” snapped Kroner, vice president. Kroner was a self-made man, slightly overcolored, rather loud, with dinner clothes cut a little too modishly. “It’s curtains if anything more should happen.”


  


  “Hasn’t the doctor found out yet what’s the matter with Weems?” quavered Chichester.


  


  Kroner swore. “You heard the last report, same as the rest of us. Doctor Grays has never seen anything like it. Weems seems to be paralyzed; yet there are none of the symptoms of paralysis save lack of movement. There is no perceptible heart-beat - yet he certainly isn’t dead; the complete absence of rigor mortis and the fact that there is a trace of blood circulation prove that. He simply stays in that same position. When you move arm or hand, it moves slowly back to the same position again on being released. He has no reflex response, doesn’t apparently hear or feel or see.”


  


  “Like catalepsy,” sighed Gest.


  


  Kroner nodded and moistened his feverish lips.


  


  “Just like catalepsy. Only it isn’t. Grays swears to that. But what it is, he can’t say.”


  


  Chichester fumbled in his pocket.


  


  “You two laughed at me this evening when I got worried about getting that note. You talked me down again a few minutes ago. But I’m telling you once more, I believe there’s a connection. I believe whoever wrote the note really has made Weems like he is - not that the note was penned by a crank and that Weem’s illness is coincidence.”


  


  “Nonsense!” said Gest. “The note was either written by a madman, or by some crook who adopted a crazy, melodramatic name.”


  


  “But he predicted what happened to Weems,” faltered Chichester. “And he says there will be more - much more - enough to ruin Blue Bay for ever if we don’t meet his demands —”


  


  “Nuts!” said Kroner bluntly. “Weems just got sick, that’s all. Something so rare that most doctors can’t spot it, but normal just the same. We can keep it quiet, and have him treated secretly by Grays. That’ll stop publicity.”


  


  He rapped with heavy, red knuckles on the note which Chichester had laid on the conference table. “This is a fraud, a thin-air idea of some small shot to get money out of us.”


  


  He turned to the telephone to call Doctor Grays’ suite again for a later report on Weems’ condition. The other two bent near to listen.


  


  A breath of air came in the open window. It stirred the note on the table, partially unfolded it.


  


  “... disaster and horror shall be the chief, though uninvited, quests at your opening unless you comply with my request. Mathew Weems shall be only the first if you do not signify by one a.m. whether or not you will meet my demand...”


  


  The note closed as the breeze died, flipped open again so that the signature showed, flipped shut once more.


  


  The signature was: Doctor Satan’“


  


  * * * *


  


  2. THE LIVING DEAD


  


  At two in the morning, two hours and a half after the odd seizure of Mathew Weems, and while Gest and Kroner and Chichester were in Doctor Grays’ suite anxiously looking at the stricken man, eight people were in the sleek, small roulette room of the Blue Bay Hotel on the fourteenth floor.


  


  The eight, four men and four women, were absorbed by the wheel. Their bets were scattered over the numbered board, and some of the bets were high.


  


  The croupier, with all bets placed, spun the little wheel, and all watched. At the door, a woman stood. She was tall, slender but voluptuously proportioned, with a face like a pale flower on her long, graceful throat. Madame Sin.


  


  She came into the room with a little smile on her red, red lips. In her tapering fingers was held a gold-link purse. She did not open this to buy chips, simply walked to the table. There, with a smile, two men moved over a little to make a place for her.


  


  “Thank you so much,” she acknowledged the move. Her voice was as exotically attractive as the rest of her; low, clear, a little throaty. “I am merely going to watch a little while, how-over. I do not intend to play.”


  


  The wheel stopped. The ball came to rest in the slot marked nineteen. But the attention of those at the table was divided between it and the woman who was outrageous enough, or had sense of humor enough to call herself Madame Sin. In the men’s eyes was admiration. In the women’s eyes was the wariness that always appears when another woman comes along whose attractions are genuinely dangerous to male peace of mind.


  


  “Make your plays,” warned the croupier dispassionately, holding the ball between pallid thumb and forefinger while he prepared to spin the wheel again.


  


  The four couples placed bets. Madame Sin watched out of dark, exotic eyes. She turned slowly, with her gold-link purse casually hold in her left hand; turned so that she made a complete, leisurely circle, as though searching for someone. Then, with her red lips still shaped in a smile, she faced the table again.


  


  The croupier spun the wheel, snapped the ball into it. The right players leaned to watch it...


  


  And in that position they remained. There was no movement of any sort from any one of them. It was as though they had been frozen to blocks of ice by a sudden blast of the cold of outer space; or as though a motion picture had been stopped on its reel so that abruptly it became a still-life, and with all the actors in mid-move and with half-formed expressions on their faces.


  


  A tall blond girl was bent far over the table, with her left hand hovering over her bet, on number twenty-nine. Beside her a man had a cigarette in his lips and a lighter in his left hand which he had been about to flick. Two other men were half facing each other with the lips of one parted for a remark he had begun to make. The rest of the eight were gazing at the wheel with arms hanging beside them.


  


  And exactly in these positions they remained, for minute after minute.


  


  During that time Madame Sin looked at them; and her smile now was a thing to chill the blood. You couldn’t have told why. Her face was serene-looking as ever, and there were no tangible lines of cruelty in evidence in her face. Yet she looked like a she-fiend as she stared around.


  


  She walked to the croupier, who stood gazing at his wheel, with his mouth open in the beginning of a yawn.


  


  Down the hall came the clang of the elevator doors, and the sound of laughter and voices. Madame Sin glided toward the door. There she paused, then went purposefully back to the table. She went swiftly from one to another of the frozen, stark figures in their life-like but utterly rigid positions, then back to the door.


  


  Smiling, she left the room, passing five or six people who were about to enter it for a little gambling. She was almost to the elevator shafts when she heard a woman’s scream knife the air, followed by a man’s hoarse shout that expressed almost as much horror as the scream had done.


  


  Still smiling, utterly composed, she stepped into an elevator - and the elevator boy shivered a bit as he stared at her. He had not heard the scream, did not know that anything was wrong. He only knew that something in this lovely woman’s smile sent cold fingers up and down his spine.


  


  * * * *


  


  It was a grim, white-faced trio that sat in the conference room of the Blue Bay Hotel at eleven next morning.


  


  Chichester nor Gest nor Kroner - none had a moment’s sleep all night. They had been in Doctor Grays’ suite with Weems when a shivering man - a well known young clubman, too, which was unfortunate - stumbled up to tell of the dreadful thing to be seen in the roulette room.


  


  With horror mounting in their breasts, half knowing already what they would see, the three had gone there.


  


  Nine more, counting the croupier, in a state like that which Weems was in! Nine more people with all life, all movement, arrested in mid-motion! Ten now with some kind of awful paralysis gripping them in which they had not moved or seemingly breathed - ten who were dead by every test know to science, but who, as even laymen could see at a glance, were yet indubitably alive!


  


  “Blue Bay Development is ruined,” ground out Kroner. It had been said a dozen times by every one of the three; but the words made the other two look at him in frantic denial Just the same.


  


  “If we can keep it quiet - just for a little while - just until-”


  


  “Until what?” snapped Kroner. “If we only had an idea when this mysterious sickness would leave these people! We could stall the news perhaps for a day, or even two days - if we could have some assurance that at the end of twenty-four or forty-eight hours they’d be all right again. But we haven’t. They may be like that for months before they die - may even die in a few hours. Grays can’t tell. This is all beyond his medical experience. So it seems to me we might as well make public announcement now, face ruin on the resort development, and get it over with.”


  


  Chichester spoke, almost in a whisper.


  


  “This Doctor Satan, whoever he is, gives us assurance in his note. He says that if we pay what he demands, the ten will recover, and everything will be all right.”


  


  “And if we pay what he demands, we’ll be ruined Just the same as though we’d been killed by publicity,” objected Gest.


  


  Kroner glared at the wizened treasurer.


  


  “I’m surprised you’d even suggest that, Chichester. But you’ve not only suggested it - you’ve pled for it all night long. Do you get a cut from Doctor Satan or something?”


  


  “Gentlemen,” soothed Gest, as Chichester half rose from his chair. “We’re In too serious a jam to indulge in petty quarrels. We’ve got to decide what to do — “


  


  “I move we call the police,” growled Kroner. “I still can’t believe that any human being could induce such a state of catalepsy, or living death, or whatever you want to call it, in other human beings. Not unless he’s a wizard or something. Nevertheless, in view of this threat note from Doctor Satan, there may be a definite criminal element here that the cops should know about.”


  


  “Let’s wait on the police,” objected Gest. “We have already done better than that in summoning this Ascott Keane to help us.”


  


  Chichester’s dry skin flushed faintly.


  


  “I still say that that was a stupid move!” he snapped. “Ascott Keane? Who is he, anyhow? He has no reputation for detective work or any other kind of work. A rich man’s son – loafer - dilettante. What we should have done was contact Doctor Satan after his first note, after Weems was stricken. Then we would have saved the nine in the roulette room, and at the same time saved our project here.”


  


  “You’d pay this crook our entire surplus?” snarled Kroner. “You’d give him a million eight hundred thousand In cold cash, when you don’t even know that he has had a hand in what ails the ten?”


  


  “Its worth a million eight hundred thousand to save our stake in Blue Bay,” said Chichester obstinately. “As for Doctor Satan’s having a hand in the horrible fate of Weems and the rest - he told you beforehand that it would happen, didn’t he?”


  


  “Please,” sighed Gest, as for a second time the florid vice-president and the wizened treasurer snarled at each other.


  


  “We---“


  


  The door of the office suite banged open. The assistant manager of the hotel staggered into the room. His blue eyes were blazing with excitement. His youngish face was contorted with it.


  


  “I’ve Just found out something that I think is of vital importance!“ he gasped. “Something in the roulette room. I’ve been In there all night, as you know, looking around to see if I could find poison needles fastened to table or chairs, or anything like that, and quite by chance I noticed something else. The maddest thing! The roulette wheel! It’s ---”


  


  He stopped.


  


  “Go on, go on!” urged Kroner. “What about the roulette wheel? And what possible connection could it have with what happened to the people in that room?”


  


  He stared at the young assistant manager, as did Gest and Chichester, with his hands clenched with suspense.


  


  And the assistant manager, slowly, like a falling tree, pitched forward on his face.


  


  “My God---”


  


  “What happened to him?”


  


  The three got to him together. They rolled him over, lifted his head, began chafing his hands. But it was useless. And in a moment that was admitted in their faces they looked at each other.


  


  “Another victory for Doctor Satan,” whispered Chichester, shuddering as though with palsy. “He’s-dead!“


  


  Gest opened his mouth as though to deny it, but closed his lips again. For palpably the assistant manager was dead, struck down an instant before he could tell them some vital news he had uncovered. He had died as though struck by lightning, at just the right time to save disclosure. It was as though the being who called himself Doctor Satan was there, in that office, and had acted to protect himself!


  


  Shivering, Chichester glanced fearfully around. And Gest said: “God - if Ascott Keane were here ---”


  


  * * * *


  


  3. THE STOPPED WATCH


  


  Down at the lobby door, a long closed car slid to a stop. From it stepped two people. One was a tall, broad-shouldered man with a high-bridged nose, long, strong jaw, and pale gray eyes under heavy black eyebrows. The other was a girl, equally tall for her sex, beautifully formed, with reddish brown hair and dark blue eyes.


  


  The two walked to the registration desk in the lobby.


  


  “Ascott Keane,” the man signed. “And secretary, Beatrice Dale.”


  


  “Your suite is ready for you, Mr. Keane,” the clerk said obsequiously. “But we had no word of your secretary’s coming. Shall we —”


  


  “A suite for her on the same floor if possible,” Keane said crisply. “Is Mr. Gest in the hotel?”


  


  “Yes, sir. He is in the tower office.”


  


  “Have the boy take my things up. I’ll go to the office first. Send word up there what suite you’ve given Miss Dale.”


  


  Keane nodded to Beatrice, and walked to the elevators.


  


  “Secretary!” snorted the key clerk to the head bellhop.


  


  “What’s he want a secretary for? He’s never done any work in his life. Inherited umpteen million bucks, and plays around all the time. Wish I was Ascott Keane.”


  


  The head bellhop nodded. “Pretty soft for him, all right. Hardest Job he has is to clip coupons....”


  


  Which would have made Keane smile a little if he could have heard, for the clerk and the bellhop shared the opinion of him held by the rest of the world; an opinion he carefully fostered. Few knew of his real interest in life, which was that of criminal detection.


  


  He tensed as he swung into the anteroom of the office suite. Gest, one of the rare persons who knew of his unique detective work, had babbled something of a Doctor Satan when he phoned long distance. Doctor Satan! The mention of that name was enough to bring Keane instantly from wherever he was, with his powers pitched to their highest and keenest point in an effort to crush at last the unknown individual who lived for outlawed thrills.


  


  As soon as he opened the door, it was apparent that something was wrong. There was no one sitting at the information desk, and from closed doors beyond came the hum of excited voices


  


  Keane went to the door where the hum sounded loudest and opened that.


  


  He stared at three men bending over a fourth who lay on the floor, stark and motionless - obviously dead! Keane strode to them.


  


  “Who are you, sir?” grated Kroner. “What the devil - -”


  


  “Keane!” breathed Gest. “Thank God you’re here! There has just been a murder. I’m sure it’s murder - though how it was done, and who did it, are utterly beyond me.”


  


  “This is your Ascott Keane?” said Kroner, in a slightly different tone. His eyes gained a little respect as they rested on Keane’s light gray, icily calm eyes.


  


  “Yes, Keane - Kroner, vice president. And this is Chichester, treasurer and secretary.”


  


  Keane nodded, and stared at the dead man.


  


  “And this?”


  


  “Wilson, assistant manager. He came in a minute or two ago, saying he had something of the utmost importance to tell us about the players in the roulette room....”


  


  Keane nodded. He had been told of that just before he took a plane for Blue Bay, Gest swallowed painfully and went on:


  


  “Wilson had just started to explain. He said something about the roulette wheel, and then fell dead. Literally. He fell forward on his face as though he had been shot. But he wasn’t. There isn’t a mark on his body. And he couldn’t have been poisoned before he came in here. No poison could act so exactly, striking at the precise second to keep him from disclosing his find.”


  


  “Doctor’s report?” said Keane.


  


  “Grays, house physician, is on his way up now. We sent the information girl to get him. Didn’t want to telephone. You know how these things spread. We didn’t want the switchboard girls to hear of this Just yet.”


  


  Keane’s look of acknowledgement was grim.


  


  “The publicity, of course. We’ll have to move fast to save Blue Bay.”


  


  “If you can save it, now,” muttered Chichester.


  


  * * * *


  


  The door opened, and Doctor Grays stepped in, with consternation in his brown eyes as he saw the man on the floor.


  


  They left him to examine the body, and the three officials told Keane all the details they knew of the strange tragedy that had overtaken Weems and, two and a half hours later, the nine in the roulette room.


  


  They returned to the conference room. Grays faced them.


  


  “Wilson died of a heart attack,” he said. “The symptoms are unmistakable. His death seems normal ...”


  


  “Normal - but beautifully timed,” murmured Keane.


  


  “Right,” nodded the doctor. “We’ll want an autopsy at once. The police are on their way here. They’re indirectly in our employ, as are all in Blue Bay; but they won’t be able to keep this out of the papers for very long!”


  


  “Where are Weems and the rest?”


  


  “In my suite.”


  


  “I’d like to see them, please.”


  


  In Doctor Grays’ suite, Keane stared with eyes that for once had lost some of their calm, at the weird figures secluded in the bedroom. This room was kept locked against the possibility of a chambermaid or other hotel employee coming in by mistake. An unwarned person might well have gone at least temporarily insane at the sudden sight of the ten in that bedroom.


  


  In a chair near the door sat Weems. He was bent forward a little as though leaning over a table. He stared unwinkingly at space. In his hand was still a champagne glass, raised near his lips.


  


  Standing around the room were the nine others, each in the position he or she had been in when rigidity overtook them in the roulette room. They stared wide-eyed ahead of them, motionless, expressionless. It was like walking into a waxworks museum, save that these statuesque figures were of flesh and. blood, not wax.


  


  “They’re all dead as far as medical tests show,” Grays said. There was awe and terror in his voice. “Yet - they’re not dead! A child could tell that at a glance. I don’t know what’s wrong.”


  


  “Why don’t you put them to bed?” said Keane.


  


  “We can’t. Each of the ten seems to be in some kind of spell that makes it impossible for his body to take any but that one position. We’ve laid them down - and in a moment they’re up again and in the former position, moving like sleep-walkers, like dead things! Look.”


  


  He gently pulled Weems’ arm down. Slowly, it raised again till the champagne glass was near his lips. Meanwhile the man’s eyes did not even blink. He was as oblivious of the touch as if really dead.


  


  “Horrible!” said Chichester. “Maybe it’s some new kind of disease.”


  


  “I think not,” said Keane, voice soft but bleak. He looked at a night table, heaped with Jewelry, handkerchiefs, wallets, small change. “That collection?”


  


  “The personal effect of these people,” said Gest, wiping sweat from his pale face.


  


  Keane went to the pile, and sorted it over. He was struck at once by a curious lack. He couldn’t place it for an instant; then he did.


  


  “Their watches!” he said. “Where are they?”


  


  “Watches?” said Gest. “I don’t know. Hadn’t thought of it.”


  


  “There are ten people here,” said Keane. “And only one watch! Normally at least eight of them would have had them, including the women with their Jeweled trinkets. But there’s only one.... Do you remember who owned this, and where he wore it?”


  


  He picked up the watch, a man’s with no chain.


  


  “That’s Weems’ watch. He had it in his trousers pocket.”


  


  “Odd place for it,” said Keane. “I see it has stopped.”


  


  He wound the watch. But the little second hand did not move, and he could only turn the winding-stem a little, proving that it had not run down.


  


  The hands said eleven thirty-one.


  


  “That was the time Weems was paralyzed?” said Keane.


  


  Gest nodded. “Funny. His watch stopped Just when he did!”


  


  “Very funny,” said Keane expressionlessly. “Send this to a jeweler right away and have him find out what’s wrong with it. Now, you say your assistant manager was struck dead just as he said something about the roulette wheel?”


  


  “Yes,” said Gest. “It was as though this Doctor Satan were right there with us and killed him with a soundless bullet Just before he could talk.”


  


  Keane’s eyes glittered.


  


  “I’d like to look over the roulette room.”


  


  “The police are here,” said Grays, turning from his phone.


  


  Keane stared at Gest. “Keep them out of the roulette room for a few minutes.”


  


  He strode out to the elevators...


  


  * * * *


  


  His first concern, after locking himself into the room where nine people had been stricken with something which, if it persisted, was worse than any death, was the thing the assistant manager had mentioned before death hit him. The roulette wheel.


  


  He bent over this, with a frown of concentration on his face. And his quick eyes caught at once a thing another person might have overlooked for quite a while.


  


  The wheel was dish-shaped, as all roulette wheels are. In its rounded bottom were numbered slots, where the little ivory ball was to end its journey and proclaim gambler’s luck.


  


  But the little ball was not in one of the bottom slots!


  


  The tiny ivory sphere was half up the rounded side of the wheel, like a pea clinging alone high up on the slant of a dish!


  


  An exclamation came from Keane’s lips. He stared at the ball. What in heaven’s name kept it from rolling down the steep slant and into the rounded bottom? Why would a sphere stay on a slant? It was as if a bowl of water had been tilted - and the water’s surface had taken and retained the tilt of the vessel it was in instead of remaining level!


  


  He lifted the ball from the sloping side of the wheel. It came away freely, but with an almost intangible resistance, as if an unseen rubber hand held it. When he released it, it went back to the slope. He rolled it down to the bottom of the wheel. Released, it rolled back up to its former position, like water running up-hill.


  


  Keane felt a chill touch him. The laws of physics broken! A ball clinging to a slant instead of rolling down it! What dark secret of nature had Doctor Satan mastered now?


  


  But the query was not entirely unanswered in his mind. Already he was getting a vague hint of it. And a little later the hint was broadened.


  


  The phone rang. He answered it.


  


  “Mr. Keane? This is Doctor Grays. The autopsy on Wilson has been begun, and already a queer thing has been disclosed. It’s about his heart.”


  


  “Yes,” said Keane, gripping the phone.


  


  “His heart is ruptured in a hundred places - as though a little bomb had exploded in it! Don’t ask me why, because I can’t even give a theory. It’s unique in medical history.”


  


  “I won’t ask you why,” Keane said slowly. “I think - in a little while – I’ll tell you why.”


  


  He hung up and strode toward the door. But at the roulette table he paused and stared at the wheel with his gray eyes icily blazing.


  


  It seemed to him the wheel had moved a little!


  


  He had unconsciously lined up the weirdly clinging ball with the knob on the outer door, as he examined it awhile ago. Now, as he stood in the same place, the ball was not quite in line. As if the wheel had rotated a fraction of an inch!


  


  “Yes, I think that’s it,” he whispered, with his face a little paler than usual.


  


  And a little later the words changed in his brain to: I know that’s it. A fiend’s genius....This is the most dangerous thing Doctor Satan has yet mastered!”


  


  He was talking on the phone to the jewler to whom Weems’ watch had been sent.


  


  “What did you do to that watch?” the jeweler said irritably.


  


  “Why?” parried Keane.


  


  “There doesn’t seem to be anything wrong with it. And yet it simply won’t go. And I can’t make it go.”


  


  “There’s nothing wrong with it at all?”


  


  “As far as I can find out - no.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Keane hung up. He had been studying for the dozenth time the demand note Doctor Satan had written the officials:


  


  “Gentlemen of the Blue Bay Development: This is to request that you pay me the sum of one million, eight hundred and two thousand, five hundred and forty dollars and forty-eight cents at a time and place to be specified later. As a sample of what will happen if you disregard this note, I shall strike at once at one of your guests, Mathew Weems, within a few minutes after you have read this. I guarantee that disaster and horror shall be the chief, though uninvited, guests at your opening unless you comply with my request. Mathew Weems shall be only the first if you do not signify by one a.m. whether or not you will meet my demand. DOCTOR SATAN.”


  


  Keane gave the note back to Blue Bay’s police chief, who fumbled uncertainly with it for a moment and then stuck it in his pocket. Normally a competent man, he was completely out of his depth here.


  


  One man with a heart that seemed to have been exploded internally; ten people who were dead, yet lived, and who stood or sat like frozen statues....


  


  He looked pleadingly at Ascott Keane, whom he had never heard of but who wore authority and competence like a mantle. But Keane said nothing to him.


  


  “An odd extortion amount,” he said to Gest. “One million, eight hundred and two thousand, five hundred and forty dollars and forty-eight cents! Why not an even number?”


  


  He was talking more to himself than to the president of Blue Bay. But Gest answered readily.


  


  “That happens to be the precise sum of the cash reserve of Blue Bay Development.”


  


  Keane glanced at him sharply. “Is your financial statement made public?”


  


  Gest shook his head. “It’s strictly confidential. Only the bank, and ourselves, know that cash reserve figure. I can’t imagine how this crook who signs himself Doctor Satan found it out.”


  


  * * * *


  


  4. THE SHELL


  


  The house was serene and beautiful on the bay shore. The sun beat back from its white walls, and glanced in at the windows of the rear terrace. It shone on a grotesque figure there; a man with the torso of a giant, but with no legs - a figure that hitched itself along on the backs of calloused hands, using muscular arms as a means of locomotion.


  


  But this figure was not as bizarre as the one to be found within the house, behind shades drawn to keep out any prying eyes.


  


  Here, in a dim room identifiable as a library, a tall man stood beside a flat-topped desk. But all that could be told of the figure was that it was male. For it was cloaked from heels to head in a red mantle. The hands were covered by red rubber gloves. The face was concealed by a red mask, and over the head was drawn a red skull-cap with two small projections in mocking imitation of Lucifer’s horns.


  


  Doctor Satan!


  


  In the red-gloved hands was a woman’s gold-link purse. Doctor Satan opened it. From the purse he drew a thing that defied analysis and almost defied description.


  


  It was of metal. It seemed to be a model in gleaming steel of a problem in solid geometry; it was an angular small cage, an inch wide by perhaps three and a half inches square. That is, at first it seemed square. But a closer look revealed that no two corresponding sides of the little cage were quite parallel. Each angle, each line, was subtly different.


  


  Doctor Satan pointed it at the library wall. The end he pointed was a trifle wider than the end heeled in the palm of his hand. On this wider end was one bar that was fastened only at one end. The red-covered fingers moved this bar experimentally, slowly, so that it formed a slightly altered angle with the sides.


  


  The library wall was mist, then nothingness. The street outside was not a street. A barren plain stood there, strewn with rocky shale, like a landscape on the moon.


  


  The little bar was moved back, and the library wall was once more in place. A chuckle came from the red-masked lips; a sound that would have made a hearer shiver a little. Then it changed to a snarl.


  


  “Perfect! But again Ascott Keane interferes. This time I’ve got to succeed in removing him. An exploded heart....”


  


  He put the mysterious small cage back in the gold-link purse, and opened the desk drawer. From it he took a business letterhead. It was a carbon copy, with figures on it.


  


  “Bostiff....”


  


  On the rear terrace the legless giant stirred at the call. He moved on huge arms to the door and into the library...


  


  In his tower suite, Keane paced back and forth with his hands clasped behind him. Beatrice Dale watched him with quiet, intelligent eyes. He was talking, not to her, but to himself; listing aloud the points uncovered since his arrival here.


  


  “A few second after talking with Madame Sin, Weems was stricken. Also, the lady with the odd name was seen coming from the roulette room at about the time when a party entered and found the croupier and eight persons turned from people into statues. But she was nowhere around when Wilson died in the conference room.”


  


  He frowned. “The watches were taken from all the sufferers from this strange paralysis, save Weems. By whom? Madame Sin? Weems’ watch is absolutely in good order, but it won’t run. The ball on the roulette wheels stays on a slant instead of rolling down into a slot as it should when the wheel is motionless. But the wheel doesn’t seem to be quite motionless. It apparently moved a fraction of an inch in the forty-five minutes or so that I was in the room.”


  


  “You’re sure you didn’t touch It, and set it moving?” said Beatrice. “Those wheels are delicately balanced.”


  


  “Not that delicately! I barely brushed it with my fingers as I examined the ivory ball. No, I didn’t move it. But I’m sure it did move...”


  


  There was a tap at the door He went to it. Gest was in the corridor.


  


  “Here’s the master key,” he said, extending a key to Keane. “I got it from the manager. But - you’re sure it is necessary to enter Madame Sin’s rooms?”


  


  “Very,” said Keane.


  


  “She is in now, said the president. “Could you - just to avoid possible scandal - inasmuch as you don’t intend to knock before entering - - -”


  


  He glanced at Beatrice. Keane smiled.


  


  “I’ll have Miss Dale go in first. If Madame Sin is undressed or - entertaining - Miss Dale can apologize and retreat. But I am sure Madame Sin will be unaware of intrusion. In spite of the conviction of your key clerk that she is in, I am quite sure that, at least figuratively, she is out.”


  


  “Figuratively out?” echoed Gest. “I don’t understand.”


  


  “You will later - unless this is my fated time to lose in the fight I have made against the devil who calls himself Doctor Satan. Are Chichester and Kroner in the hotel?”


  


  Gest shook his head.


  


  “Kroner is in the Turkish bath two blocks down the street. Chichester went home ten minutes ago.”


  


  “Madame Sin will be unaware of intrusion,” Keane repeated enigmatically and with seeming irrelevance.


  


  He turned to Beatrice, and the two went to the woman’s room.


  


  * * * *


  


  Keane softly closed Madame Sin’s hall door behind him after Beatrice had entered first and reported that the woman was alone and in what seemed a deep sleep. At first, with a stifled scream, she had called out that Madame Sin was dead; then she had pronounced it sleep...


  


  Keane went at once to the central figure of the living-room; the body of Madame Sin, on a chaise-lounge near the window. The woman was in blue negligee, with her shapely legs bare and her arms and throat pale ivory against the blue silk. Her eyes were not quite closed. Her breast rose and fell, very slowly, almost like the breathing of a chloroformed person.


  


  Keane touched her bare shoulder. She did not stir. There was no alteration of the deep, slow breathing. He lifted one of her eyelids. The eye beneath stared blindly at him, the lid went nearly closed again at the cessation of this touch.


  


  “Trance,” Kean said. “And the most profound one I have ever seen. It’s about what I had expected.”


  


  “I’ve seen her somewhere before,” said Beatrice suddenly.


  


  Keane nodded. “You have. She is a movie extra, working now and then for the Long Island Picture Company. But I’m not much Interested in this beautiful shell. For that’s all she is at the moment - a shell, now emptied and unhuman. We’ll look around. You give me your impressions as they come to you, and we’ll see if they match mine.


  


  They went to the bedroom of the apartment. Bedroom was like living-room in that it was impersonal, a standard chamber in a large hotel. But this seemed almost incredibly impersonal] There was not one picture, not one feminine touch. In the bath there were scarcely any toilet articles; and in the closet there was only an overnight bag and a suitcase by way of luggage, with neither of them entirely emptied of their contents.


  


  “One impression I get is that these rooms have not been lived in even for twenty-four hours’.” said Beatrice.


  


  Keane nodded. “If Madame Sin retreated here only to fall into sleep and did not wake again till it was time for her to venture out, the rooms would have just this look. And I think that is exactly what she has done!


  


  Beatrice looked deftly through Madame Sin’s meager wardrobe. Keane searched dresser and table and bureau drawers. He wasn’t looking for anything definite, just something that might prove the final straw to point him definitely toward the incredible goal he was more and more convinced was near.


  


  He found it in the top of the woman’s suitcase.


  


  His fingers were tense as he unfolded a business letterhead. It was a carbon copy, filled with figures. And a glance told him what it was.


  


  It was a duplicate of the financial statement of the Blue Bay Development Company - that statement which was held highly confidential, and which no one was supposed to have seen save the three Blue Bay officials, and a bank officer or two.


  


  Keane strode to Madame Sin’s phone, and got Gest to the wire.


  


  “Gest, can you tell if Kroner and Chichester are still out of the hotel?”


  


  Gest’s voice came back promptly. “Kroner is here with me now. I guess Chichester is still at his home on Ocean Boulevard; at any rate he isn’t in the hotel - - -”


  


  “Ascott!” Beatrice said tensely.


  


  Keane hung up the phone and turned to her.


  


  “The woman - Madame Sin!” Beatrice said, pointing toward the still, lovely form on the chaise-lounge. I thought I saw her eyes open a little - thought I saw her look at you!”


  


  Keane’s own eyes went down a bit to veil the sudden glitter in them from Beatrice.


  


  “Probably you were mistaken,” he said easily. “Probably you only thought you saw her eyelids move....I’m going to wind this up now, I think. You go back to your suite, and watch the time. If I’m not back here in two hours, go with the police to the home of Chichester, the treasurer of this unlucky resort development. And go fast,” he added, in a tone that slowly drained the blood from Beatrice’s anxious face.


  


  * * * *


  


  5. DEATH’S LOVELY MASK


  


  Chichester’s home sat on a square of lawn between the new boulevard and the bay shore like a white jewel in the sun. It looked prosperous, prosaic, serene. But to Keane’s eyes, at least, it seemed covered with the psychic pull that had come to be associated in his mind with the dreaded Doctor Satan. He walked toward the blandly peaceful-looking new home with the feeling of one who walks toward a tomb.


  


  “A feeling that might be well founded,” he shrugs grimly, as he reached the porch.


  


  He could feel the short hair at the base of his skull stir a little as he reached the door of this place he believed to be the latest lair of the man who was amused to call himself Doctor Satan. And it stirred still more as he tried the knob.


  


  The door was unlocked.


  


  He looked at it for several minutes. A lock wouldn’t have mattered to Keane, and Satan knew that as well as Keane himself. Nevertheless, to leave the door invitingly open like this was almost too obliging!


  


  He opened the door and stepped in, bracing himself for instant attack. But no attack of any kind was forthcoming. The front hall in which he found himself was deserted. Indeed, the whole house had that curiously breathless feeling encountered in homes for the moment untenanted.


  


  Down the hall was an open double doorway. Keane stared that way. He himself could not have told how he knew, but know he did, that beyond that doorway lay what he had come to find. He walked toward it.


  


  Behind him the street door opened again, very slowly and cautiously. An eye was put close to the resultant crack. The eye was dark, exotically lovely. It fastened to Keane’s back.


  


  Keane stared in through the doorway. He was gazing into a library, dimmed by drawn shades. He entered it, with every nerve-end in his body silently shrieking of danger.


  


  The street door softly closed after admitting a figure that moved on soundless feet. A woman, with a face like a pale flower on an exquisite throat. Madame Sin.


  


  Her face was as serenely lovely as ever. Not by a line had it changed. And yet, subtly, it had become a mask of beautiful death. Her eyes were death’s dark fires as she moved without a sound down the hall toward the library. In her tapering hands was the gold-link bag.


  


  * * * *


  


  In the library, Keane stood with beating heart over two stark, still bodies that lay on the thick carpet near a flat-topped desk. One was wizened, lank, a little undersized, with dry-looking skin. It was the body of Chichester. At first it seemed a corpse, but then Keane saw the chest move with slow, deep breaths, as the breast of the woman back at the hotel had moved.


  


  But it was not this figure that made Keane’s heart thud and his hands clench. It was the other.


  


  This was a taller figure, lying on its back with hands folded. The hands were red-gloved. The face was concealed by a red mask. The body was draped by a red cloak. From the head sprang two little knobs, or projections, like Lucifer’s horns. Doctor Satan himself!


  


  “It’s my chance,” whispered Keane. “Satan - sending his soul and mind and spirit from his own shell - into that of others - Madame Sin, Chichester. Now his body lies here empty! If I killed that —”


  


  Exotically beautiful dark eyes - with death in this loveliness - watched him from the library doorway as he bent over the red-robed figure. Sardonic death in lovely eyes!


  


  “No wonder Gest thought that Wilson was killed in the conference room, just before he could tell of the roulette wheel, as if Doctor Satan had been there himself! Satan was there! And he was on the roof garden earlier, and in the roulette room! A trance for the woman, the crowding of Satan’s black spirit into her body - and she becomes Madame Sin, with Satan peering from her eyes and moving in her mantle of flesh! A trance for the unfortunate Chichester - and Satan talks with Gest and Kroner as the Blue Bay treasurer, and can strike down Wilson when he comes to report! Chichester and Madame Sin - both Doctor Satan - becoming lifeless, trance-held shells when Satan’s physical shell, lying in a coma at his feet, to be killed at a stroke! His deadly enemy, the enemy of all mankind, delivered helplessly to him!


  


  But if I do kill the body,” Keane whispered, “will I kill the spirit too, or banish it from the material world so that humanity won’t again be troubled? Satan’s spirit, the essential man, is abroad in another body. If I kill this red-robed body, will it draw the spirit out of mortal affairs with it? Or would it simply deprive it of its original housing so that I’d have to seek Satan’s soul in body after body, as I have till now sought him in the flesh in lair after lair? That would be – horrible!


  


  He drove away the grim thought. It was probable that with the death of his body. Doctor Satan in entirety would die, or at least pass out of mortal knowledge through the gateway called death. And the mechanics of forcing him through that gateway was to kill the body.


  


  Behind him, Madame Sin crept closer and closer on soundless feet. Her red lips were set in a still smile. The gold-link purse was extended a little toward Keane. Her forefinger searched for the movable bar that changed angles of the queer, metal cage within.


  


  Keane’s hand raised to strike. His eyes burned down at the red-clad figure of the man at his feet, who was mankind’s enemy. Behind him, Madame Sin’s finger found the little bar....


  


  It was not till then that Keane felt the psychic difference caused by the entrance of another into a room that had been deserted save for himself. Another person would not have felt that difference at all, but Keane had developed his psychic perceptions as ordinary men exercise and develop their biceps.


  


  With an inarticulate cry he whirled, and leaped far to the side.


  


  The wall behind the spot where he had been disappeared as the gold-link bag continued to point that way. The woman, snarling like a tigress, swung her bag toward Keane in his new position. But Keane was not waiting. He sprang for her. His hands got her wrist and wrenched to get the gold-link purse away from her. It turned toward her, back again toward him, with the little bar moving as her hand was constricted over the thing in the purse.


  


  It was a woman’s body he struggled with. But there was strength in the fragile flesh beyond the strength of any woman! It took all his steely power to tear from her grasp the gold-link purse with its enclosed device. As he got it, he heard the woman’s shrill cry of pain and terror, felt her sag in his arms. And then he heard many voices and stared around like a sleepwalker who has waked in a spot different from that in which he had begun his sleep - a comparison so exact that for one wild moment he thought it must be true!


  


  He was in a familiar room... Yes, Doctor Grays’ room at the Blue Bay Hotel.


  


  The people around him were familiar.... There was Gest. There were Kroner and Doctor Grays, and - Beatrice. There were the Blue Bay chief of police, and two men.


  


  But the limp feminine form he held in his arms was Madame Sin, the fury he had been fighting in Chichester’s library! And in his hand was still the gold-link bag he had wrenched from her!


  


  The woman in his arms stirred. She looked blankly up at him, stared around, a cry came from her lips.


  


  “Where am I?” Who are you all? What are you going in my room? But this isn’t my room!”


  


  Her face was different, younger-looking, less exotic. She wasn’t Madame Sin, she was a frightened, puzzled girl.


  


  Keane’s brain had slipped back into gear, and into comprehension of what had happened.


  


  “Where do you think you are?” he said gently. “And what is your name?”


  


  “I’m Sylvia Crane,” she said. “And I’m in a New York hotel room. At least I was the last I knew, when I opened the door and the man in the red mask came in....


  


  She buried her face in her hands. “After that - I don’t know what happened ---”


  


  “Nor do any of us,” quavered Gest. “For God’s sake, Keane, give us some idea of what has happened here, if you can!”


  


  * * * *


  


  It was over an hour later when Beatrice and Keane entered the door of his suite. It had taken that long to explain to the people in Doctor Grays’ rooms. Even then the explanation had been put partial, and most of it had been frenzied and stubbornly disbelieved even though proof was there.


  


  Keane’s shoulders were bowed a little and his face wore a bitter look. He had thwarted Doctor Satan in his attempt to extort a fortune from the resort. But once more his deadly enemy had got away from him. He had failed.


  


  Beatrice shook her head.


  


  “Don’t look like that. The fact that you’re here alive is a miracle that makes up for his escape. If you could have seen yourself, and that girl, when the police brought you back from Chichester’s house! As soon as they set you down in the doctor’s rooms, you and the girl came together. You fought again for her purse, as you say you started to do in Chichester’s house ten hours ago. But you moved with such horrible slowness! I was like watching a slow-motion picture. It took you hours to raise your arms, hours to take the purse from her hand. And your expression changed with equal slowness... I can’t tell you how dreadful it was!


  


  “All due, as I said, to this,” Keane sighed.


  


  He stared at the little metal cage he had taken from the purse.


  


  “The latest product of Doctor Satan’s warped genius. A time-diverter, I suppose you might call it.”


  


  “I didn’t understand your explanation in Grays’ rooms, after you’d brought those people out of their dreadful coma,” said Beatrice.


  


  “I’ll try again.”


  


  Keane held up the geometric figure.


  


  “Time has been likened to a river. We don’t know precisely what it is, but it seems that the river simile must be apt. Very well, we and all around us float on this river at the same speed. If there were different currents in the same river, we might have the spectacle of seeing those nearby move with lightning rapidity or with snail-like slowness as their time-environment differed from ours. Normally there is no such difference, but with this fantastic thing Doctor Satan has succeeded in producing them artificially.


  


  “He has succeeded in working out several sets of angles which, when opposed against each other as this geometric figure opposes them, can either speed up or slow down the time-stream of whatever it is point at. The final angle is formed by this movable bar in its relation to the whole. By is manipulation, time can be indefinitely retarded or hastened. He utilized the bizarre creation in this ways


  


  “In New York he contacted a quite innocent party by the name of Sylvia Crane. He hypnotized her, and forced his spirit into her body while hers was held in abeyance. Then “Madame Sin” registered here. She made acquaintance with Weems. On the roof garden, she pointed the infernal figure at him, with the little bar turned to retard time. The result was that Weems suddenly live and moved at immensely retarded speed. It took about twenty-four hours for his arm to raise the champagne glass to his lips, though he thought it took a second. Our actions were so swift by comparison that they didn’t register on his consciousness at all. He confessed after I’d brought him out of his odd time-state with the device, that he seemed to raise his glass while in the roof garden, and start to lower it when he found himself abruptly in Doctor Grays’ bedroom. He didn’t know how he got there or anything else. It was the same with the nine in the roulette room. They came back to normal speed only a second or two after being retarded in the roulette room. But it was hours to us, and meanwhile they seemed absolutely motionless.


  


  “How on earth did you ever get a hint of such a thing as this?” said Beatrice.


  


  “Weems’ watch gave a pointer. It was all right, the Jeweler said, but it wouldn’t run. Well, it did run - but at a speed so slow that it could not be recorded. The roulette wheel was another. The ivory ball did not roll down the side of the wheel because the wheel was rotating - with infinite slowness after being retarded by the same thing that made the people look like frozen statues. Satan, as Madame Sin, couldn’t do anything about the wheel. But he - ’or she’ - could and did take the watches from all concerned, to guard against discovery that way. However, there was no chance to get Weems’ watch; there were always people around.”


  


  “You said Doctor Satan moved in the body of Chichester as he did in the girl’s body.”


  


  “Yes, I got a hint of that when I observed that Chichester and Madame Sin never seemed to be in evidence at the same time. Also because the exact sum of Blue Bay’s cash reserve was so readily learned. Again when Wilson was killed in a room where only the three officials sat. He was killed by Chichester, who was at the moment animated by Satan’s soul. He was killed, by the way, by a speeding-up of time. The rest were retarded and suffered nothing but nerve shock. Wilson was killed when the speed of his time-stream was multiplied by a million: you can stop a heart without injuring it, but you can’t suddenly accelerate a heart, or any other machine, a million times, without bursting it. That’s why his heart looked as though it had blown up in his chest.”


  


  Keane stopped, the bitter look grew In his eyes.


  


  “This failure was wholly my own fault, he said in a low tone. “I knew when I found the duplicate financialstatement in Madame Sin’s rooms that it was a trap to draw me to Chichester’s home. Doctor Satan would never have been so careless as to leave a thing like that behind inadvertently. Knowing it was a trap, I entered it, and found Satan’s soulless body. If I’d destroyed it immediately.... But I didn’t dream that Madame Sin would follow me so quickly.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Beatrice’s hand touched Keane’s fleetingly. He looking at the geometric figure and did not see the look in her eyes.


  


  “The world can thank heaven you’re alive,” she said softly. “With you dead, Doctor Satan could rule the world - - -”


  


  There was a knock at the door. Gest was in the hall.


  


  “Keane,” he said. “I suppose this will sound like a small thing after all you’ve done. You’ve saved us from bankruptcy and saved Lord knows how many people from a living death from that time business you tried to explain to us. Now there’s one more thing. Workmen in Chichester’s home tell us that they can’t build up one of the walls in the library, which is non-existent for some reason. There the room is, with one wall out, and it can’t be blocked up! Do you suppose you - - -”


  


  Keane nodded, with a little of his bitterness relieved by a smile.


  


  “I remember. The time-diverter was pointed at that wall for an instant as the girl and I struggled. Evidently, it was set for maximum acceleration, to burst my heart as it did Wilson’s. It got the library wall, which is gone because in the point of the future which it almost instantly reached, there is no library or home or anything else on that spot. I’ll bring it back to the present, and to existence again, so you won’t have a physical impossibility to try to explain to nervous guests of Blue Bay Resort.”


  


  “And after that,” he added to himself, “I’ll destroy this invention of Hell. And I wish its destruction would annihilate its inventor along with it - before he contrives some new and even more terrible toy!”


  


  <<Contents>>


  


  * * * *


  


  CRUSADER


  BY BASIL WELLS


  


  


  The deserts of Africa faded away about the wind-carved black ruins of the mystery city, stretching ever outward toward the rounded rim of that utter desolation - where burning rock and sand fused with the blazing heavens. The city lay as dead and deserted as it had lain for countless centuries beneath the shifting sands of the Sahara before the storm of a week ago ripped its concealing shroud of sand away.


  


  Allan Allan, giant young crusader from the damp green shores of far-off England, crawled to the uppermost pinnacle of the exposed ruins and stared hopelessly out over that lifeless sea of blistering sand waves. Alone he was, the last of his ten comrades lying somewhere out there in that arid wasteland. This city had been his last hope as he fought thirst and heat across the outer levels to its massive low walls. Now hope was dead.


  


  Allan Allan tore the helmet from his blackened head and snarled defiantly up into the blazing thirsty sunlight. Sounds, mumbling and broken, issued from his cracked dry lips as he cursed Allah, Mohammed, and all the sons of the Prophet. Suddenly he was silent.


  


  “Satanus!” he moaned as he saw grotesquely shaped monsters chiseled deep into the lower tower walls beside him. “Creatures of the Beast!”


  


  Weird monsters with the legs of many-bodied serpents about their ovoid torsos stared from malignant multi-gemmed eyes down at this barbarian interloper. Strange monsters, winged and scaly, were depicted there, and among them Allan Allan beheld the brutish shapes of strange half-men bearing clubs. He saw creatures more terrible than the mind of man could have conceived; dragons, serpents, and spear-maned, ungainly lizard-things that could never have existed.


  


  Shuddering he turned away and stumbled toward a low black doorway in the tower wall. Low it was, three feet in height and twice as wide. He dropped to his knees and crept inward, out of the terrible blast of the tropic sun. With night he would venture out once again.


  


  And then his groping hand found the massive hollow circle of a metal ring, an armlet. He held it to the light, and as he did so, all the graven monsters on the walls seemed to rustle and whisper together in warning. Allan Allan’s fingers tightened and he swayed unsteadily to his knees. A squat-bodied thing of stone, man-tentacled and hideous, glared at him. Allan glared back at it.


  


  “Afraid are you?” he muttered. “Afraid that I will take some of your hellish possessions away from this devil-haunted city of the dead?”


  


  A ghastly chanting of warning, unholy voices seemed to blur discordantly in his ears. He shook the foul dust of the low-ceilinged rocky chamber from his tattered garments and crept back into the outer sunlight with his prize.


  


  “I’ll take it!” he screeched, madness and helpless rage thinning his deep voice. “Treasure of demons and monsters....I challenge them all...Laugh, sneer, at me....I hear you....I, Allan Allan of England fear you not!”


  


  His prize was a plain circlet of massive metal, deeply scored with the imprint of a score or more interlocking triangles. He slipped it over his sun-seared arm and instantly about him a soothing aura of coolness seemed to descend. The sound of gibbering demoniac voices died.


  


  Allan’s fingers slipped over the rough surface of the broad bracelet until they came in contact with a tiny raised stud, set into the corner of one of the sunken triangles. Idly he twisted at the bit of metal.


  


  An electric tingle of strange forces flooded his body. There came a haziness that swiftly solidified into a transparent, unyielding wall about him like the curving inner shell of some giant croc’s egg. Darkness flashed on about him - and sunlight - and darkness. Light and blackness alternated in swift flashes.


  


  Slowly the strange shell or force that surrounded him drifted upward, high above the massive, squat black walls of that sand-burled prehistoric city of the Africa wastes, and as it rose, in those momentary flashes of daylight, Allan Allan saw a withered human body slumped against the gloomy tower wall. Even as he watched the body swiftly disintegrated into a heap of scattered dry bones and withered skin. Then the sand once again swallowed the dark, evil walls of the ancient metropolis.


  


  Stunned, his senses dulled by the endless struggle and thirst of the preceding days, Allan Allan’s thoughts swept northward, to England and the green fields he was to never see again. He felt the shell lurch beneath him and go racing away, skimming close above the sand dunes, toward some unknown pagan hell.


  


  His weary eyes closed, the toxins of exhaustion, of worn out muscles triumphant, and he slept.


  


  * * * *


  


  Later, much later, he awoke. Full realization of his predicament flooded sudden panic through his brain cells. He sat up, his feet braced against the opposite wall of the mysterious bubble of force. He looked down.


  


  “The Channel!” he gasped. Knuckles cracked as his fists clenched. “England and home. The armlet of the ancients...it did this!”


  


  The shell was flashing toward the great chalk cliffs of England, and with the surge of triumphant thought in his brain it increased its swift pace. He directed the shell toward some new goal, testing its response, and immediately, gracefully, it swung off in the new direction. Guided by Mental control was this mysterious chariot of the vanished ancient race, builders of mysterious, low-walled desert cities!


  


  “Here,” said Allan Allan aloud, “Is where I played at battle with my brothers. And here, in the lake, I came near to drowning.


  


  “But the castle, Allan Castle, it is....is gone!” he choked. “A village where it stood. Strangely constructed dwellings. Even the fields are changed.”


  


  His Impalpable shell of nothingness hovered a hundred feet above the village green. Uncertainly he willed it to descend. It rested at last upon the grass and then he twisted the tiny inset stud back to its original setting.


  


  The shifting shadows of night and day slowed and stopped at last in midday. Allan Allan felt the welcome pressure of turf beneath his feet and he drew in great gasps of the pure moist air. Then he was conscious of voices; of words idly pronounced and strange.


  


  Dark-robed men gathered about three women, two of them snaggle-toothed ancients, gray of hair and mad-eyed. One of them cringed like a whipped cur and Allan Allan could see the bluish marks of bruises upon her pasty flesh. The other cackled and shrieked gleefully at her companion’s discomfiture.


  


  The third woman was young, fair of hair and skin, and pretty. The dark-robed men and the assembled roughly-garbed villagers seemed to cluster close about her, a foul sort of hunger in their gaze. Now he could see that rough cords bound her wrists firmly together, cutting deep into the flesh. His hand dropped to the haft of his cross-hilted longsword.


  


  The tattered robe was ripped from the girl’s fair body and the crowd seemed to sigh hungrily. Corse men’s hands examined her flesh and needles probed at her body. She screamed once.


  


  Allan hesitated. A witch! Then her pain-filled gray eyes somehow found his and he read a mute, hopeless plea for aid in them. Here was no wanton of Satan’s fold his heart told him.


  


  “Hold!” he roared and his great sword flashed in the sun.


  


  Startled villagers fell back from this grim sun-blackened giant in his strange trappings of mail and leather. He strode to the girl’s side even as she slumped, unconscious, in his arms. He drew the cloak back about her soft body and faced the black-robed witch-hunters boldly.


  


  Carrying her unconscious body he strode through their stunned ranks. Ten -eleven, steps he took before slender rapiers and pikes were raised against him. His sword hammered at their frail blades, sweeping them aside and smashing through cringing flesh and brittle bones.


  


  Five of the black-robed men were down but now the villagers, armed with staves, axes and pitchforks, swarmed about him. His weary, heat sapped muscles were falling him. One mighty sweep of his sword cleared a narrow ring about him and then his fingers groped for the tiny metal stud. Shimmering walls built up about him and the girl, shutting out all others.


  


  Momentarily, he glimpsed a blurring swarm of men leaping upon a mail-shirted warrior beyond the walls. And across the warrior’s arm hung the body of a golden haired maiden!


  


  A memory of mouldering bones below him in the Africa desert came to Allan. The blending of day and night into light and blackness. In alternating flashes, was the swift passage to time, and...Every forward leap of his body in time left an exact duplicate of himself behind:


  


  Or was he....the duplicate?


  


  Already his other body and that of the girl must have become blackened ashes at some witch-burning. How many days must have passed he could only imagine, but now the green leaves of the trees where swiftly turning to brown, red and gold. Even as he watched, white snow blanketed the earth and the last leaves of autumn shook from the bare bleak arms of the trees.


  


  He sent the time-cell gliding effortlessly upward away from the squalid stone-and-thatch huts of the village toward the depths of a great forest. There he could hide and rest, secure from any save poachers and gamekeepers.


  


  And beneath him the snow was dwindling and dark patches of soil shoved through. Brooks and rivers were swollen and trees budded...


  


  * * * *


  


  “America!” cried fair-haired Jocelyn Moore, one-time accused witch in the forgotten English village. “Here, Allan, will we be safe from persecution. The witch-hunters will not seek us here.”


  


  Allan smiled at her. She did not know that more than a century had passed since the transparent shell of force had left England far behind. The exact date he could not know, she had told him that she was first accused in 1642, but he believed that this was the year 1780.


  


  Downward the ovoid of nothingness swooped until they hovered above the green fields of tobacco and grain in eastern Pennsylvania. Allan twisted the little button of metal backward, almost to his starting point, and the racing flood of day and night slowed. For perhaps five minutes did the daylight endure before night came again.


  


  “See!” cried Jocelyn, “there is war here. The bodies of red-coated men lie mingled with the bodies of roughly-clad men. There must be a revolt against the King.”


  


  Allan’s fingers sought the worn grip of his cross-handled sword and his eyes lighted eagerly. Perhaps here in this new savage world would he find comrades and battle against great odds, winning freedom from the decadent civilization of Europe.


  


  A cluster of log-walled cottages, cabins, lay close by, and there they came to a halt. Allan snapped off the stud and the shell of force dissolved.


  


  It was morning and homespun-clad men and women were coming from their rude homes. They spoke a strangely accented English as they clustered about this strange pair dropped, it seemed, from the very heavens. Blue Swedish eyes regarded them curiously - the mail-shirted warrior and the pale, black-robed girl.


  


  “Come and eat,” invited a yellow-bearded ox of a man.


  


  There were no questions as to their origin. The war had sent many peculiar strangers pushing westward away from the seaboard. They were taken to be such and given shelter. Jocelyn cooked the food for the yellow-haired Swede and his motherless brood of six, and Allan helped in the fields.


  


  And when the winter came, Allan joined the army of Washington.


  


  * * * *


  


  The war was ended. Allan Allan bore the scars of many wounds on his great body and two fingers were gone from his right hand. For years had he battled the Hessian mercenaries of George, King of England, and he was now a citizen of a new nation.


  


  Jocelyn had married blond-bearded Gustaf while he had been to war so there was now nothing to hold him beside the seacoast. Like a disease the urge to plumb the depths of the future came upon him.


  


  “I will watch this new world grow,” he said. “Watch it spread across the wilderness and grow strong and arrogant...”


  


  Slowly, he cruised above the dwindling forests and spreading fields of America. Westward, ever westward, the frontiers pushed. Several times he touched earth again to eat and sleep for a time but nowhere did he pause for long.


  


  He saw spiderwebs of steel cross the country and strange boats with smoking chimneys in the harbors. He saw vast armies of men in blue swarming down from the north and brave man in gray push up from the south. Allan slowed his leisurely flight through time yet further until the embattled ranks of the two armies grew clear before him.


  


  Allan sent the time shell shooting skyward... Brother slaying brother...Blue and gray...


  


  Into the west he drifted, over Kansas and Missouri. Here he saw renegade guerillas of both North and South plundering and killing. Rage seethed hot within his mighty-muscled frame.


  


  Down he plunged silently off the shell of force around his body he heard pitiful moans of terrified women and came upon four trembling captives, huddled beneath a single blanket beside the fire. Bruised and bloody they were from the ordeal they had endured.


  


  For a moment a film of flaming redness blinded Allan Allan’s eyes and his blood rose savagely. The growl of a wild beast rumbled deep down in his chest as he drew his heavy sword.


  


  Then, reason triumphed. He was alone and all but unarmed. From a stack of weapons and ammunition, carelessly stacked near the fire, he selected two rifles, powder cartridges, and several bags of bullets. Holding this plunder under his arms, he clicked the tiny stud rapidly on and off.


  


  About him a vague looming mass of shapes was growing. No demons of Africa these, but clean-limbed fighting men, each bearing two rifles and ammunition, while at their sides swung cross-barred swords.


  


  A score of giant handsome warriors - all Allan Allan.


  


  They needed no instruction as to what they were to do. They knew. They swung about facing the sleeping guerillas and at that moment a guard, stationed outside the camp, saw them. He fired.


  


  Two of the Allans returned his fire and the guard jolted backward, the cry of alarm dead on his lips. But the outlaws were warned. They all came boiling out of their battered tents and shelters of branches, pistols and knives in their grimy paws - only to go down beneath a withering blast of fire. The few who escaped bullets went down beneath a flashing wall of steel.


  


  Seventeen Allan Allans faced one another there beside the fire. They looked at Allan, he of the bracelet, as their leader.


  


  “While the weak and helpless are oppressed,” he cried, “it is our duty to protect and avenge them.”


  


  Seventeen Allan swords flashed in the firelight and a cheer burst from their throats. This new crusade fired their imagination as that ancient plundering conquest had not.


  


  “And now,” said their leader, “let us rid the camp of this human carrion and sleep.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Gutted villages, burned cabins, and death-emptied farmhouses dotted the Missouri countryside. Plundering, killing and raping, the bushwhackers ranged the country like cowardly ragged wolves. Union troops and the shrunken Confederate forces of General Price were powerless to combat or control their depredations.


  


  Into this welter of blood-hungry Kansans, Missourians, Seseshs, and Feds -border ruffians and men without a loyalty - plunged the Allans. Quick justice they rendered as they rode the outlaw trails and the cowardly followers of Quantrell and his unsavory ilk trembled in their stolen boots at the name of Allan.


  


  Always they were the same, a score of clear-eyed mighty men well-armed and superbly mounted. Half of them might fall in battle with the tattered guerillas, but the next day twenty of them rode the bloody outlaw trails. Like Immortal avenging gods, they patrolled the rutted forest roads and brushy trails....


  


  * * * *


  


  “Quantrell’s men raid Hamdon,” the little bald-pated man gasped through putty-colored lips, his eyes constantly watching the road down which he had just come.


  


  “Come with us,” ordered Allan shortly, “perhaps this time we can come to grips with them.”


  


  The Allans loosened their heavy swords and examined their spotless rifles and the loaded braces of Colt revolvers at their hips. Then they swung in behind their leader and galloped at a furious pace toward the nearby village of Hamdon.


  


  The sounds of gunfire and of agonized screams came to their ears before they could see the village street. Then they topped a low hill overlooking the town and could see lazy curls of smoke drifting upward from a half-dozen mean dwellings. Black dots lay unmoving in the village street and horsemen rode between the houses as they went.


  


  Two bewhiskered brutes dragged a struggling woman from a house by her plump legs. Her foot broke free and she landed a frantic kick in the groin of one of her captors. He worked out a long-bladed knife and plunged it into her body. His comrade laughed brutally and kicked her crimsoned bulk.


  


  A Sharps spoke and the killer spun about with the bullet’s impact. A split second later his companion joined him in the dust of the road, a bullet-hole drilling his breast bone. Their blood mingled suddenly with that of the dying woman.


  


  Then the Allans smashed into the ragged ranks of the killers as they ranged the dusty streets of Hamdon. Outnumbered they were four or five to one; yet the cowardly bushwhackers fell back before them, flinging aside their weapons as they tried to escape.


  


  “Quantrell!” screeched the bald-headed little man, pointing.


  


  Even as he spoke, a bullet smashed into his face and his bloody-masked corpse slid to the dust.


  


  * * * *


  


  Allan spurred his horse after the leader of the guerillas. Two mounted outlaws rode into his path and his cross-handled sword flicked out through their bodies in one mighty sweep. Then he was almost upon Quantrell.


  


  A wizened, scrawny young guerilla, not over seventeen, rode beside the outlaw chief. Now he turned and lifted his revolver muzzle. His cold eyes glittered sneakily for an instant as he pressed the trigger and then Allan Allan felt a sledge smash against his skull as the gun roared.


  


  Hours later it seemed he was conscious of light. The bloody dirt-fouled beard of a dead guerilla was beneath his throbbing, swollen skull and a dead eye glared into his own. He twisted his head and saw the bullet-riddled body of a dark-haired girl sprawled a few feet away. The crackle of a burning building sounded close by; he could feel the heat upon his back.


  


  Then soft hands were upon his head and the voices of women echoed in his ears. Agony lanced through his brain as they lifted him.


  


  “It is an Allan,” a gentle voice said, and his blurred vision caught a fleeting glimpse of a wan oval face above him. “I knew it when I saw that odd sword.”


  


  Dimly, he remembered being carried along the dusty street and hearing the drowsy murmur of hushed voices as he was laid upon a mattress of straw. Then the coolness of water touched his throbbing skull and he opened his eyes again. The same oval face, framed now with curling chestnut hair, was close above them. He tried to speak and the girlish head shook negatively. A white finger crossed her lips in command for silence, and she smiled gently.


  


  Thereafter for two weeks Allan Allan lay helpless with a bullet-hole in his right temple. George Thuston and his daughter, Mabel, cared for him tenderly while he raved of Allah, mysterious black cities, witches, warlocks and war. Then one day he awoke again, clear of mind, and asked for his comrades.


  


  “Gone,” said Mabel softly, “toward the western coast of the United States. The Union Army is at last taking over control of Missouri. The guerillas of Parker, Anderson, and Younger are being smashed.”


  


  “They left word for you to meet them in California. San Francisco, they said...it will be many weeks before you can travel though.”


  


  Allan’s heart warmed toward the smiling brown-haired girl who anticipated his every need. Maybe he had reached an end to wandering. It would be so easy to love this lovely frontier girl. To rear broad-shouldered sons and sturdy daughters.


  


  Life was simple and direct here in the Middlewest, none of the stifling petty customs and rules of the civilized East to harness a man. Great estates waited to be carved from virgin territory and the breadth of half a continent was yet to be conquered....


  


  * * * *


  


  Allan Allan found his great sword and belted his revolvers about his waist. His eyes dropped to the massive armlet of brassy metal and he smiled grimly.


  


  Tonight he was to wed Mabel in the village church. After that, there would be no bird-like excursions into the future or from continent to continent. The old hunger to ride forward into the future was come upon him. His fingers touched the little stud.


  


  “Why not?” he asked himself. “I can go forward but a half hour and for the last time enjoy the thrill of racing like a bird above the earth-bound mortals. Then I will lay aside the armlet forever.”


  


  He stepped outside the house, and adjusted the stud to its lowest rate. The transparent walls grew about him. He sent the shell of force higher and higher into the air. Clouds fell below him and the air grew thin and cold. He rioted in the swift, silent ease of flight.


  


  Then he remembered the sweet face of Mabel and the weather-beaten gray church where they were to be married. The shell drove earthward again, back to the squalid houses and the dusty streets of Hamdon. He switched off the mysterious force of the armlet for the last time and entered the house.


  


  A giant rose from his seat on the bed. Allan thrust out his hand, glad to see one of his old comrades.


  


  “Just back from the Coast?” he asked, and then realized that his guest could have hardly reached the Coast in the few weeks elapsed.


  


  “No,” the other Allan said shortly. “You know where I come from.”


  


  Allan gasped. Of course. When he took that last flight into the future another duplicate self was fashioned to replace him in time by the weird scientific magic of the armlet. And this Allan too loved Mabel.


  


  “I’m fighting you,” announced the other, “and the best man marries her.”


  


  Hours later Allan Allan ruefully examined his swollen face and decided that both eyes were blackened. A grin contracted his puffy features painfully. He was heading westward toward California and the rest of his clan.


  


  The other Allan had won.


  


  Nothing now held him back from further conquest of the future. He moved away from his horses, one saddled and the other two laden with packs, and he looked at the massive circlet of metal.


  


  Then he was drifting above the horses and the sullen, broad-shouldered man squatted beside the campfire. This new Allan shook a vengeful fist at the unseen bulk of the time shell above him...


  


  So it came that the warrior from the past came at last to rest in a beautiful little valley in Western New York State. There he rented a cottage, paying for it with old American money of pre-Civil War mintage.


  


  It was 1940, a year when another word cataclysm was engulfing the civilized world. Daily he tramped the wooded hills and at night he read articles and studied dry scientific works borrowed from the nearby library. He had an insatiable appetite for new knowledge.


  


  This is where I met him - at the library. We lived but a little ways apart and so I gave him a lift on his way home. I said something about the Revolutionary War and he corrected me. Before I knew it, he was telling me the story of his life.


  


  At four o’clock the next morning I drove home, stuffed to the ears with stories of Palestine, the Crusades, and the Civil War. That was the first of many such excursions into the harsh and bloody past. I examined his armlet, four or five pounds of some mysterious metallic alloy, and gripped the hilt of his weighty Crusader’s sword.


  


  There was something magnetic, dynamic, about him, not to be found in modern man....And something pathetic as well. He was a man out of place in the scheme of things. He was a crusader, a fighting man in search of worthy cause. Blood and weapons of lethal purpose he could understand, but the newer weapons of propaganda and pacificism meant nothing to him....


  


  And one day he was gone. I saw him go, or rather the armlet upon his arm disappear - his duplicate self, of course, was left behind.


  


  The fate of a small nation, attacked by a power-mad larger nation intent on world domination, was the reason for his departure. A proud people called to him, he said; doomed though the cause might be, he must go. He crushed my palm in his huge fingers and said goodbye.


  


  And the next day his other body, duplicate Allan Allan, was gone. The cottage was empty. I tore a note from the door that I knew was meant for me.


  


  “Can’t rust out here in America,” it said. “Joining the air force over the border for service abroad.”


  


  Somewhere in Europe with the rain pelting down and the abrupt rocky slope dragging the life from men’s sinews, a thousand helmeted soldiers wearily advanced upon a lone, battered tank....


  


  And from the cramped confines of the tank, in unwavering line, marched an endless column of giant men, automatic rifles in their hands, and heavy, cross-hilted swords at their sides....


  


  A hundred - two hundred - on they marched, forward into battle!


  


  <<Contents>>


  


  * * * *
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