


ENSLAVED TO SATAN

By Hugh B. Cave

from the Feb. 1935 issue of Terror Tales




Paul Norton thought himself a man of God. But a black-robed fiend came up from nowhere to tell him he had sold his soul to Satan, and blood-red letters flamed before his eyes to vouch the truth of his iniquity. Yet not till Satan’s handmaidens had dragged him down to the foul depths of their pain-filled horror chamber did he believe that his eyes and ears had spoken truth…



 


THE Reverend Paul Norton reached the entrance to deserted Woodlawn Park at one-thirty a. m. Back in the road, the headlights of his small car stabbed fingers of light through the night mist, limned his tall young figure. His thin face was good-looking, though dark shadows of worry clouded his eyes.




He paced forward into the darkness of the deserted park. To his right loomed a huge sign. It was unlighted now, but the car lights reflected dimly against the glass tubing of the neon lettering. His mouth twisted a little as he read:




NOTICE




THIS PROPERTY HAS BEEN BEQUEATHED TO THE FIRST CHURCH OF DENHAM AND WILL BE CONDUCTED HEREAFTER FOR THE BENEFIT OF THE CHURCH. WE ASSURE THE PUBLIC OF ENTERTAINING PROGRAMS AND ASK YOUR PATRONAGE.




The sign told a lie. Woodlawn Park had not been left to the church, but to Paul Norton and the board of deacons. To use for the benefit of the church, yes. But if Deacon Wyman didn’t upset the applecart, the owners could assign themselves good salaries out of the operating expenses. Wyman, Paul Norton thought bitterly, could afford to be sanctimonious; he had money of his own. He didn’t have to struggle along on a salary so pitifully small that he couldn’t marry. He wasn’t in love with beautiful Ruth Winward who had waited two years now and would have to wait indefinitely if Paul Norton didn’t find some way to make more money….




Norton shook his head to clear it of bitter thoughts, turned and strode on into the darkness. Gravel crunched throatily beneath his feet, husking a slow accompaniment to his advance.




Then he stopped, stood trembling. Ahead of him and a little to the left, on a dark expanse of lawn checkerboarded with man-high shrubs, was something alien. The wind moved sibilantly, carrying a strange and sinister odor.




Slowly he slipped forward, eyes unblinkingly wide. It was too dark here for human eyes to be sure of what the gloom might spawn, but it seemed to be… He took four more steps, each one an effort as cold dread mounted within him. Then he stopped, caught a hoarse breath, and stood as if impaled.




The thing before him was a cross-a huge wooden cross planted upside down in the lawn. Upon it, with bare feet reaching into the darkness, arms extended and head grotesquely dangling, hung a shape which was human.




“Oh, God!” Paul Norton whispered.




Men weren’t crucified today. They hadn’t been since civilization and men’s souls were as dark as this dismal night. And even then, not upside down!




Paul Norton lurched closer, wide eyes staring. The man’s feet, pointing grotesquely at the heavens, were pierced with an iron spike, and other spikes impaled his contorted hands. His naked body was a twisted question-mark of agony. And the face-that ascetic face contorted with suffering that had pulled each muscle out of line, was the face of Alfred Wyman.




Deacon Alfred Wyman-the man Paul Norton had been thinking of as a hypocrite, the one man who did not want the minister and the deacons of the church to make personal gain out of property which should be operated for the benefit of God’s Church.




Norton gasped. The darkness around him was suddenly a black vale of horror. The blood in his veins went cold. Why had Wyman been put to death in such horrible fashion? Why was this cross inverted?




Hereditary fears festered in Norton’s mind, gave    horrible   answer. This    inverted   cross, mockery of God and things holy, was symbolic of devil worship. In the long-dead past robed shapes had huddled over human sacrifices, knelt before uncouth     shrines practicing the hell-born monstrosities of the Black Mass-because they had sold their souls to the devil in the hope of worldly gain!




And hadn’t he and his deacons-all but Alfred Wyman-done just that? A week before prosperous old Jason Manley had sat up in his death-bed and signed a paper leaving Woodlawn Park to the minister of the Denham church and to the deacons, on the understanding that it would be used for God’s work.




Paul Norton groaned in agony as he remembered how he had agreed that they feather their own pockets with the money made here. He had helped in working out some of the publicity scheme which would make the place more profitable. Well, they had their publicity now! The publicity of death and terror. And less than fifteen minutes ago, he had hated Wyman because the man had stood out against them, threatened to expose the whole scheme unless all profits from the park were turned over to the church and charity.

Then, with an effort, he wrenched his thoughts from their mad ramblings and fought for self-control. This was no work of the devil; it was murder, sinister and significant. Recent murder, for the body of Deacon Wyman was not yet cold.

Somewhere in Woodlawn Park, perhaps even now lurking nearby, would be the fiend or fiends who—

The crackling of a twig-or was it merely sudden premonition of peril?- whirled Norton in his tracks. The muscles in his legs went stiff; his body froze with a convulsive twitch. He was no longer alone.




LESS than ten paces distant, the darkness had spawned a majestic shape that did not belong there, had not been there before. Blacker than night itself, the shape stood motionless, arms folded on a broad black chest. It moved forward, lifted one massive arm, to point a dark forefinger at Norton’s bloodless face. Words came out of the darkness, and Paul Norton was aware through the cold winding-sheet of dread that enveloped him that the words were emanating from that half alive, half-spectral face which had no right to exist.




“You have done well, my servant.” Crimson lips seemed to part in a mirthless smile.“You have done very well.” The outstretched arm swayed sideways: the rigid finger pointed to Alfred Wyman’s crucified corpse.“And here is publicity for you and your associates. Here is an obstacle removed from your path. The Prince of Darkness is ever eager to aid his servants!”

The leering smile vanished, and with a sudden rustle of dark garments the shape glided backward. It merged with another black hulk-one of the many shrubs that dotted the lawn. The monster was gone!

Seconds passed before Paul Norton found life. Breath wheezed from his lips and he lunged forward, hands outflung. The thing he had seen, the whispered words that had emanated from those spectral lips, were not real! Could not be real! And yet….

His clawing hands made contact, but touched only the hard, brittle needles of the evergreen. He stopped, let his arms fall to his sides. The air that sobbed into his lungs was tangy with a taste of dew-wet balsam. Somewhere not far away a cricket was chirping. No other sound lived in the dark.

Norton’s limp hands curled into fists and he pushed forward, walked a slow circle around the man-high shrub. Man-high… That was what had fooled him, of course! Staring in deceptive darkness, his nerves jangled by the discovery of Deacon Wyman’s corpse, he had seen the wind-bent outline of this shrub and his imagination had done the rest!

Those whispered words? They had originated in his own mind, perhaps emanated from his own lips. Overwrought nerves could do as much as that, and more. Yet that red-glowing face-those shapeless lips curled in a soundless laugh of evil triumph…




Well, he had imagined that, too! If a black-robed shape had existed, where had it vanished to? There was no possible hiding-place, except in the shadows of this particular shrub. And no one was here.




Staring around, he shuddered at shadows that seemed furtively to close in on him. The erratic chirping of crickets became an ominous muttering from hidden lips of horror. He wanted suddenly, consumingly, to get out of the park and race back to the twin headlights that gleamed so far away in the road.

The whole thing had been born of his own jangled nerves-yet that premonition of evil still persisted. That feeling of not being alone….

He turned and stared at the corpse on the cross. That, at least, was real. Backing away from it, he sobbed with a realization of the agony that had preceded Wyman’s death. But no dark-robed monster of hell had done that vile deed. Human beings, who could be brought to justice as soon as the police were notified….

The police! Convulsively, Norton turned, strode across the lawn, along the gravel path that led to the park’s administration building. Keys jangled in his hand….

 

MOMENTS later, inside the small office, he lowered the telephone and knew he had done his duty. Then, with a calmness that surprised even himself, he rummaged in the office-desk, found a searchlight, and strode out again into the dark, toward the scene of the murder.




With the searchlight he studied again the torment engraved on Wyman’s death-face. The frantic desire to get away from the park returned to him and he fought against it, steeled himself to investigate every angle of the horror.




Three times he paced between the inverted cross and the dark shrub where the monster with the glowing face-imaginary, perhaps-had seemingly vanished into thin air. Once, stooping to study the grass near the base of the evergreen, he thought he detected a faint sulphur-like odor that did not belong there. But that, too, might be a creation of his imagination.




But could a man’s imagination conjure words’? Had those whispered words been real?




He stood for a long while before the inverted body of the man who only last night had accused him and his associates of consorting with the devil. The beam of the searchlight swept the lawn beneath Wyman’s dangling head. And suddenly Norton leaned forward, staring.




The thing he picked up was a button, small and oval-shaped and black. Not an ordinary button, and certainly not from the somber gray clothes of the man who hung dead. Moments passed while Norton examined it.

The squeal of a car’s brakes, in the road beyond the park’s entrance, aroused him. Mechanically he pocketed the button, turned and stared as shadowy figures came along the gravel path. A moment and uniformed policemen were crowding around him. And then, in slow, fretful tones he told his story….




He said nothing, though, of having heard whispered words from the glowing lips of a red-faced monster. If he told them of that, they would think him mad. Even he himself was not sure. That evil voice had seemed real at the time, terribly real, but now it was only a vague echo in his brain. Perhaps it was his brain that had spawned it…. He must wait, and be sure, before making any statements.




“You look pretty washed up, Reverend Norton. Better get on home and leave us to take care of this.”




Slowly, Norton walked away. When he looked back from the road, before climbing into his own car, shadowed shapes were still gathered around the inverted cross and its ghastly victim. Searchlights winked like fireflies in the dark, and the murmur of men’s voices rode the night stillness.

Half an hour later when Paul Norton let himself into the little brown cottage next to the church, on Denham’s main street, that scene was still indelibly printed in his mind. A dark ominous picture, filled with vague threats of things abnormal and unholy…




A white-enameled clock on the bedroom dresser showed the quarter-hour past three as Paul Norton undressed and clicked off the light. Ages had passed since he had tiptoed from this room, yet the clock then had said one A. M. So much had happened…




Sprawled there on the bed, in darkness, he was strangely glad that he had refrained from blurting too many words to the policemen in the park. But why? What was the sensation that gripped him? Was it relief that Alfred Wyman was out of the way and could no longer balk the plans of the deacons?




He fought to drive such thoughts out of mind, and in the gloom of the room a picture took form-a picture of the inverted cross bearing its ghastly burden. Norton stared, gripped the bedclothes with stiff fingers and choked a scream that filled his throat. The picture vanished.




He dozed, but his tortured mind invented images that made him moan and toss in his sleep. Again he saw that strange robed shape with the leering face; again he caught that faint but unmistakable odor of burning sulphur. And this time the Prince of Darkness was bent above him peering down at him with eyes loaded with threatening evil…




Norton awoke with a start and pushed himself up on stiff arms. That image had been no dream! Instinctively he knew it, sensed the terrible reality of it. His wide eyes stared into the room’s darkness, seeking. Somewhere in that darkness other eyes were watching him, gloating over his terror, and the gaze of those eyes was a tangible force pressing in upon him




Suddenly he was rigid, unbreathing. Like a propped-up dummy he sat without motion, arms stiff as laths, shoulders bunched, head thrust forward. A sensation of unbearable cold began at his bare feet and crept through his body, stilling the beat of his heart.

Straight ahead of him on the room’s rear wall, no more than twenty feet beyond the bed-end, a crimson message glared out at him!

 

BLURRED letters they were that made the message, swelling and contracting-yet slowly losing their bloated shape and assuming sharp outlines. Then the message glowed with hideous legibility, and he could not fail to read it. With spectral significance the words returned his stare delivering their ominous message.




By not confiding too much in the police, you have proved yourself a good servant, Paul Norton!




Fear sapped Norton’s strength, left his face white as the face of a corpse. The pupils of his eyes dilated. A sound, half moan and half shriek accompanied his hoarse intake of breath.  




Slowly the letters faded. Then others took their place on the wall’s grim blackboard.




Take the button and go to Deacon Bingham’s office tomorrow. Look in the third desk drawer. Remember, I am with thee always, my servant, so long as thou art faithful!




As the words faded, Norton’s soul-chilling numbness faded with them. His feet thumped the floor and he pushed himself erect, took a faltering step forward, hands outthrust.




But the wall before him now was bare and blank. No crimson letters marred in dark surface No sound except the rapid wheeze of his own breathing disturbed the room’s ominous stillness.




Some hidden well of fortitude gave him power to move forward, though the very walls of the room seemed closing in upon him with crushing force. His groping fingers, cold as if plunged into ice-water, found a light-switch, and as twin lamps glowed on the dresser he stood flat against the wall, staring into the chamber’s every corner.




The room was empty.




Moisture formed on Norton’s forehead, beaded the backs of his icy hands. His heart thumped violently. The room was empty—empty-yet the black wall before him, covered now with innocent brown paper, had twice spawned crimson words!




Had his imagination been playing mad tricks with him again?




He knew better, sobbed hoarsely with a sensation of utter helplessness. If only he could believe the thing a nightmare! But nightmares were seldom rational, seldom made sense. And those crimson letters had been so hideously significant….




Slowly he made a circuit of the room, forced himself to peer into every niche, every corner. Opening the doors of two clothes-closets took courage, but he dragged them open, stared into the dark interiors. He found nothing. Then, as terror renewed its relentless grip, he examined every inch of the wall where some invisible hand had inscribed those scarlet letters.




The brown wall-paper with its lighter brown whorls leered back at him, mocking him.




Trembling violently, he returned to the bed, sat down and put both hands to his sweat-drenched face.




“/ am with thee always, my servant, so long as thou art faithful!”




My servant! Merciful God, what did it mean? At the meeting last night, Alfred Wyman had stood before the assembled deacons of the church and pointed an accusing forefinger into startled faces, thundered in a frenzy of sudden rage: “You have become money-changers in the temple! God is no longer in your hearts! You are servants of the devil, all of you!”




Servants-of-the-devil. Paul Norton’s eyes widened, were suddenly rimmed with the whiteness of fear. He stared at the brown-papered wall and saw again the words that had glowed there.”I am with thee always, my servant…”




Then he laughed, laughed hoarsely and with such violence that the sound startled him as it bellowed through the room. Lunging erect, he stood wide-legged, clenched his hands.“It’s not true! I’m not a servant of the devil! I’ve done my best to preach the word of God….”.




His voice cracked, fell into a guttural mumbling.“I-I need the money. Ruth won’t wait forever. If I don’t get money enough to marry her soon, she’ll turn to someone else. Oh God, what have I done?”




There was no answer, and those red letters, glowing now in his agonized mind, took form again and leered at him. What had they said? “Take the button….”.




What button? Dully he remembered, turned to stare at his clothes that lay piled on a chair. He had found a button in the grass near the foot of the death cross. A black button. He had forgotten to hand it to the police.




Fumbling in his coat pockets, he found it, held it in his cupped palm.”Take the button to Deacon  Bingham’s  office  tomorrow  morning. Look in the third desk drawer….”




Hope smoldered in Norton’s glazed eyes. When daylight came, he would do as those spectral letters had ordered, but not because they had ordered it. Geoffrey Bingham would know the answer. More than once, in the past, he had offered words of advice in times of trouble, and his sober middle-aged wisdom had been of infinite help.




In the morning….

 









CHAPTER TWO

The Black Coat



THE mirror-clock over the windshield said nine-twenty when Paul Norton parked his car next morning in front of the Denham Trust Company Building. He made his way directly to the bank’s private offices on the fourth floor, nodded to Bingham’s secretary and waited impatiently while the girl announced his visit.




Evidence of last night’s turmoil still clung to his face. His eyes were dark-rimmed, tinged with red from staring so long into shadows; his cheeks were gaunt, pale and twitching.

In the private office of Geoffrey Bingham, President of the Denham Trust Company, Bingham gazed at him and said anxiously: “You’ve had a sleepless night, Paul. Wyman’s terrible death-“




“You’ve-heard?”




Bingham nodded.“The news spread quickly. In fact, Wyman’s family has already offered a five-thousand-dollar reward for the capture of the killer. What I’m curious to know is how you happened to be out there last night.”

Instead of answering, Norton fumbled in his vest pocket, drew forth the small black button he had stared at so long last night, and leaned forward. The torment in his face caused Bingham to gaze at him in bewilderment.

“Last night-” Norton mouthed the words thickly-“something happened. I’m in trouble. I want to talk to you.”

He spilled forth his story. It was easy to talk to Bingham. The man knew how to listen. Compassion filled his round, sallow, moon-face and he sat with one heavy leg crossed over the other, his left arm hooked on the desk-top to support the weight of his big shoulders. He was past middle age and the years had softened a face that perhaps had once been lean and hard. Soft gray hair made that face even more kindly.




Norton was interrupted only when the older man’s hand reached out, at frequent intervals, to touch his hunched shoulder in a comforting gesture that seemed to say, “Take it easy, young fellow. When you’re as old as I am, you’ll learn to control your emotions.”




In the end, Norton swayed erect, placed on the desk the black button that had come from the foot of the cross.“That’s all, Mr. Bingham. There’s the button, and-“




Geoffrey Bingham smiled.“And you were advised to open the third drawer of my desk. Well, let’s do it.” Quietly he reached down, slid open the desk drawer. His smile changed abruptly to a puzzled scowl. Slowly, very slowly, he extended a trembling hand and drew forth a folded garment.




“You knew this was here?”




“No.” Paul Norton’s eyes were wide.“No. How should I?”

“Neither did I. It’s not mine and it wasn’t here yesterday. Someone must have put it here last night.” Bingham shook the garment and held it at arm’s length, frowned at it. It was a long black cloak, with broad sleeves and a row of oval-shaped black buttons!

The banker’s eyes narrowed ominously; with stiff fingers he reached out, took the button from the desk and held it close to those on the cloak. Paul Norton stared at him, took a sudden step backward.

That cloak! A hideous vision stabbed Norton’s mind and he suppressed a desire to shriek out the truth. That cloak was all too familiar! He had seen it before, had heard whispered words emanating from the glowing face above it. The dark specter in Woodlawn Park had not been a figment of his mad imagination, after all! Here was proof!




But Geoffrey Bingham was seeing something else. Four buttons gleamed on the cloak’s black breast. Four buttons-and a ragged tuft of black thread where a fifth had been torn loose. And the button in Bingham’s fingers matched those that were sewn on the cloak’s black satin!




The man’s eyes smoldered. Violently he flung the garment from him, lurched erect and glared into Paul Norton’s bloodless face. His chest rose and fell with the passion that fumed within him.




“It’s a dirty lie! This coat isn’t mine and never was mine! It was planted here!”




Never before had Norton seen a man change character so abruptly. But the answer came not from Norton’s pale lips; it came from the far end of the room, in the sudden opening of a door that led apparently to a smaller office beyond. Bingham whirled. In the doorway stood a uniformed figure whose outthrust hand held a leveled revolver!




Geoffrey Bingham took a step backward, worked his lips soundlessly as the officer advanced. His gaze clung to the gun; color ebbed from his round face, left it limp and pasty. When he found his voice again it was a lurid shriek.




“It’s not true, I tell you! It’s a frame-up! The cloak doesn’t belong to me!”

The officer’s lips curled, formed a sarcastic sneer. With one hand he pushed the banker aside, snatched the cloak from the desk. His gun covered Bingham’s every movement while he peered down at the black garment, narrowed his eyes over it.




“This isn’t yours?”

“I tell you I never saw it before!”




“Maybe you can explain how your name comes to be on it, then.”




Bingham swayed on spread legs, seemed glued to the floor. Slowly he came a step closer, and another, and peered down. A tiny white band inside the cloak’s collar said, in the dull purple of indelible ink that had apparently been washed many times: G. Bingham.

 

A HOARSE sob croaked in the banker’s throat. He gripped the desk with hands that were bloodless, wet with perspiration. Frantically he stared from the officer’s face to that of Paul Norton.“Oh my God, it’s not true! I swear it!”




Paul Norton shuddered, remembering the spectral shape in the park and the whispered words that had emanated from shapeless red lips.

“It’s a funny thing, ” the officer said quietly.“Amateurs never get away with murder. Not for long.” Methodically he rolled the black cloak into a crumpled wad and stuffed it into a pocket of his uniform.“In this case, we had a mysterious phone tip to come here and sort of hang around until something happened. Maybe your friend, Mr. Norton, sent it.” He shrugged, made a sidewise motion with the gun.“Better not make any fuss, Bingham. Come along quietly.”

Geoffrey Bingham’s large body stood in the center of the small office, quivering as though made of jelly. No color remained in his face; his eyes were glassy gray buttons in danger of bursting in their sockets. He took a slow step backward, reached out both hands as if to ward off something horrible that menaced him.




“No, no! You can’t take me to jail! I didn’t kill Wyman! I swear I didn’t!”




The officer sighed impatiently, again made movements with the gun. The gun was a lodestone for Bingham’s horrified gaze. He stared at it, took another step backward, made incoherent noises in his throat.




“You’ll hang for this, Bingham, ” the officer said indifferently.“The evidence is piled against you. After what you did to Alfred Wyman, and the way you did it. I wouldn’t be surprised if the crowd took it on themselves to save the law a lot of trouble. Damn you, stop whimpering! You killed a man-“




A lurid shriek jangled from the depths of Geoffrey Bingham’s soul. His trembling body spun abruptly like a monstrous top, hurtled toward the wall. Before either Paul Norton or the officer had divined his mad intent, he had reached a window.




With a wild lunge he gained the sill and hurled himself head foremost against the glass. Then, like a great black bat, he shot through the shattered pane and hurtled into space.

Broken glass cascaded to the floor as Paul Norton and the officer leaped forward with cries of horror. But Norton’s outthrust hands were too late; that lunging body was already beyond reach, beyond sight. All that remained was a shattered window-and a wild shriek that ended, far below, in sudden horrible silence.

Norton was first to reach the aperture. Clawing the sill, he leaned forward and stared down. Muscles corded in his throat and a hollow sensation invaded the pit of his stomach, blurring his gaze to the sight that lay below.

A concrete sidewalk had stopped Bingham’s fall. People in the street were running, shouting. The contorted shape on the sidewalk did not move, did not resemble anything human.

With a shudder Norton turned away, paced slowly to the desk and stood there, both hands gripping the desk for support. New horror had awakened the lethargic sickness in his soul; he swayed, would have fallen had not the policeman reached out a stabbing hand.

The officer’s face had lost color, too. His mouth worked, made sluggish words.

“I guess he was guilty, all right. I guess he proved it.”




Norton stared mutely at the black cloak on the desk, at the significant, damning black button that lay beside it. Then the officer spoke words that spiked Norton’s soul with a blind, blood-chilling realization of the thing’s full portent.




“You’ll get a good wad of reward money for this, Mr. Norton. Maybe you don’t know it, but Alfred Wyman’s family offered five thousand for the capture of the murderer. And you’re the man who produced the evidence….”




Norton swayed blindly, leaned against the desk and closed his eyes. He was no longer in Geoffrey Bingham’s office on the fourth floor of the Denham Trust Building. He was alone in a world of darkness, a black world peopled with leering shadow-shapes that mocked him, jeered at him derisively.




Somewhere in that dark void stood a majestic black-cloaked monster whose arms were folded on an enormous chest, and whose leering face glowed red. Shapeless lips were curled in triumph, uttering soundless laughter.




Paul Norton knew the truth. Knew that it was truth. An innocent man had plunged to hideous death, fearing black shame and reprisal for a crime he had not committed. And for the blood of that innocent man, Paul Norton was to receive five thousand dollars!

A hoarse cry gurgled in his throat and his hands gripped the desk-edge, holding his trembling body erect. And then his tortured brain conjured another vision in crimson letters, crimson words, that swam in a blood-mist before his eyes.




They were the words that had glowed on the wall of the bedroom, an eternity ago. 

“You have proved yourself a good servant, Paul Norton! I am with thee always….”

 

THE face that stared back into Paul Norton’s own, hours later, from the mirror above his bedroom dresser, was gaunt and twisted, lined with torment. Hope had gone out of it; desperation and despair had sucked life from it, leaving only a thin, bloodless shell.




It startled him. And a moment later, when he descended the stairs to answer the insistent clamor of the front doorbell, it startled someone else.

Ruth Winward, standing there on the stoop, stared at him and took a quick step backward, as if seeing some strange cadaver risen from its grave. Her own face had been aglow with a happy smile; the smile faded as if wiped away with a wet rag. She said, “Oh!” in a sharp, quick voice. Then she reached out a trembling hand, gripped Norton’s arm and cried anxiously: “Paul! You’re




He shook his head.“I suppose you’re wondering why I sent for you.”




“What-what’s happened, Paul?”




He made no answer. Mechanically she closed the door, followed him into the living-room. There she sat down in a straight-backed chair, stared at him intently and repeated her anxious question, “What’s-happened?”

A feeling of utter hopelessness seized Norton’s heart as he returned that anxious gaze. This was the end; dully he realized it, and the truth was a throbbing, relentless pain within him, more acute than physical agony.

This girl had loved him, promised to be his. She would know now that the dream was finished. She would realize that another allegiance had claimed him, had crept from some dark antechamber of hell to suck him into servitude. He was no longer free.

“Paul, what is it?” the girl whispered “What’s wrong?”




He wet his lips, forced words from his throat.“You’ve heard about Wyman?”




“Yes, Paul, ” she answered.“I’ve heard.” “And about Bingham?” “Yes, but-“




“In a little while, ” he muttered, “the other deacons will be here. Mowry, Dwight, Miller, Shaw-all of them. I called a meeting. I’m going to tell them the truth, a truth even you don’t know. And I’m going to make them give up the whole deal. They’ve got to give it up!”




“I’m glad, ” Ruth Winward said simply.




His answer was a mirthless laugh. Glad? Yes, she would be. From the very beginning she had been against the scheme to which he had pledged allegiance. But even she did not know how far that pledge had carried him, into what black hell it had led him.

“I want you to stay here when they come, ” he begged.“God knows I’ll need your help!”

She sat on the arm of his chair and tried to comfort him.“I’m sure they’ll see how wrong the whole thing is, dear.” Her voice was soft, soothing, as if she were talking to a child afraid of the dark.“They’re not wicked. Remember, they are all rather poor; they need money. Under the circumstances, almost any group of men would have been tempted.”




Norton looked up into her face and found courage. He murmured half-audible words that sounded like “God bless you!”




How long he sat there with his head cradled in her warm arms, his face against the soft satin of her throat, he did not know. The drone of the doorbell aroused him, prepared him for the ordeal that was to come.




He stood up, dragged a deep breath as he paced into the hall. When he returned to the living-room, accompanied by the men who had come in answer to his summons, his fists were clenched as his courage bolstered for the impending battle.




They were an assorted group, these men who seated themselves in the living-room and gazed at him expectantly, waiting for him to speak. Clinton Miller and Mark Shaw, the two youngest, were bachelors, leaders of the Young Peoples’ Club at the church. Edwin Dwight, blimp-bodied and shabbily dressed, owned a small shoe store on Main Street. Erwin Mowry, wearing horn-rimmed glasses too large for his wedge-shaped face, had a shrewish wife and three small children at home. Alexander Pierson, short, fat and dumpy, was a florist.




Deacons of the church, all of them. Brought together by the similarity of their spiritual beliefs, but otherwise having little in common.

Yet they had one common desire which would make them fight bitterly the suggestion on Norton’s lips. They were men of average means, perhaps even less than average, and had already, in their minds, spent the fortune that Woodlawn Park would bring them. They would not give up that added income without a fight!

 

PASSIONATELY, Norton began to talk, and the touch of Ruth Winward’s hand on his arm gave him courage. But he dared not tell them of all the things he had seen, and he knew the answer before he had spoken a dozen sentences. The expression on every face was against him.




It was Alexander Pierson, the florist, who put that answer into words. Hunched forward in a chair too big for his dumpy body, he scowled blackly, fingered an outthrust chin and snorted “Are you mad, Norton? Good Lord, man, we can’t give up now! That-er-crucifixion at the park has drawn thousands of people there. The place is mobbed; the restaurant’s doing a thriving business; all the concessions are booming-“




“We’ve laid our plans carefully, Norton.” It was Clinton Miller who interrupted.“It’s too late to back out. We’ve gone to a good deal of expense. Tonight the first two of our Biblical dramas go on—Daniel in the Lion’s Den and the one about the Flaming Furnace. We’ve rehearsed our parts, bought stage settings and equipment that cost money. We can’t quit now.”




“Then-you’re determined to go on with this unholy business?”




“Who said it was unholy? We’re working in the interests of the church, aren’t we? These dramas are Biblical plays, even if they are a bit sensational. You’ve got to give the public what they want, or they won’t come to see it. And if they don’t come, how can you tell them about God’s work?”




Norton shut his eyes and groaned. The word “God” linked with such mad scheming, was blasphemy.




“As for this stuff you’ve been telling us about-” Miller shrugged-“this business of being disciples of the devil-it’s sheer nonsense, Norton. You’ve been having nightmares!”




Norton knew that further argument would be futile. These men were poor; the sudden vision of wealth had burned itself into their souls to the exclusion of all else. He turned away, walked stiffly from the room, shuddered as he slowly climbed the staircase to his bedroom.

Later, when the deacons had gone, Ruth Winward found him there, sitting disconsolately on the bed. She sat beside him, put an arm about his shoulders.




“You mustn’t take it so hard, Paul.”




He laughed. The laugh was a hoarse, throaty cackle that made her stare at him with sudden apprehension. And if she heard the muttered words that came half-audibly from his curled lips, she surely did not understand their meaning.




For Paul Norton, staring dully at the floor, growled   out   incoherently: 

“You have  proved yourself a good servant. The Master takes care of his own….”

 

THAT night, alone, he sat in an overstuffed chair in the living-room and watched in torment the crawling hands of the clock that leered at him from the mantel. Eighty-twenty. Shadows filled the room’s corners and a lamp on the table glowed




yellow. In half an hour or so, the program at Woodlawn Park would begin.




For hours he had paced the floor, trying to think. But thinking had not driven the black doubts from his mind or made him indifferent to his failure. Thinking, brooding, had merely brought mental visions of horrible things better forgotten.




In the shadows of the room a ghastly, featureless face had taken form, glowing with crimson significance-a majestic, dark-robed shape, standing with arms folded. And a cross, planted upside down and bearing its crucified victim. A shattered window, three stories above a concrete sidewalk where lay a broken human body. And carmine letters glowing through a blood-mist…

Terror stalked the room. Beads of cold sweat glistened on Norton’s forehead. He had wanted to be alone, had sent Ruth Winward away; now he dreaded loneliness and was afraid of what the room’s crawling shadows might spawn.

The clock struck once. Eight-thirty… Norton rose from his chair, walked slowly up the stairs, closed the bedroom door behind him. Mind and body were exhausted from waging a futile battle against intangible foes; yet he dreaded sleep. Sleep would bring a parade of new horrors.

Without undressing he sprawled on the bed and lay there, staring mutely at the ceiling. Through an unshaded window beside him a thin shaft of ocher, from gas-burning street-light outside, angled down to yellow the floor. The rest of the room was in darkness.




Somewhere in the hall beyond the closed door, a clock was ticking-and the sound clucked hollowly, maddeningly, in a silence otherwise unbroken.




And then, with a sudden sucking intake of breath, Paul Norton jerked erect and gaped with bulging eyes at the room’s rear wall!

Red letters were forming there in carmine blur that extended the length of the wall’s brown surface. Slowly letters moved into focus, became legible. And the crimson message glared back at him as if inscribed with a brush dipped in blood.




You have served me well and have been rewarded, Paul Norton. But think not that you will be allowed to cancel your bargain! Your soul belongs to the Master, and the Master retains his servants through all eternity.




A shriek jangled in Norton’s throat and he flung himself from the bed, staggered forward with both arms extended.




Terror had sapped the color from his face and numbed him. Yet the same terror had brought his courage-mad courage.




He lunged toward the wall then jerked to a stop and stood stiff, his mouth open and drooling saliva. The wall was blank! The crimson message had been wiped away as if swept by a blackboard eraser!




Then, sobbing, Paul Norton did what he had done before-blundered blindly about the room, peering fearfully into every shadowed corner, every dark niche and closet. He found nothing.

Failure angered him. He stood wide-legged, shook a clenched fist and snarled with the fury of a trapped animal. Fear brought a dull red flush to his gaunt feet and hooked his drooling mouth. Lurid words husked from his throat.




“I’ve not made any bargain, damn you! I’m not a servant of the devil!”




The words bounded back from the blank wall mocking him. A shudder shook his body; moments passed while fear and madness fought for supremacy in his tortured mind. Then he thrust a clammy hand to his face, mopped the sweat that gleamed there.




“By God, I’ll show you whose servant I am! I’ll put a stop to the whole rotten affair! Right now!”




He stormed to the door, flung it open with such violence that it thunder-clapped against the corridor wall. Breathing in great gulps, he strode down the stairs, snatched hat and coat from a rack in the lower hall and slammed the front door behind him.




Not until he was pushing open the sliding doors of the garage, a moment later, did the fury go out of his heart and leave him prey to renewed terror. But desperation urged him on. Hunched behind the wheel, he drove the small coupe at reckless speed out of the yard, and turned its blunt nose toward the maze of lonely roads that led to Woodlawn.




Rain spattered the windshield. The clock on the instrument board showed five minutes past nine. Occasional lighted homes swept past, and then Norton strained his eyes to see into a misty darkness broken only by the car’s headlights.




By now, the crowd at the park would be watching the curtain rise on the first of the sensational Biblical dramas which would stuff the pockets of the deacons with unholy profits. But the dramas would not go on! He, Paul Norton, would demand a showdown!




He wondered dully if he would have courage enough to go through with it. The ordeal of the past two days had done things to his mind; his head throbbed and he found it hard to think, hard even to concentrate on the immediate task of driving. The darkness around him was a wet winding-sheet, closing in relentlessly….

He groaned, took one hand from the wheel and brought the flat of his palm against his cheek. The shock stiffened him, cleared his blurred vision. But the shadows came back; his head spawned a dull droning sound that weighted his brain. The road was an ill-defined aisle of misty gloom that refused to be still.

It was a treacherous road, too, that wound like a wet black serpent between walls of massed trees. Rain made it slippery; rain dripped from the car’s windshield and the heat of Paul Norton’s laboring breath fogged the glass on the inside.




Again and again he wiped it clean with the palm of his hand, but new mist formed and the effort of fighting it only added to his exhaustion, fed on his remaining strength and brought moaning sounds from his lips. And the fog in his mind could not be wiped out; it grew thicker, more impenetrable. Driving was an effort. Thinking was an effort even greater.




He knew then that his mind was no longer his own. Out of the darkness around him, some malignant power had extended sucking tentacles to claim him. Bloody words formed in his brain, swam in a red mist before his staring eyes.




“Your soul belongs to me, Paul Norton….”




Black fear clawed at him, blinding him to the tangible perils ahead. His hands were white, clutching the wheel. His foot trembled on the accelerator. Every fiber of his being screamed at him to apply the brakes, pull the car to the side of the road and wait for that numbing, nerve-tearing sensation to depart. But his muscles refused to obey. The car roared through darkness, careening madly from side to side.




Ahead, the mammoth neon sign of Woodlawn Park blazed in darkness, and a sob of relief welled in Norton’s throat. In another moment….




Sudden rain swept the windshield, blinding him. Frantically he wrenched his foot from the gaspedal, jammed it on the brake; but sluggish muscles responded too slowly. The car swerved; the wheel spun from his numbed hands. With a sickening lunge the machine careened sideways, roared off the road-shoulder into sodden sand.




Gaunt trees loomed in the glare of the headlights and Norton’s hands clawed madly at the window. A scream spewed from his lips. Abruptly, the bole of a huge pine rushed toward the leaping lights of the machine.




Creation upended. Sudden agony stabbed Paul Norton’s rigid body. A roar of deafening thunder burst in his brain.




His last conscious sensation was of flying through space-hurtling in a contorted, battered heap, at express-train speed, into a black void of horror whence mocking laughter accompanied him into oblivion.

 







CHAPTER THREE

SWORN TO SATAN



ALL about Paul Norton the world was in motion-a jet-black world that flowed over and through him, filled him with a strange buoyancy as of gliding through deep dark water with the light of day far above and death terribly close.




Death-terribly-close. The thought grew in the laboring agony of his mind until now he was running in nightmare terror-running with every ounce of strength, spurred on by stark fear and desperation-yet unable to escape the cruel chains that bound him.

His eyes opened and he knew now that actually he was being carried, but darkness hung all about him and his blurred gaze failed to make out the forms of his bearers. A taste of blood was in his mouth and a crushing pain pressed his skull. He heard the tread of slow-moving feet, many of them, and knew that he had been borne from the scene of the accident and lugged deep into the woods.

The sandy ruts beneath him were part of an old tote-road. Somewhere in here, about half a mile from the main highway, lay a crooked body of water called Fletcher’s pond, with an abandoned icehouse looming at the road’s end….




He fought the hands that had him. Oblivion returned. Yet through agony-racked darkness he was aware of the passing of time, felt new torment as his bearers occasionally stumbled, jarring his limp body.




He knew at last that his captors stopped and were talking in low whispers. A door creaked; he was carried over a wooden floor that groaned protestingly. Ungently he was dumped to the floor. Warm hands tore his bloody shirt, stripped him to the waist. He was push backward until his naked shoulders made contact with a wall.




Then a light glowed, and with an effort Norton forced his eyes open, stared until his dazed brain recorded his surroundings.




This was a room somewhere in the old icehouse. He had been here before while hunting small game in the thickets around Fletcher’s Pond. But why had he been brought here? What earthly reason…




And who had brought him?




Torment surged through him when he turned his head. Blood had run from a throbbing gash above his eyes, a gash probably inflicted by broken windshield glass. The cords of his neck were stiff, leathery, and seemed to creak their protest at being stretched.




The room was empty. A worm-eaten floor ran crookedly into bare walls that bulged upward in gloom. Some kind of ice-chute angled downward in the far corner, extending apparently from a chamber above this one to a chamber below. A soot-blackened lantern was the room’s sole source of light.




In a daze he looked down at his feet, saw that his ankles were roped together. For the first time he realized that he could not move his hands; they were fastened behind him. Dully, without much ambition, he tried to pull his wrists free; and the creaking of a door interrupted him, caused the muscles of his aching body to go suddenly rigid.




Then, staring at the sight before him, he doubted for a moment his own sanity.

 

THE door in the wall opposite him had groaned open, and across that timeworn threshold came a company so strange, so utterly out of place in such surroundings, that he shook his head violently, hoping to clear his brain of what must surely be a vision born of suffering and pain. But the strange creatures came slowly toward him, and they were real!




Women! Young women, half naked, their sensuous bodies gleaming in the pulsing light of the lantern! With an effort Norton closed his eyes, blinked them open again, yet though his mind was still dazed and his vision blurred, the creatures before him did not fade!




Yet something about those near-naked bodies and gloating faces was unreal, unholy! Every pair of eyes was filled with hunger. Every one of those too-beautiful faces was pale with a paleness as of death!




A scream welled in Norton’s throat, died there unuttered. He stared with enormous eyes at the leader of the strange procession. Stared, and leaned forward as that sensuous body came nearer.




The bloodless face was terribly familiar. It-no, no, it could not be! His overwrought nerves were playing tricks upon him. He stared, held his breath as the girl came closer with a slow gliding motion that seemed inhuman. Then at last his lips writhed open to utter a hoarse babble of sound.




“Ruth! Oh, God, no! No!…”




For the leader of that mad company was indeed the girl who but a few hours hence had tried to comfort him. The girl who had promised to be his wife!




As she advanced, she drew her naked right arm from behind her back, and the slender too-white fingers of her hand gripped a thing that glowed dark red. That glowing thing was a heated iron rod, its tapered point pulsing as if alive!

As the members of the unholy clan closed about their terrified victim, Ruth Winward stood rigid, stared down into Paul Norton’s face and said in a low monotone: “The Master punishes those who plot to disobey him. Prepare yourself, Paul Norton-for the punishment will not be light!”

Norton felt his eyes leaving their sockets, felt the blood in his stiff body run hot, then cold with terror. He knew that his face was a mask, gaunt and horrible.

As from a great distance he heard more words issuing from the lips in the blurred face before him.“The mark of the Master, Paul Norton….” The misted face swayed closer. Norton’s gaze focused on the glowing tip of the iron rod, as the red needle-point made contact.




A nerve-numbing horror was his soul, and the touch of the hot iron seemed ice-cold. Somehow it did not hurt. He stared down at it, saw the flesh of his bare chest turn black as the iron burned a deep design that was vaguely familiar.




Where had he seen that mark before? It was a cross-an inverted cross. Years ago, in darkness, he had wandered into a place called Woodlawn Park and seen the same kind of cross, with a man crucified on it. Yes… a crucified man … and the unpleasant odor that was choking his nostrils now was a stench of burning flesh. His own flesh….




Wearily he raised his head. He knew now that he was in pain yet the pain was not acute; it was like a dull headache, days old. One got used to such pain. It was like being drugged, doped. The agony was there, but the brain was too dead to heed it. Too tired….




“You are a servant of the Master, Paul Norton, just as we are.” That was Ruth speaking. His head lolled on his neck as he tried to look up at her. The iron bar still glowed in her hand, and its dull radiation made a carmine statue of her half-naked body. But that body was like something in a diffused photograph, with no definite outline. It had soft white breasts and a sloping bare abdomen, but he could not see it clearly….




“You are a servant of the Master.” The girl’s words came slowly, ominously.“At first you served well and were rewarded. Then, foolishly, you planned to disobey the Master’s commands.”

 

STRANGE words to be issuing from the lips of Ruth Winward! In mild amazement Norton gazed into her blurred face, frowned at her. She seemed to be waiting for an answer. When he made none she stepped back, muttered something to one of her companions. Then, taking a small vial from the companion’s hand, she leaned forward, forced Norton’s mouth open and upended the vial’s liquid contents in his gaping mouth. He was too weak to resist.




The stuff trickled down, forced him to swallow. It had a bitter burning taste. Slowly then, he became more aware of the agony that stabbed his branded chest.




“Listen to me, Paul Norton!” his torturer said.“You are a minister, a man of your word. The




Master demands your solemn promise that never again will you try to interfere with his plans!”




Paul Norton’s reply was a moan of pain. Impatience filled the corpse-face of the woman before him. She took a short step forward, and the glowing iron bar hung within inches of his face.




“Would you care to lose your eyes, Paul Norton?”




He stared, and the red end of the rod became a mammoth blur, menacing his bulging eyeballs. Abruptly, then, he knew the truth. The liquid which had been poured down his throat was an antidote for some unholy drug that had long gripped his mind. A drug-deadened mind would not suit the purpose of these fiends. They wanted him to feel the agony they were about to inflict!




Agony was already in him. His burned chest throbbed viciously. Terror was a living, crawling thing upon him.




“I give you ten seconds, ” the girl rasped.“Either you give your word of honor to obey the Master’s every wish, or….” The glowing rod moved nearer, searing Norton’s eyes with its heat.”What is your answer?”




Somewhere, Paul Norton found courage and defiance.“I won’t do it! I won’t!”




An evil smile curled the lips of the girl he loved. As if moved by some hypnotic power that claimed her soul, she swayed closer. A scream jangled in Norton’s throat as he cringed from the menacing iron bar. The wall stopped him.




The glowing rod inched forward to make black wells of agony of his eyes. Stark terror seized him, left him limp. Incoherent words babbled from his lips.




“I promise! Oh, God, leave me alone! I can’t stand any more….”

The bar receded. Once again Ruth Winward stood over him. Vaguely he was aware that the ropes on his ankles were loosened, and he was being set free.




Warm arms gripped his armpits, helped him to his feet. The same hands pushed him toward the doorway through which those half-naked mistresses of hell had entered. And a low, triumphant voice was saying: “Go, Paul Norton. And remember that the Master is all-powerful. If you break your promise, your torment will be greater than that of a lost soul in Purgatory!”




Norton’s feet stumbled on the threshold; the door rasped shut behind him. Alone, half-naked and branded with a mark that would live with him through eternity, he stumbled into the night, sobbing with a realization that he had pledged his soul to some dark monster who would watch over him, checking his every word, his every movement, even the thoughts that festered in his tortured brain.

 

WHAT time it was when he emerged from the woods, Paul Norton could not tell. Ages of agony and bewilderment had passed since the car had crashed. His brain had wandered in darkness. He had been drugged, then given a restorative.




He stood in the road and peered around him, saw a black contorted shape which was the wreck of his own car. Helplessly he stared at it, then trudged toward the mammoth neon sign of Woodlawn Park, a few hundred yards distant.




The sign was a blazing red emblem in the dark. The hour, then, could not be so very late. The park was still open.




Only half aware of his near-nakedness, of the sinister hell-sign branded on his bare chest, he passed beneath the crimson letters and trudged along the park’s main path, toward lighted buildings. This end of the park was deserted; a wave of sound rolled toward him from the huge dancehall where Mowry and the others had planned to put on a double bill of sensational entertainment.

People were massed about the hall’s entrance, apparently clamoring for admission. The deacons had been right. This place would coin money. If tonight’s crowd were any indication of what would follow, it was obvious that the park would be a gold-mine. But the church would see little of that money. And old Jason Manley from his death-bed had demanded solemn promises that the church would benefit.




Mechanically, Norton plodded on, staring at the milling mob of people under the floodlights that blazed from the dancehall’s roof. It was a young crowd, the type of crowd that ordinarily would have come to dance to the jangling jazz of some popular orchestra. Good-looking girls, attractive young men, happy, noisy, eager for the thrills that had been promised them. They paid no attention to the solitary figure of Paul Norton.




And Norton, peering ahead, did not see the dark shape that stood in the doorway of the office as he went past.




That shape suddenly stiffened, gaped, then strode forward. An outthrust hand seized Norton’s arm.




“Norton! Good Lord, man, what’s happened to you?”




He turned slowly and peered into the fat, dumpy face of Alexander Pierson. Fear had leaped into Norton’s eyes, but now went sluggishly out of them. He mumbled thickly, “Oh. It’s you! I thought-“

Pierson’s searching gaze darkened with suspicion. His grip on Norton’s arm tightened and he said softly: “Better come into the office and I’ll fix you up. Dwight and Miller and the others are in costume for the Fiery Furnace number. They left their clothes here.” With significant patience he ushered Norton over the sill, led him to a chair.

A moment later, when he returned to the chair after taking a shirt and coat from a peg in the wall, he peered darkly at the mark on Paul Norton’s chest, caught a slow, noisy breath and said: “What have you been doing to yourself?”




“It’s nothing. Just-a burn.” 

“A what?”




“I don’t feel like talking, Pierson. I-I’m tired.” Sluggishly, Norton thrust his aching arms into the shirt, stood up and put on the coat that Pierson held for him.“You said Dwight and Miller and the others are taking part in-what?”




“The big sensation of the evening.” Pierson’s wet mouth curled in a grin.“The casting of black-souled sinners into a fiery furnace. The furnace is the real thing, and so are the victims. A great little act. Miller’s the man who doped it out.”




“But-“




“Oh, it’s perfectly safe. No one’ll get hurt. Miller himself is one of the lost souls. On the floor of the dancehall, right next to the orchestra platform, we’ve got a big iron tank about six feet deep. The victims will be herded across the platform and forced to leap down into the flames, to the accompaniment of much screaming and wailing for mercy. And if you don’t think Miller and the others can do a good job of wailing, you should have heard them in here half an hour ago, rehearsing!”

 

NO ANSWERING smile touched Norton’s gaunt face. He said slowly: “How can they be thrown into the flames without being hurt?”




“Easy. Miller got all the dope from Houdini’s book on magic and we tried it out beforehand. All it takes is a little careful anointing.”




“And this is the second act of the evening?”




“Second and last. The first was Daniel in the Lions’ Den and yours truly himself played the part of Daniel.” Pierson’s thick neck pulsed with a triumphant chuckle.“We had a big cage rigged up with sandbags and painted canvas to look like a den, and the French Brothers Circus gave us the loan of four ferocious looking lions. It looked like the real thing, I’m telling you!”




Norton paced to the door, stared out across the park. An unreasonable sensation of terror crawled through him; his hands were white on the door-frame, his face pale. Hesitantly he said: “I-I want to see this.” Then he strode forward, with Pierson behind him.

The thing happened as Paul Norton reached the edge of the crowd and began pushing his way toward the entrance. Happened as though timed to his arrival. On the stage the Fiery Furnace scene was in progress. From the interior of the dancehall, an interior choked to the very walls with a sea of sensation-seeking humanity, came a vibrant scream of horror-from the throat of a young woman who realized the truth before those about her were aware that anything had gone wrong.




Then as others realized what was happening up there on the stage, countless hundreds of human voices took up the terror-cry. The milling mob went mad. A shrill storm-wind of sound poured against walls and roof, shook the wooden frame-building to its foundations and went wailing across the park in soul-searing crescendo.




Paul Norton’s blood ran cold as he battered his way forward. How he got through that terror-crazed mob and reached the scene of horror, he was never sure. The borrowed coat and shirt were torn from his body; reeling, staggering, sobbing for breath, he fought through to the huge tank that stood near the platform.




Heat blasted his face and a roaring wall of scarlet flame blinded him, but he saw what was happening. Saw a group of flame-reddened shapes struggling frantically to pull a shrieking, burning thing over the tank’s iron rim.




Blasted by the fury of the flames, they dragged that writhing shape clear, lowered it to the floor and beat desperately at the crimson hell that enshrouded it. Other men were staring with horror-wide eyes into the tank’s inferno, and one of them-Clinton Miller-was screaming lurid words that tocsined above the din of the mob.




“Mowry and Shaw! They’re still in there! Oh, God-!”




After that, Paul Norton was not sure of what happened. A blackness filled his brain and the torturing heat sent streaks of fiery agony through his already weakened body. Dully he was aware that he tried to help, tried to stumble forward and take a pitifully small fire-extinguisher from a gibbering idiot who had no notion of how to use it. But someone else pulled the thing from Norton’s grasp and pushed him away. He stumbled, went down.




People were screaming the names of Mowry and Shaw. Frantic men were stumbling in one another’s way in their blind efforts to help; yet none knew what to do or how to be of assistance. The writhing shape on the floor, the blazing human torch that had been dragged from the tank, was moaning in agony as fevered hands tore the smoldering clothes from his body. His face was a blackened, distorted gargoyle of pain, and it was the face of Edmund Dwight.




Half-dazed, Paul Norton pushed himself up on hands and knees, tried to gain his feet. But lunging shapes crashed against him and tumbled him off balance again. A tidal wave of darkness blotted out his last conscious vision-that of a seething, surging mass of flame-reddened humanity gone mad.

 







CHAPTER FOUR

Blood Message



ANXIOUS-FACED men were standing around him when he came to. They had carried him across the park to the administration office and lowered him into a chair. Peering into their faces, Paul Norton read the horror that was engraved there. His hand went out to clutch the arm of Alexander Pierson.




“Mowry-Shaw-” he said.“Are they-?”




Pierson nodded and his lips formed the word “dead, ” but no sound came. Clinton Miller stood like a propped-up corpse, his large, shabbily dressed body trembling from head to foot, his face drained of color. It was Miller who had invented the fatal fiery furnace and prepared the victims….




“You’ve been unconscious nearly an hour, ” Pierson said dully.“We’re the last ones here. Dwight’s been taken to the hospital, and they’ve carried Shaw and Mowry away. If you’re strong enough to go home….”

He did break, on the long ride home. Sobs shook his big body and incoherent words blubbered on his lips.“Oh, my God, it was all my fault! But I didn’t know! I thought I’d taken every precaution against accidents. Something must have been wrong with the solutions I used….”

His companions were grimly silent. Pierson’s dark eyes watched Miller’s every move and were clouded with suspicion. Suspicion burned in other eyes, too, but Paul Norton was too tired to notice. When at last the car stopped before the rectory, he climbed wearily out, let himself into the house and went straight upstairs to the bedroom.

The events of the past few hours were strangely jumbled in his mind. They seemed diffused, blurred, as if spawned in the distorted ramblings of a nightmare.

The wreck of his car, the torments inflicted on him by those death-faced women in the old icehouse near Fletcher’s Pond-those things could not have happened! They were unreal. So, too, was the hideous accident that had claimed the lives of two of the deacons, Mowry and Shaw, and injured Edmund Dwight.




Yet those things were real and he knew it. Horror had stalked the night; devil’s laughter had triumphantly ridden the darkness. And he, Paul Norton, minister of the word of God, was branded with a hell-mark that would disfigure him until death.




Standing naked before a mirror, he gazed at the inverted cross and saw again the living-dead face of the girl who had tortured him. Her name whispered in torment from his lips.“Ruth! Ruth-“




How he got downstairs to the telephone, he was not sure. When he gripped the instrument and called Ruth’s number his face and neck were drenched with cold sweat and his body shook as with the ague. Breath wheezed in his throat as he waited. Merciful God, would they never answer? Would they never come?…

A voice droned through the receiver, the voice of Ruth’s mother. The woman was vexed at being roused out of bed at such an hour.




“I-I want to speak to Ruth, ” Norton mumbled.“It’s important. Please-“




“Is this Paul Norton?” “Yes. Yes, it’s Paul.”




“But Ruth’s in bed. She went to her room hours ago and I don’t like to wake her. She wasn’t feeling well, Paul.”




“In-bed-hours ago?” Norton said weakly.“Why, yes. Is something wrong?”




“No. It’s all right, Mrs. Winward. I’m sorry….” The receiver slipped from Norton’s fingers. Slowly he climbed the stairs again, closed the bedroom door behind him. Ruth, in bed hours ago? Then how-?




His brain refused to think any more. Groaning, he threw himself on the bed, buried his face in a pillow. Everything now was blurred by a dark mist of torment that would not dissolve.




He dozed. A sensation of impending peril aroused him, dragged him out of a half-sleep that was loaded with evil forebodings. Instinctively he sat up, stared at the wall.




Crimson letters glowed there, as they had glowed twice before!

 

Tonight’s torment was merely a warning, my servant! If you again dare to disobey me, I shall drag your soul to the torment-pits of hell! I shall come as the woman you love, and destroy you!

 

Snarling, Norton surged erect. But the sinister message faded before his eyes; he sagged back again. He had come to realize now the futility of fighting intangible evils. Moaning dully, he closed his eyes, lay in a cold sweat until sleep came mercifully to relieve him.

 

SUNLIGHT was in the room when he awoke. A clock on the dresser said eight a. m. and he remembered dully that the day was Sunday. The first Sunday in the month, and he must give Holy Communion.




Downstairs, he called Ruth. This time it was Ruth, not her mother, who answered the phone.




“You-you were home last night?” Norton demanded.

She seemed to hesitate. Then: “Yes, Paul. I went to bed early because I didn’t feel well. I must have slept soundly, because I woke up only half an hour ago. But-but it was a queer sleep, full of the strangest dreams-“




“You’ll be at church?”




“Yes, of course.”

“I’ll see you there, then. I must talk to you.”




Scowling, he hung up, tried to think.




So she had not slept well. She had dreamed strange dreams…




Black doubt festered in Norton’s mind and stayed with him, filled him with uneasiness as he shaved and showered. Standing in the shower he again fingered the hell-mark on his chest, and shuddered. With the brand of the devil upon him, he must go now to administer the Holy Sacrament….

It was late when he reached the church, and he knew by the lifeless tone of people’s voices as they greeted him, and by the fixed, dead expressions of their faces, that the news of last night’s horrible disaster had traveled through town. Alone, he went to the vestry, closed the door on himself and approached the linen-covered table near the wall. He would barely have time to prepare the wine…

He froze in his tracks, stood staring. A dark brown bottle lay on its side on the linen-covered table-the same dark brown bottle that should be standing upright, filled with wine. But the red liquid that had run from the bottle’s mouth, forming a scarlet pool on the tablecloth, did not look like wine. It was too red, too thick.

On leaden feet Norton moved forward, stared down. Like thick red paint the liquid from the overturned bottle flooded the cloth. And it was not wine. Even before extending a trembling hand to touch that viscous pool he knew the truth It was Wood!




And on the only portion of the cloth  not stained by the pool itself, some fiendish forefinger had traced a bloody inverted cross, symbol of sin!




Blood! The red liquid-the wine he was supposed to serve to those who took




Communion-was blood! They would be damned, all of them, just as he was damned!




But no one had seen him come in here! He stared frantically around, reeled backward. There was a side door by which he could escape without encountering any of the congregation. He had to go!




Frenzy seized him and darkness beat in his brain as he wrenched the door open. Then he ran. Ran with terror sapping the strength from his legs and his half-crouched body a shuddering, stumbling thing that refused to obey his will. Thank God, the distance home was short, through the back yard of the church and across his own back yard to the rear door! If it were any longer….




The back steps of the rectory tripped him; he sprawled against the door, reeled inside and slammed the barrier behind him. The thud of his footsteps along the hall beat a jangling sing-song. Blood-blood-blood-blood! A red mist of madness swam before his eyes as he lurched into the living-room and slumped, sobbing, into a chair….

How long he sat there, frantically gripping the chair-arms and staring straight ahead of him with eyes that saw only blackness, he was not sure. Someone was insistently ringing the front doorbell.




He went to the door and opened it mechanically, stared into the bewildered face of Alexander Pierson. Pierson gaped at him, pushed over the sill and began talking in a quick, harsh voice.

“Norton! For Heaven’s sake, man, don’t you know this is Communion Sunday? We’ve been holding up the service, waiting for you. You-“




“I don’t feel well, ” Norton mumbled.




“Then why didn’t you let us know? We’ve been frantic! Dwight and Miller and I have looked all over for you?”




“Dwight? I-I thought he-“




“He’s up and around, in bandages. Wasn’t hurt as badly as we thought. But look here, Norton, if you’re sick, let me get a doctor. You can’t just stand there and say you’re ill without doing something about it!”




“I-I’ll lie down for a while, ” Norton said slowly.“Yes, that’s the best thing. Come back later.”




He closed the door, turned wearily and climbed the stairs to the bedroom. It took a long




while and the stairs seemed endless, reaching upward into infinity. Something was wrong with his brain; it was an effort to think, even to concentrate on such a simple task as climbing a flight of stairs. Things were blurred and unreal, just as they had been before he had driven the car off the road.




He was conscious of closing the bedroom door behind him, and of walking slowly toward the bed. The shades were down and the room was filled with a pale half-light that confused him.




Then he saw something and his feet stopped their sluggish advance; his hand went out, cold as ice, to grip the bedpost. A shriek climbed from the depths of his rigid body and came in a weak chatter from his lips.




Words were on the wall. Crimson words glaring out at him. Like a drunken man he stood gaping at them, struggling to make his brain decipher them. In a daze he moved forward, reached out to see if they were real.




And this time the words did not vanish when his stiff fingers made contact. The tips of his fingers smeared through a line of crimson letters and came away wet and sticky. The words were written in blood!

 

You are to murder three men-Miller, Pierson, and Dwight-within the next twenty-four hours! It is the Master’s command! Do not fail, or terrible punishment will be meted out to you by the hand of the woman you love!

 

NORTON stared until the crimson words blurred before him, became a red mist of horror. He stumbled back, sank shuddering to the bed. Moments passed; the clock on the dresser ticked on. Still he sat staring, while black terror mounted within him.




“By the hand of the woman you love!” What did that mean? Was it a hideous confirmation of the dark belief that had shadowed his mind ever since the brand of sin had been burned on his body?




What else could it mean? The half-naked girl who had burned that brand on him had acted abnormally, as if under some strange influence. And Ruth Winward had admitted not feeling well, had confessed to strange nightmares….




In a daze he made his way downstairs, closed the door of the living-room behind him and sat down stiffly at the Governor Winthrop desk. For the best part of an hour he used pen and paper, filling many sheets with a complete, truthful account of everything that had happened to him. When his task was at last completed, he folded the sheets, pushed them into an envelope and stuffed the envelope into his coat pocket. Then, bareheaded, he left the house.




The Winward home was less than half a mile distant, but he used thirty minutes getting there. Time meant nothing now. Walking slowly, he looked around with wide eyes that were anxious to miss none of the day’s beauty.




It would be the last time. In a little while sunlight and green trees and the sound of birds twittering would no longer be of his world. His world would be a deep chasm of darkness peopled with sinister shapes and prowling specters: a place of everlasting torment and agony.




When he climbed the steps of the Winward home and hesitantly rang the bell, Mrs. Winward opened the door to him. She, at least, had not changed. White-haired and motherly, she gazed at him with worried eyes.“Paul, you’re not well, ” she said anxiously.“What has happened?”




He followed her inside and saw that Ruth was not at home. “She is at church,” Mrs. Winward said in answer to his question “She should be here soon.”




An aroma of burning food came from the kitchen and Mrs. Winward hurried away. Alone, Norton sat in the parlor, amid dark shapes of Colonial furniture that seemed solid and comforting.




Then-Ruth came.




She stood motionless in the doorway, staring at him. A single anxious word left her lips-“Paul!” and then her hands gripped his shoulders and she gazed down into his face, trying to read what lay there.“Paul, what’s wrong?”




“I want to talk to you, alone.”




She seemed to understand. Quietly she closed the door leading to the kitchen, then came back, sat facing him.“Yes? Her voice was lower, pleading.“Yes, Paul?”

With trembling fingers he pulled from his pocket the envelope he had stuffed there.“Read this. Read every word of it. Then you’ll understand.”




It took her a long while. He had written a full account of everything, beginning with the discovery of Deacon Wyman’s body on the inverted cross in the park, and the appearance of the nameless dark shape that had so inexplicably vanished; and ending with an account of the final command that he commit murder.




Color seeped from her face as she read the written lines. Long before she had finished, her breast was rising and falling as if in danger of bursting, and her hands shook as they tried to hold the pages steady. In the end she looked up, said in a hesitant whisper: “Oh, God, Paul, what does it mean?”




“It means I can’t stand any more of it. It’s the end.” He stood over her, reached down and took her hands.“There’s only one way out, dearest. A week ago, if anyone had told me that the devil had power to enslave human beings, I would have laughed and accused him of living in the Dark Ages. Now I know better. There’s only one way out and I am taking it.”




“Oh, God, no! No, Paul!”




“It won’t be hard, dear.” Strange, that he should be trying to console her, at a time when his own soul was black with torment.




She stared at him as if hearing her own death-sentence. Loveliness had vanished from her face, leaving it bloodless. Abruptly her hand gripped Norton’s wrist.




“Paul, promise me you’ll wait! I know something-something that you don’t. I’ll go with you to the park tonight and show you!”




“It’s no use, dear.”




“I tell you I know something!” Desperation blazed in her eyes and the grip of her hand was so savage that it purpled his wrist.“I’ve lived in Denham longer than you have! I was here when the park site was cleared and the buildings were put up. You’ve written here-” She stabbed a trembling finger at the letter-“that a dark shape seemed to vanish into thin air. I’ll show you how it was done!”




“You-know?”




“I think so, Paul. Oh, God, I hope I’m right!”

“Then we’ll go out there now, and-“




“No.” Her voice was suddenly low, almost a whisper.“Wait for darkness, Paul. Then no one will see us. Promise me you’ll wait.”




His answer was slow in coming, came at last as if forcefully dragged from his lips.“I’ll wait. We’ll go tonight….”

 







CHAPTER FIVE

Into the Pit



 

THERE was no moon and the road through the woods was an ink-black aisle of crawling shadows, evilly dark on both sides. The big neon sign at the park’s entrance was unlighted. This was Sunday, and the park was closed.




Norton had spoken but a few words to the girl beside him since the start of the journey. He stared at her now, and a feeling of uneasiness wriggled inside him, filling him with apprehension. The blood words of that last message were in his mind and seemed to blaze luridly across the road ahead, warning him.”… By the hand of the woman you love!” He shuddered. Something about Ruth was strange.




Her face was abnormally pale, just as the face of the merciless creature who had branded him had been pale. He didn’t remember much about that particular interlude. It had been a dark blur of agony even at the time, and he had been drugged, dazed.




The neon sign loomed overhead and Norton braked the car to a stop, climbed out. The sudden sharp glance that Ruth Winward threw at him startled him; he took an involuntary step backward as she climbed from the car. Something was wrong, dead wrong! But he had to trust her. Had to believe in her!

Her hand found his arm and clung there. Whispered words left her lips as she stared fearfully into the dark.“I-I’m afraid, Paul. I feel so-so numb-the way I felt last night.”




He scowled. So she felt “strange” again. Sudden terror clutched him. He, too, had felt “strange” the last time he had driven out here. Had been unable to think. Some hellish power had owned his mind, bending his will to another will possessed of fiendish strength. Now it was Ruth….




“Let’s get out of here!” he said sharply.




“No, Paul. I’ve got to show you.” She broke from his restraining grip and almost ran toward the gate. When he caught up with her she was striding resolutely along the gravel path toward the administration office and the dark expanse of lawn beyond it, where that inverted cross had loomed blackly in the dark.




The cross was not there now. Miller, Pierson, Dwight and the others-the others who were now dead!-had removed it. Only the dark man-high hulks of evergreen shrubs rose above the lawn’s level. And Ruth was striding toward them.




Passing the ragged hole where the death cross had been planted, she shuddered but did not stop. Straight to the nearest shrub she went, and it was the same shrub that Norton had examined so carefully, eternities ago.

She stood motionless and her face in the dark was ghastly pale, stiff as a plaster-mask.“When this park was originally laid out, ” she said harshly-so harshly that the metallic rasp of her voice made him gape at her in amazement-“the administration building was to be right here. They laid the foundations, then changed their plans. They filled the hole up again but left a tunnel, planning to use it later for some kind of amusement device-an underground boat-ride or railway or something. Anyway, the idea was abandoned and the entrance blocked up. I never would have remembered it if you hadn’t said in your letter that a-a dark shape disappeared without leaving a trace.”

She forced a mirthless laugh, reached out and pushed against the shrub. Norton’s eyes widened, filled with sudden comprehension. He stepped forward. When he stooped, put both arms around the evergreen and hauled, the shrub came up, dragging with it the big wooden tub in which it was planted.

At Norton’s feet a rectangular pit of blackness extended downward. He leaned downward, cupped a glowing match in his hands. Match-light disclosed a flight of concrete steps.

He sucked a deep breath, straightened again.“So that’s where the killer went to!” Triumph blinded him to the strange glint in the eyes of the girl who stood watching him.“I’m going down there! Going to see what’s at the end of that tunnel!”

Even before his declaration had died to silence he had one foot on the top step. Here at last was something tangible, that might lead somewhere! These steps were real, not spawned in a hideous nightmare. Eagerly he descended,




then remembered that he was not alone. Abruptly he stopped, looked up.




At the rim of the pit Ruth Winward seemed to hesitate, and her slender body, silhouetted against the dark of the sky, seemed for a fleeting instant to sway on stiff legs.“Wait, Paul!” Even her voice was abnormal, queerly inflexible.“Wait for me. Don’t leave me alone!”

Then the tunnel narrowed; Norton dropped the girl’s hand, went more slowly. The scrape of his boot-soles on hard concrete was like thunder. In his eagerness he widened the distance between Ruth and himself.

Her low cry pulled him up short. He turned, could see nothing in the solid blackness. A sudden premonition of danger stabbed through him. The girl’s scuffing footsteps came nearer.




In that lampblack gloom he neither saw nor heard the thing that crashed down on him. It came from nowhere, grinding against his head. Blazing lights of agony roared in his brain and a giant cannon cracker exploded in his skull.

 

THE blazing lights that had accompanied his plunge were again in his brain when consciousness began slowly to filter back, lifting him up through a swirling world of blood-rimmed shadows.




No, the lights were not in his brain. They were out in front of his eyes-deep, vivid blotches of scarlet mist that lunged, twisted, leapt like frantic flames. And he was still in the tunnel, but not alone.

The agony in his head did things to his eyes, so that the tunnel walls, glowing dark red now through the blood-mist, seemed to move and sway as he stared at them. He knew he must be delirious. The strange half-naked shapes that stood around him could not be real!




Yet they were real. Vaguely he remembered having encountered them before, after the smash-up of his car. These were the same chalk-faced women, the mistresses of hell who had tortured him!




He groaned, flattened his hands on the stone floor and tried to push himself up, but other hands clamped on his shoulders and forced him down again. A face swam toward him through the red mist and hung above him, peering down. He stared into it, opened his mouth to scream, but no scream came. The face was twisted in a mirthless smile. It was her face. Ruth’s….




His black fears had come true, then. He had made no mistake about that other occasion Ruth, too, was one of the devil’s disciples. Oh, God!




But why did that crimson glare still fill the tunnel? He had regained full consciousness now; the agony-mist in his brain should be clearing and the tunnel should be dark. Yet that red glow persisted, and the passage was unbearably hot, bringing sweat to his face and to the near-naked bodies that crowded around him….




Strong hands seized his ankles and yanked his legs clear of the floor. The jolt rocked his shoulders back and his head cracked against solid stone. New agony coursed through him.




Now he was being dragged along the tunnel. Every irregularity in the floor inflicted torment but his captors did not stop. Relentlessly they pulled him along, and the crimson glow brightened around him as they hauled him deeper into the earth’s bowels. The heat grew more intense, more unbearable.




Suddenly the walls fell away on either side; the passage widened, became a subterranean chamber-a hell-chamber filled with roaring redness and savage heat that was like a breath from some mighty blast furnace. Half-naked shapes bent above him. His clothes were being ripped from his body.

Always, above him, hung the living dead face of Ruth Winward, gloating over his helplessness….

Then, as savage hands jerked his naked body to a sitting position and propped him against the wall, he saw something else, and terror crawled like a monstrous maggot through his veins. A scream burst from his lips.

The floor before him sloped gently downward; the far end of the room was a roaring hell-pit of flame. And now clutching hands had taken hold of him, gripping his armpits, thighs, ankles, and were hauling him forward toward the pit!




This was a torment-chamber of hell’s inferno. These near-naked women were slaves of the Black Master. And he, Paul Norton, was to be the victim!




Stark terror gave him strength to struggle; he fought with mad fury, raking with both hands at the hot, bare flesh of his captors. But they outnumbered him, swarmed over him and pinned his arms, held him helpless. Step by step they dragged him forward, down that sloping floor of stone. And with each forward step the heat grew more devouring, the crimson glare burned more viciously against his seared eyeballs.




Then there was something else, something he had not seen since that first black night in the park. As if spawned by the flames themselves, the monster himself stood like some huge statue, arms folded, shapeless face staring triumphantly through the red hell. Norton shuddered.




Paul Norton, stark naked and racked with a thousand agonies of flesh and spirit, had no strength left for fighting. The mouth of hell was waiting, the roaring furnace hungry for its victim. This was the end….

And above his terror-frozen face, as he was dragged relentlessly forward, hung the leering face of the girl who had loved him. She was the ring-leader, the chief handmaiden of the Black One! When his naked body was flung to the flames, she would revel in his dying shrieks of agony!




“Ruth!” The name croaked from his throat.“Ruth! Oh, my God-!”

His cry brought strange results. Behind him, sounds of conflict came from the tunnel’s entrance, and an answering scream in a girl’s terror-laden voice shrilled through the rock-walled chamber.“Paul! Paul! Oh, my dear, my dear-“




He stiffened, managed somehow to jerk his head around. Dark horror welled over him in a viscous wave. In the doorway that led from the tunnel, a second group of hell’s mistresses were parading forward, dragging a second victim. And like himself, the other victim was stark naked.




The glare of the fire made a glowing thing of her struggling body, crimsoned her heaving breasts. Flame-glow reddened her writhing thighs, made a carmine gargoyle of her twisted face. But he knew that face, knew the voice that shrilled from the girls fear-torn mouth!




He had been wrong! Horribly wrong! The face he had seen above him was not Ruth’s. This second victim, being dragged behind him into the same fiery mouth of hell that would devour his own body, was the girl he loved!

 

MADNESS tore at Norton’s soul and the shriek that ripped his throat was an inhuman sound filling the room with wild echoes. His own life had not mattered; he had not dreaded death itself but the manner of it. But Ruth!…




His soul shrieked a prayer and the prayer jangled from his drooling mouth, to tocsin above the roar of the flames.“Oh, God, give me strength! Help me!”




But he had more than a prayer. He had arms and legs, fists and feet, teeth that could tear flesh! Madness showed him how to use them.




With mad-dog fury he fought free of the clutching hands that frantically sought to subdue him. Near-naked bodies reeled away from him, battered and bloody from the raking blows of his fists. He staggered forward, flung himself upon the hell-born demons who had the girl he loved.

And he knew now that they were not hell-born. They were human. Human enough to shriek out in terror and scatter as any group of women would have scattered before the murderous charge of a madman. Some of them went down, battered to unconsciousness by his blind blows. The others staggered clear, choked the tunnel mouth in their frantic anxiety to escape.




Like a great white ape gone amuck, he stood straddling the sobbing form of their abandoned victim. Sweat poured from his body; his chest rose and fell with great gulps of breath. He stared down; madness died in his eyes, and words mumbled frown his mouth.“Ruth! Thank God-“




Her arm shot out and her answering cry was a scream of terror.“Behind you! Look out!”




Norton whirled, jerked rigidly to his toes. Facing him across a distance of less than ten paces, not behind the flames now but in front of them, stood the Black Master himself!

That shapeless, red-glowing face was an unholy mask of hate. The fiend’s robed body, huge and bloated and smoldering with flame, stood darkly silhouetted against the red mouth of hell. And in one of those blackened hands, rising slowly to a levy with Paul Norton’s branded chest, was balanced a revolver!

Norton lunged sideways, crashed against the wall as the gun roared. The sound of the bullet past his cheek was a dull sob, so close that he heard it above the echoing thunder of the gun. The gun roared again as he hurtled forward, head down, shoulders hunched.

Hot pain seared his arm, spun him off balance. Then he made contact with the fiend’s legs.

Madness was in his soul again and he pistoned erect, with crushing force, inside the monster’s outflung arms. The gun rose, fell, but Norton’s teeth sank savagely in the demon’s wrist and the clubbed weapon spilled from paralyzed fingers. Above the roar of the flame-pit the Master’s howl of pain rose in lurid crescendo, and he stumbled back.




But strength was going out of Paul Norton’s body, going fast. He felt sickness writhing in the pit of his stomach, crawling up into his chest. And the black-clad arms of the Master were locked around him, crushing with savage power.




Norton’s knees went limp, gave way under him. Behind him, miles away, Ruth Winward screamed wildly, “Oh, God, help him! Give him strength!” But her voice was only a mocking echo. Hooked fingers had found Norton’s throat; his face purpled, he gasped for breath.




Above him, the Master’s unholy countenance was twisted with hate. Creation was slowly turning black, and through the blackness came livid streaks of scarlet lightning that were shafts of agony, piercing Norton’s soul. The world was a roaring abyss….




Suddenly then, close beside him in that black chaos, someone else was fighting! A naked girl, sobbing with terror, was using her small hard fists to batter at the hideous face of the Master!




But not for long. Throttling fingers whipped clear of Norton’s throat, balled themselves into fists and leaped toward the girl. Savagely they hurled her aside. She crashed against the wall, fell, lay moaning.




Then Paul Norton went mad. Animal growls jarred his throat as he hurled himself on the girl’s assailant. His hands shot out, ripped and clawed at the glowing hell-face. His hooked fingers smeared through greasy make-up, tore loose a layer of putty-like plaster.




With strength that amazed even himself, he buried a clenched fist in the fiend’s uncovered face, and the sound of the blow was a sickening, thudding crash.




The face reeled backward. No longer did that unholy red glow emanate from it. The red stuff was on Norton’s fingers instead. The face was a shrieking, sobbing lump of terror, and as it shot backward it was human and ghastly white against the red hell of the flame-pit.




Norton stood swaying, staring, breathing fire and heat. Horror choked him as the black-robed body staggered back, failed to regain balance. The room was full of a soul-retching shriek of terror.




For a moment only, the black-clad Master rocked on the brink of his own lurid hell, his face a flaming horror. That face belonged to Edmund Dwight.




Then the hell-pit claimed its victim.

 

PAUL NORTON was not sure what happened after that. For an eternity he stood staring, mumbling over and over: “It was Dwight! It was Dwight who did all those terrible things…”




Madness had given him strength, but now the madness was gone, taking the strength with it. In a daze, he stumbled to the naked form that lay against the wall. Stooping, he tried to gather it in his arms, only to realize that the task was beyond his ability. The girl was unconscious. In another moment he, too, would give way to exhaustion, and-




He heard voices, low voices that came muttering through the tunnel, but they meant little to him. And when, moments later, the tunnel vomited forth a group of uniformed men, Paul Norton was unconscious on the floor, his arms around the unclad form of his sweetheart.




He did not know that the policemen covered her body and his with their coats and carried both limp bodies through the tunnel, into cool clean air….




Hours passed before Norton’s fear-blackened brain reacted to restoratives and he wandered back through a world of darkness into consciousness. He was lying on his own bed, at home, and Ruth Winward sat beside him gently massaging his face and throat. Staring past her, Norton saw Alexander Pierson, Clinton Miller, and a third man who was a stranger. The other man must be a doctor….




Miller came forward, stared down.“Miss Winward owes her life to you, Norton. For that matter, Pierson and I do, too, for we surely would have been next on Dwight’s death-list.”




Norton tried to think, but was too tired. Later he would be able to reason the whole thing out. And right now, Miller wanted to talk.




“Ruth has shown us the detailed report you made out, ” he blurted “I think I can clear up a lot of things, Norton. In the first place, Dwight’s big motive was to kill us all off so the park would belong exclusively to him. He murdered Wyman because Wyman opposed the park business in the first place and might have prevented the deal from going through.




“He committed that murder sensationally for the sake of publicity. Then he saw a way to get rid of Bingham, by framing Bingham for the murder. It worked; Bingham committed suicide-maybe because he was in with Dwight on the earlier deed and feared exposure. After that, Dwight murdered Mark Shaw and Erwin Mowry by doctoring the preparation that I made to protect them from the flames in our Fiery Furnace act. He threw suspicion off himself by letting himself get slightly burned at the same time.”




Miller’s fists were clenched, his eyes blazing.“Dwight picked on you from the very beginning, ” he rasped, “because he thought he could terrorize you into murdering the rest of us, and so save himself the dirty work. That’s why you received those messages on the wall of the room here, and why the sacramental wine was turned to blood. Maybe you’ll be interested in knowing how the messages were put on your wall. Here!”




He snatched a small, box-shaped object from the table and thrust it forward.“This is what’s know as a mirrorscope, a magic lantern. Small, yes, but big enough for Dwight’s purpose. We found it in the attic upstairs, and there’s a neat round hole drilled in the ceiling, with a wooden plug to be used in masking the hole when not in use. The crimson messages were printed on lantern-slides and projected through the hole onto the wall here. A damned clever arrangement and hard to detect, because this machine is too small to throw a noticeable light-beam.




“All I can say is, ” Miller finished hoarsely, “that Pierson and I owe our lives to you. We’d have been the next to be lured into that hell-hole and flung into the flame-pit.”




“As it is-” The interruption came quietly from Pierson-“Dwight is now very dead, thanks to Norton. And you-” He peered at Norton-“are due to stay in bed for at least a day or two. Both you and Miss Winward were somehow doped, drugged, many times. And we have a problem on our hands as to what must be done with the group of unwholesome women who were working with Dwight. One of those girls looked remarkably like you, Miss Winward-which is probably why Dwight gave her the leading role in his fanatical program.




“The girls were part of his wild publicity scheme and undoubtedly he promised them a great deal of money. Now they are in jail, terrified of the consequences. They might have escaped, if Miller and I had not phoned the police and followed you two to the park, thinking you were-” He forced an apologetic smile-“acting suspiciously.”




Ruth Winward did not answer. And when Miller began again to speak, he stopped abruptly, let his voice sputter to silence. For the girl and Paul Norton were oblivious to what was going on around them.




Norton’s head was cradled in Ruth’s arms and he was asleep with his lips pressed against the warm satin of her throat. And she was murmuring soft, intimate words, so personal that Miller, Pierson and the doctor glanced meaningly at one another and tiptoed silently from the room, closing the door behind them.




THE END



