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JAMES THOMAS WEBBE, JUNIOR — Detective opposing the criminal gang threatening the remote city of Kirkston, California, but also, in mask and cape...

THE BAT — Mysterious crusader for Justice.

CHRISTOPHER CRAIG — Partner in the agency and Jim’s girlfriend.

KENNETH CLARK CRAIG — Partner in the agency and Chris’ brother.

MICHAEL JENNINGS — Attorney and legal counsel.

JACK DESMOND — Local cab driver who’s become The Bat’s aide-de-camp.

POLICE COMMISSIONER LAWRENCE QUENTIN KIRK — Head of the city police and supervisor of public safety.

MAYOR BARRY JOSEPH KIRK — Larry’s brother and civic leader.

CARYL KIRK — City Comptroller.

CAROL KIRK — Cary’s twin sister.

PROFESSOR HENRY MacRAIGH — Scientist with a new device to protect.

WILLIAM FORREST BRONZEMAN — Firebrand editor/publisher of Kirkston’s leading newspaper, the Ledger.

CARTER TIVERS, SENIOR — Local attorney who gets caught up in the case.

CARTER TIVERS, JUNIOR — Who finds himself a pawn in the case.

POLICE CAPTAIN SAWYER — Second in command of law-enforcement in the city.

LIEUTENANT ATWATER KENNETH — An honest cop on his way up through the ranks.

OFFICER MACMILLAN STUART — Another honest cop doing his duty.

THOMAS JEFFERSON RAINES — City Attorney.

MAJOR ANSON — US Army liaison to the MacRaigh project.

MASKMAN — Leader four of Continent-Eight, the international Executive of Crime, who plots to acquire MacRaigh’s invention.

STEPHEN STONER — Key Enforcement Agent of the Executive, man of action in the field.

STEVEN GORT — Stoner’s partner, the Inside Man back at headquarters.

RICHARD “GLOVES” DONAHUE — Another Enforcement Agent.

WILEY CARRUTHERS — Young brother of one of Continent-Eight’s leading lights, a firebrand eager to show his value and importance to the Executive.

JUSTINE WILSON — Communications Chief of Continent-Eight Station One hundred.

RACKERBY — Maskman’s chief science boffin.

TURNER, DIMLER, WILSON, VOIGHT, and RAY and RAFE SANTONI — Henchman of the Octopus.

And

THE OCTOPUS — Masked criminal mastermind plaguing Kirkston.

MAPS – KIRKSTON, CALIFORNIA
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It was The Bat, who leaped down from a rocky projection to land near Maskman.

(frontispiece – Chapter Three)
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KIRKSTON – THE BIGGEST little town in the West – lies within a valley bordered on three sides by sloping hills, and on the fourth by the Lewis River, across which is a high escarpment topped by Discovery Bluff, site of a small airport. From the airport, a broad highway snakes south and around to connect with the Post Road, which runs from State Route One Hundred Ninety-Eight to the west end of the city.

The last few miles trace the edge of the river, with a sharp drop on one side and a sheer cliff on the other, to a bridge that brings it over the river and to the western slopes into town. 

On a cold but clear March Monday morning in nineteen seventy-seven, an armored car was traversing this highway, having stayed in the slow lane most of the way from the airport.

There, under the eyes of three armed guards, it had been loaded with a half-dozen sturdy shipping containers. One of those guards now rode shotgun – literally – up front while the other two waited in the rear, cramped up in what space was available.

“Heads up,” the shotgun guard said at one point. “Narrows ahead.”

The others knew he meant the road was about to transition from two lanes each way to one, separated by a passing lane. This allowed more than a lane’s width of shoulder along the precipice.

“Joe,” one of the guards in the back spoke up, “we got a Jeep behind us. He’s been with us since we turned onto the main drag. He’s speeding up.”

Joe, the driver, checked his side-view mirror. “I see him. Be ready.”

The rear guards checked their shotguns, nodded to each other. They were ready, all right.

Joe and the driver tensed but stayed steady as the Jeep overtook them.

But it merely pulled into the passing lane as soon as it was open on their side. The driver slowed to let them by.

The Jeep’s driver gave a friendly wave and roared ahead. Watching him, the guards overlooked a sports car that slid into the spot the Jeep had vacated. A few minutes later, as the armored car turned onto the bridge, it was still right behind.

Over the bridge, the road descends along the ridge, then makes a sharp curve to head down into the city proper.

As the armored car came ’round the bend, the driver slammed on the brakes.

In front of him, that Jeep was now jammed up against the left-rear of a moving van. It was obvious the speed merchant had tried to pass the van and missed his timing.

Or was it?

THE SPORTS CAR pulled up just before the turn, and two men got out. They took up positions at the brink, directly above the stopped armored car, and without warning, lobbed a pair of grenades at the car.

The two petards erupted in a flood of gas, completely enveloping the armored vehicle.

After a minute, one of the men waved his arm overhead, signaling the stalled van.

As the rear opened up, two men came running, pulling a heavy chain. The bombers scuttled down the hillside to the armored car.

Using a power-tool, one popped open the cab door, then handed the pry-mechanism off to his partner, who had the rear doors open in seconds.

The heavy tow-chain was secured to the axle, and the armored car was winched up into the rear of the moving van.

In less than five minutes, the armored car was secure inside the van, the Jeep was gone, the van was rolling down the road, the sports car was being driven back the way it had come, and the three security guards and driver were neatly lined up against the hill, sleeping the sleep of the innocent.

As the van turned onto Osbourne Street, one could have read the logotype on the side of the trailer: CONTINENTal frEIGHT.

“BUT THAT’S ALL right,” a tall mustached gentleman was saying a couple of hours later. “All they got for their trouble was six boxes of grapefruit, wrapped in metal foil.”

His audience got a laugh from that dénouement.

Jim Webbe asked, “But why all that? And why didn’t you tell us you were coming, Professor?”

Professor Henry MacRaigh shrugged. “I tried, but you changed your phone number. And I didn’t know the name of your new business.” He made an expansive gesture, taking in the big bullpen of an office in which they were met.

An hour earlier, MacRaigh had been out in the hall of the Baker Building, staring at a glass-fronted door that did not have on it the name he’d expected. He’d entered anyway, finding a sort of foyer with a few chairs on one wall and a pretty girl at a desk facing him.

“Uh... I’m looking for the Offices of Kirk, Webbe, and Craig?” he said in a questioning tone.

The girl said, “I’m sorry. Mister Kirk passed away some time ago. But Mister Webbe is here, mister...?”

Her tone was unmistakable: she was fishing.

“MacRaigh. Professor MacRaigh.”

The girl touched an intercom button, but before she could announce the visitor, a familiar face appeared from off to the left.

The strong jaw, the handsome face, the almost-black hair, nothing about him had changed in the years since MacRaigh had last seen him. “Jim Webbe! Am I glad to see you.”

“C’mon in, Professor. What can we do for you?”

Jim Webbe ushered the guest into the rest of the office space, which had an open floor-plan. Desk and chairs to the right, against the outside wall, a compact forensics lab to the left, and a niche of an office at the far end, just past a sort-of lounge area to which Jim directed MacRaigh.

Jim’s partners in his detective agency came to join them. “Chris, Kent, you remember Professor MacRaigh?”

Of course the Craig siblings remembered him. “Not likely to forget, after the trouble we had with his BLASER gizmo,” Kent said with a smile as they shook hands. It had been five years since the agency had defended MacRaigh’s fabulous hand-held beryllium LASER from both the international Executive of Crime, Continent-Eight, and the late and unlamented local gangster, the Octopus, but, as Kent said, it was hard to forget.

As they took comfy seats, Jim asked again, “So what can we do for you?”

“I’m back to finish the work on a new invention. We were working on it over at Calico Sands, in New Mexico, but I got tired of Army interference and finally packed it in. I told them I’d send for them when the device was completed.”

“And you came back here?” Jim said in an incredulous tone. “After all the trouble we had with over your BLASER?”

MacRaigh sighed. “Yes, I know. But the equipment I need to finish the project is in my laboratory here, and with all the extra security we put in after that mess, I figured it was marginally safer here than anywhere else. Especially with you to head up security.”

“That’s what you want?” Kent put in. “No problem. We mopped up two of the toughest gangs in town last year. C-Eight oughta be a cinch!”

“Don’t be so cocky,” his sister admonished.

“He may not be far wrong, Miss Craig,” MacRaigh spoke up. “Continent-Eight deserves its title as the executive of crime, but it’s also become a bit predictable.” He went on to explain the incident on the Slope with the van hi-jacking the armored car. Up to explaining that they’d captured a decoy.

NOW HE CONTINUED. “They had no way of knowing how much equipment was involved in this project, but I was sure that they’d managed to find out that I was working on something for the military. They’re too good at learning secrets. So I set up a little show for them. The one kind of secret they can’t crack is the one only one person knows. I didn’t even tell my Army handlers what I was doing.

“They had no idea most of the equipment I needed at Calico Sands was duplicates of machines here. Except for two components I brought with me. While the armored car was being hi-jacked, I was arriving by cabin-plane at the Adams-Port.” He referred to the small airfield at the north end of the valley. “And I went straight to my lab and locked them up before I came looking for you.”

Jim smiled. “You sure you need us?”

MacRaigh grew serious. “Now that I’m here, I’m bottled up. Once I finish the work, I’ll have to call in the Army for proving the device. So Continent-Eight will be all around, and I have no idea what resources they can muster.”

Jim nodded in agreement. “They’re pretty hot stuff, all right. We’re pretty sure they have a local office that handles fencing all the stolen goods in this whole part of the state, and they probably make a tidy sum, to finance big jobs like I assume we’re talking about.”

MacRaigh took a deep breath. “It’s big, all right. It has military applications, but also some pretty impressive uses for medicine and civil engineering.”

“Wow. What is this new gizmo, Prof?”

“I’m having a meeting at the lab this evening, Mister Craig. The Kirk family has pledged half the financing for the device to help me keep the government from taking it over. They’ll be getting some of the details then. Join us and I’ll explain it all at one time.

“And,” he added, leaning forward confidential-like, “I’ll give you the details I’m omitting telling them. You’ll need to know more to keep things secure.”

“OK, Professor,” Jim agreed.

Just then the phone rang. Chris jumped over to Jim’s desk to answer it.

“...It’s a Mister John, for you.”

Jim got up. “I’ll take it.” He turned back to MacRaigh. “Anything else we need to know?”

“Just be at my place at eight o’clock.”

They shook hands. “Kent, give him our new business card and show him out.”

Kent Craig followed instructions, while Jim got the phone.

Chris waited anxiously as he spoke. She had no idea who “Mister John” was, and she thought she knew everybody Jim did. Having long been a couple, they had no secrets... she thought.

“Yes, John. In fact, I just finished a meeting. ...Sure, if it’s important. ...OK, I’ll be over shortly.”

He rang off. Chris asked, “Who’s this John?”

Jim chuckled. “Curious, eh? Sorry to disappoint you, but he’s a junior partner in a... well, call it a rival agency. I guess he got stuck with the job of calling in a consultation.”

It sounded fishy to Chris, but Jim was so insouciant about it, she couldn’t see what he could be hiding.

WHICH WAS GOOD, because what he was hiding was the only secret he was keeping from everyone in his life. Except “Mister John”, whom he greeted a little later that afternoon.

They met in a dark room in the rear of the Old Meeting House, the oldest church in town. Long forgotten, once a storeroom now sealed off from the rest of the building. Stairs led to an equally forgotten room that had been the office of the congregational organist. The massive organ, still in use, was just on the other side of the inner wall.

“Mister John” was actually Jack Desmond, a taxicab driver who’d fallen in with Jim in a particular escapade the previous year. For Jim had adopted a second identity as “The Bat”, cloaked crime-fighter, to sow confusion among the Enemy, led by a masked menace known as The Leader.

Desmond had located this lost lair for their use, and dubbed it “the Belfry”, with its camouflaged entrance and an office now kitted out with table, chairs, a cot, a clothing rack, and armaments.

Jim looked around as they climbed the stairs. “You’ve really spiffed up the place.”

Jack shrugged. “Not much else to do, The Bat being on vacation. I figured it wouldn’t hurt to be ready.”

“Good. We may need it. Something’s come up.”

As they settled in upstairs, Jack asked, “What is it?”

“I’ll know better tonight. ...But what did you call me for?”

“Oh, yeah. Listen. This morning I caught a fare at the Adams-port. First I thought it was you, but he wasn’t dressed right, and had, I dunno, lighter hair.”

Jim smiled.

“Anyway, he had me drop him at City Hall, but when we got there, he jumped out, handed me a sawbuck and said, ‘Keep it’, and took off.

“But he’d had some boxes with him; he left ’em on the seat. I tried to catch him, but it was like he’d disappeared or something. So I looked at the boxes. One had a tag that read ‘for you’; the other two said ‘for the other guy’. I didn’t know what to do, so I stashed ’em in the trunk. I thought they might be bombs or something.”

Jim chuckled. “Or something, for sure. That fare was the guy who bought you your new taxi and our sedan.”

“Huh? Oh, that was Mister Jackson?” That is, yours truly.

“Yeah. Go ahead and get the boxes.”

TEN MINUTES LATER, Jim was holding up a black double-breasted jacket. Jack had a brown bomber jacket. These, as well as an extra black jacket, and a pair of black cloaks, had come out of the boxes Desmond had recovered.

Jack tried his on. “I don’t get it. I mean, it’s a good coat, but how’s it different from what I’ve already got?”

Putting his on, Jim found a note in the breast pocket of the jacket. Reading it over, he smiled. “They’re life jackets, sort of. CL says these clothes are lined with something called ‘silkelar’, three layers of silk woven together with carbon... nanofibers, whatever they are. Says it’ll stop anything up to a dum-dum slug. He says, we’ll get knocked flat, and maybe get busted up some by the impact, but it’s good enough against regular ammo, and won’t weigh us down.”

Jack made a face. “What does he think we’re getting into?”

“Don’t worry. He’s just being a mother hen – but don’t tell him I said that.” Reading more of my note, he stuck a hand in the jacket’s side pocket. “Oh, cool! Check yours.”

Jack found that the right-hand pocket of his jacket had a holster built in.

He glanced up to see Jim tucking one of The Bat’s self-loading pistols into his pocket and whipping it out like a Western hero.

“Smooth. May take some practice, but it’ll be damn’ practical.”

“If you say so. Now, what about tonight?”

“I’ll know more then. But you’d better be handy. Things could start jumping pretty quick.”

“WE’LL HAVE TO be ready to act quickly,” the rather outré figure was saying to a group of men that same afternoon. Tall, broad-shouldered, muscular in a way that suggested padding, dressed in ordinary trousers and a turtleneck sweater. But in a pocket of that sweater was a small closed-circuit TV/radio transceiver, and it was from this that his voice issued.

For his head was entirely covered by a domed metal helmet. Snugly fit, it narrowed under the chin in a way that made it impossible to figure out how the helmet got on his head in the first place. For it had no seams, and not even any eye-holes! Only a few vents under the chin proved that there was a living, breathing human concealed within.

He was known only as “Maskman”, and had been known by no other name as long as anyone knew. Of course, without the helmet he could be anybody, and undoubtedly was, but to his colleagues in crime he was simply “Maskman”.

For he was one of the leaders of Continent-Eight, the international Executive of Crime mentioned earlier. Continent-Eight engineered or profited from crimes major and petty, the petty crime and fencing of stolen goods financing their major offenses against society.

Scientific gadgets were of particular interest to them, and Maskman could often be found leading a team of Enforcement Agents – the elite squad of henchmen – into the affray. For years unchallenged in their depredations, it was only recently that the forces of Justice had rallied a few extraordinary individuals to oppose them.

But Maskman feared no interference here, in Kirkston. The enemy was headquartered in Hollywood, hundreds of miles away. Here, they had only the police and those private detectives against them.

True, Kirk, Webbe, and Craig had outdone them once, but Kirk was dead now. How effective could the others be without their leader?

Maskman would find out soon enough.

“WELL, NOW THAT the pros from Dover are here,” spoke up a tall fellow with a well groomed mustache, “we can correct the mistakes of the local boys.”

Maskman waved a hand in disagreement. “No, Stoner. It wasn’t the local team’s fault. The hi-jacking came off perfectly. It was MacRaigh. Whoever called in the strike forgot, or didn’t care, that we’ve tackled him before. He was just too smart for them.

“Of course, I expect better from our Key Enforcement Agent.”

Stoner ducked his head slightly, showing he accepted the mild chastisement mixed with encouragement. Stephen Stoner had been with the Executive many years, working with his partner Steven Gort, a beefy fellow who stood at his left hand. His high rank was a tribute to his excellent work on tough cases, of which, he was sure, this caper would be one.

“Of course, Leader four. We lost one advantage, but now MacRaigh is bottled up in town. Once we know he has the new gizmo here, we’ve got him.”

“It won’t be as easy as the last time we tangled with him,” Maskman said, with a touch of sarcasm. “We managed to out-do him over the BLASER gun, but things did not turn out well.”

“I remember,” Stoner admitted. “But that Kirk jamoke was the big problem.”

“Don’t underestimate his partner – he’s a tough bird, too,” Gort interjected.

“We won’t underestimate anybody. But MacRaigh has put in a lot more defensive devices since then, and you won’t find it so easy to break into that lab of his this time.

“Nor can we use surveillance – Kirk saw to that years ago. The detectives are in the same office, and they have anti-spy equipment set up. I tried to eavesdrop when I got in this morning.”

“We’ll figure something out. Old school. Donahue and Robbins—” he indicated the last two men in the room “—are good men, and never been here before. I’ll have ’em study the city map today and then have one at the detectives’ office and one at MacRaigh’s. They’re sure to give us an opening.”

Robbins looked eager to impress. Donahue, dressed in a snappy suit and wearing pearl-gray gloves, said, “Don’t let the appearance fool you, sir. I try to do my best.”

Maskman nodded. The pin-striped suit with matching vest and fedora did make him look a bit of a fop, but anybody who’d say he’d “try” to do his best was a doer, not a talker.

“Fine. This is what I want you to do... .”

SIX O’CLOCK THAT evening found Jim Webbe and Christopher Craig facing each other across a table at the front window of an Italian restaurant over on East Victory Boulevard at Ninth Street, not far from MacRaigh’s lab up the street.

Jim was mechanically eating Cotoletta alla Milanese while scanning the street outside. His view gave him an angle on the lab but he was mostly watching the southern approach. Chris was enjoying her meal; if Jim had wanted her looking, he’d’ve said so. Nonetheless, she was keeping track of things outside.

“How’s the food?” she asked innocently.

Without a pause, Jim said, “Fine. I trust Gianni to have done his usual best. I’ll savor it in memory. Right now I need to concentrate.”

“You really think Continent-Eight will try something tonight?”

He shook his head. “I think they’ll be doing just what I’m doing. Scoping out the joint for later. If MacRaigh is right, they have only a hint of what he’s working on, so they’ll be collecting intelligence.”

Chris frowned. “But they’ve got, what? a thousand men? More? Now that we know they’re international, they could send anybody in.”

“Anyone too foreign looking would stick out. But you’re right, I could be looking at one of them right now and not know it. Which is why I’m looking at behavior, not faces.”

Chris nodded, then spoke, in case he hadn’t seen her. “Gotcha. Finding anything?”

Jim shook his head and broke his surveillance, flagging the waiter. The man brought the check and Jim covered it plus his usual tip, then got up.

“Let’s head over. Kent’s been sitting in the lab window for an hour, and he’s probably hungry, too.”

THE MacRAIGH LABORATORY occupies a large fraction of a block on East Victory, between Eleventh and Twelfth. A three-story frontage with a laboratory taking up much of the top floor. The lab is only half as deep as the lower floors, providing a roof space for experiments better done in the open. A three-story office building takes up the rest of the frontage down to Eleventh, and a car-rental agency takes up the north space.

A row of tall, narrow windows line the wall space on the street side of the lab, and it was here that Kent Craig had been sitting for most of an hour, scanning the street below, when Jim and Chris arrived.

The girl automatically shied from the windows. She’d had a terrifying experience at one of them in the original BLASER case, and even the sight of them unnerved her. It was, Jim thought, her only weakness... well, besides Jim himself. He could make her pretty weak in the knees.

“About time,” Kent said, getting up. “I’m starved.”

“OK, OK,” Jim said with a smile. “Grab a bite, but be back by seven:thirty. Mac’s big show is set for eight, and he’s got some dope for us before.”

Kent nodded and took off. Jim adjusted the chair and started watching. Chris left him to re-acquaint herself with the building.

From Jim’s coign of vantage, he saw Kent jay-walk across and stroll up the block to the hot-dog stand kitty-corner across from the rental lot. Like his sister, he had eclectic taste in cuisine; he was just honoring the quick side of it tonight.

Jim scanned the street, watching the far sidewalk for anybody watching the building. The next time he looked for his partner, Kent was gone. But a few minutes later, he caught sight of a hot dog waggling at him from the big window storefront of the tailor shop directly opposite, and knew Kent was combining supper with surveillance.

What neither of them noticed was that, through a ragged tear in a roller blind in a window of the apartment above the tailor’s, a lens was aimed straight at the lab!

INSIDE THE ROOM, Richard “Gloves” Donahue and Mickey Robbins were watching a closed-circuit monitor as the tiny camera in the window panned back and forth along the street.

Stoner arrived, having given the coded door-knock, and asked, “Anything?”

“Webbe and the dame went in. Craig came out, went to get dinner,” Gloves answered. “The camera in back picked him up walking down the alley. I think he’s in one of the shops downstairs.”

Stoner chuckled. “All the good it’ll do him.” He brought out a pocket radio transceiver. “Gort – you ready?”

A few blocks away at the headquarters of Continent-Eight, Steve Gort answered. The two had often worked this way, Stoner in the field, Gort back at the base.

“Yeah. You got the ear?”

Stoner brought from his pocket a small device that looked like a shotgun microphone. “Just hooking it up now.”

He stopped the motion of the little camera and aimed it straight at one of the laboratory windows, then clipped the mike to it, lining it up carefully. “Getting anything?”

“Just a second,” came the response.

In answer to queried looks from the others, Stoner remarked, “Directional mike. Super-sensitive. Picks up the vibrations of the window glass when anybody inside speaks and a computer back at the office translates them back to words. Gort will be monitoring.”

“Getting most of what they say,” Gort reported. “Some interference; They got a whopper of a transformer there; draws a lot of juice. Makes sense, with all the experimentin’ goin’ on. But the building schematics I found show some kind of special electrical hook-up with two hot-spots on the third floor. Unless they re-decorated, they’re the two entrances to the main lab.”

“THAT’S YOUR SECURITY?” Jim asked as MacRaigh showed off the open doorway. Jim glanced across the room to a second, matching portal. “There’s no door.”

MacRaigh smiled. “There is, you just can’t see it.”

It was almost eight, and since Kent had returned from his vigil and Chris had finished her tour, the trio had been examining this main lab. The place was littered with gear and machinery and what looked like junk everywhere. Long tables loaded down, steel shelving, desks piled high with papers and open books. In short, the place looked like it was occupied by a family of scientists who were both mad and absent-minded.

“I can hardly see anything in here!”

MacRaigh smiled again. “And if you came in to steal something, how would you find it?”

Jim threw up his hands. “But the door, Prof?”

“Watch.” He went to a wall panel beside the portal, flipped open the cover. “This switch activates an electrical field.” He threw the switch, and the edges of the doorframe lighted up.

But otherwise, nothing happened.

But then MacRaigh picked up a crumpled ball of old papers from a desk and tossed it through the doorway.

There was a flash of man-made lightning, and the paper burst into flame, withering to an ash before it floated to the hallway floor.

The three detectives looked at MacRaigh as though he was crazy.

“Isn’t that a bit... sci-fi, Professor?”

Now MacRaigh laughed. “But it works better than
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